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      I almost certainly do not know you; however, I shall assume you are a lovely person, and it is my loss for not having yet had the opportunity to meet you. Still, I must assume you and I are connected in some way, for the works you are about to read are selections from a journal of my memoirs. I compiled these not in the belief that the stories within are so compelling they must be told, but rather because I found my unexpected life transition to be so shockingly uneventful—at least initially. I place the blame for my aggrandized expectations squarely on contemporary media, filling my head with the belief that a ticket to the supernatural also put one on an express train toward coolness and suave charm.

      This is simply not the case. Or, at least, it was not my case. I recorded my journeys in the hopes that, should another being find themselves utterly depressed at the humdrum personality still saddling their supernatural frame, they might find solace in knowing they are not the only one to have felt that way. Given the lengthy lifespan of many of the people with whom I associate, there is no guarantee they will have passed on by the time this is read. Therefore, names have been changed as I deemed necessary.

      So, dear reader, whom I suspect is a wonderful person merely in need of a bit of reassurance, take comfort in my tales of uneventful blundering. One’s nature is hard to change; sometimes even death is insufficient to accomplish such a task. But be assured that, while you might find yourself still more human than anticipated, you are far from the only one. You will eventually discover that under the movie stereotypes, imposed mystique, and overall inflated expectations, each and every one of us is at least a touch more boring than our images would indicate.

      And that is not a bad thing.

      
        
        —Fredrick Frankford Fletcher

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Part 1

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1.

          

        

      

    

    
      “Posters, testimonial sheets, pricing pages, business cards, spare blood—”

      “Spare blood?” I looked up from my briefcase and over to the satchel Lillian was slowly filling up. “We’ll only be there for one day. Why not just eat before we go?”

      With a roll of her eyes, a gesture that had no doubt taken centuries to perfect—centuries I was well aware she’d had to do just that—Lillian deigned to answer my question. “In case of emergencies, Fredrick. What if something happens and we get injured? Vampires can heal, but doing so leaves us famished. Not the state either of us should be in when surrounded by a bunch of mundane humans ripe for the picking.”

      As much as I wanted to keep the parahuman aspect of my life clear from today’s event, Lillian made a case too compelling for anyone of sense to object with. I nodded my agreement for her to add the blood.

      This seems as apt a moment as any for a brief digression, wherein I explain that my employee was neither insane nor joking, as we were both proud Undead Americans—specifically, vampires. Yes, sorry to break the news to you, but the tales you heard as a child, the creatures you dismissed as mere fantasy, are actually quite real. Not only do parahumans exist, but we’re policed by the Agency, a government organization that makes sure every breed of supernatural creature keeps to the treaties they signed when America was founded. My fiancée, Krystal, is in fact an agent of that very organization, although today, she was going to take some time off to help us out. The more bodies we had in these situations, the better, and it didn’t hurt that Krystal had always been miles more outgoing than me.

      I was learning that the same was true for Lillian, not that this was surprising, given my general level of comfort when dealing with crowds and strangers. I still had to attend, regardless. Fletcher Accounting Services was my company, after all, and I was determined to show myself as an owner who made himself available. Besides, the Winslow Local Business Trade Show only lasted a single day, and after everything I’d been through in the past few years, even I could handle that level of social interaction.

      “Fred.”

      That was all the warning I got before Charlotte manifested a body in front of me—the usual one, in the classic dress she favored. In fact, Charlotte was Charlotte Manor, the enchanted house many of us had taken up residence in—for a fair price, of course. Aside from being warded to the point where even Arch, Krystal’s fellow agent, considered the home passably secure, Charlotte could conjure food and drink, run the entire place with perfect efficiency, and even change her layout as the need arose. Sadly, the most common way we utilized her skills was as an intercom, since the manor was vast and running around to trade messages wasted a lot of time.

      “Krystal would like you to swing by her room. There has been an issue with your plans for this evening, and she wants to explain in person.”

      I didn’t bother with a sigh; this was a risk I’d knowingly taken on when I asked Krystal to help. Being employed by a secret government parahuman organization came with a lot of caveats, not the least of which was that, when they called, Krystal was expected to answer. Her job was her passion, and I loved that about her, despite the fact that it often caused us some level of inconvenience.

      Along the way to Krystal’s room, I passed a window that looked out on the manor’s rear yard. Out there, in the early morning light which Charlotte’s specially filtered windows protected me from, I could see Arch, Neil, and Albert training. In the many months since Albert left my employ to train under Arch full-time, learning to wield his weapon of destiny, they’d gone on several trips, about which I was always left in the dark. When they were here, though, this was one of their regular times to work. As a zombie, Albert didn’t change physically, not without magical aid, so the training-related shifts in his physique were relatively minor. His speed and technique, however, were visibly better, even to someone like me. Or perhaps it was because of my enhanced vampire vision that I could so easily track the force of his swing. Regardless, both Albert and Neil were improving under Arch’s tutelage. While I still didn’t know the real nature of that mundane-looking agent, he had already lived up to one of his claims: Arch was an excellent teacher.

      I didn’t dally long, making my way past the window to Krystal’s room. We’d talked about moving in together, but since the manor’s rooms weren’t huge and we were both prone to taking work home and spreading out, the potential clutter was an issue. We also hadn’t decided whether or not to keep living in Charlotte Manor with everyone, or move out on our own. It was one of the many things we needed to decide upon before the wedding—and, as I was about to learn, there was one particularly huge thing to be dealt with presently.

      Opening the door, I found not only Krystal, but her friend and fellow agent, June. Despite her brother being Krystal’s former beau, June and I got along well. She was kind and loyal, and so long as Krystal was happy, June was at peace with who she dated. I shuddered to imagine the fate that would befall anyone who broke Krystal’s heart, however. “Morning, June. I wasn’t expecting you. Should we ask Charlotte to set another seat at the table?”

      “Maybe something to go,” June replied. Rarely was Charlotte’s cooking turned down outright; she could put master chefs to shame with her creations. “We’re in a bit of a hurry.”

      “That’s underselling it like no one’s business.” Krystal hurriedly threw several boxes of bullets and a huge knife into her backpack before turning to me. “Freddy, I’m so sorry, but I’ve got to take off for a little while. I won’t be able to help with your trade show today. In fact, you should plan on me not being around in the near future. The next couple of weeks, at least.”

      June nodded. “If not longer.”

      Accepting as I was of the travel requirements for her job, that was still a surprisingly long stretch of time. “That’s quite a run. Is everything okay?” I asked as my fiancée disappeared through the open entrance to her closet.

      A moment later, Krystal emerged wearing a massive jacket, far too dense for the current climate in our city of Winslow, Colorado. “Relative term. Do you remember when we got engaged, and I told you there would be some extra paperwork to deal with?”

      “Of course.” I nodded. “We signed dozens of pages ensuring that there wouldn’t be any favoritism between my clan and the Agency because of our relationship.”

      “That was the easy part. Our real hurdle is the fact I used to be engaged to Tem. Fey engagements, even those of half-breeds, are overseen by their family matriarch, and fey are nearly as bad as dracolings when it comes to contracts.”

      “I would love to disagree, but if anything, she’s being nice about how awful they are,” June added. “Getting out of a fey contract is no easy feat.”

      This was a lot to process, especially when I was already wound up in preparation for the trade show. “Wait, I’m sorry. Are you saying that, in the eyes of the fey, Krystal is still obligated to marry your brother?”

      Krystal held her hand out, palm down, and gave it a light shake. “Eh, yes and no. They can’t make us go through with the ceremony, but until they release the engagement contract, I can’t wed anyone else and have it officially recognized under parahuman law. The Queen of Winter knows Tem and I are done, but she’s been hanging on to the contract until I needed out of it as a bargaining chip to cash in for something she wants. That’s why we’re hustling to get out of here: June and I are finally being granted an audience to receive my tasks. We’ll go before the Court of Frost, do some favors for the realm, and I’ll be free from the last vestiges of my former engagement at last. Really, I should have done this years ago. I just never seemed to find the time. Plus, well, it wasn’t a pressing issue.”

      Flinging a few more knives into her bag, Krystal crossed the room to give me a long kiss, which June politely turned away from.

      “Should I come along? I feel bad sitting on the sidelines while you fight for our marriage. It’s supposed to be a partnership.”

      “That’s a sweet sentiment, but this is between me and the fey,” Krystal said. “June can come only because she was a witness to the original agreement, which means she can help unmake it. Besides, you have a trade show, and an order to stay out of trouble. Arch will keep an eye on you while we’re waiting for your bodyguard.”

      I barely managed to hide my twinge of discomfort at the mention of a bodyguard. After an attack on my life some months prior, it had been decided that I would receive the services of one, though I wasn’t fond of the idea. Thankfully, the Agency was part of the government, with wheels that didn’t often turn too fast. The bodyguard had yet to be assigned, which meant I still had some semblance of freedom and privacy I could cling to for the time being.

      “I would say you’re the one we should be worried about, except we both know you’re safer on a mission to a frozen kingdom than I am walking the street. Still, be careful, please. I’m rather looking forward to our wedding.”

      “Me too, hence why I’m getting this done.” Another kiss, and then she was back to packing. “Oh, and don’t worry, I already called someone to come fill in for me at the trade show.”

      That was . . . worrisome. While I trusted our friends dearly, that didn’t mean I wanted every one of them representing my business in the view of humans. Bubba would be a good stand-in, save for his limited business acumen, and if Amy could resist taking anything that visibly altered her appearance, she would be a fine substitute. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but who did you get?”

      “Someone with a good head on their shoulders, who can speak to the sort of benefits you offer.” She grinned at me, and in that moment, I knew this day was about to go sideways before it had even properly begun. “Let’s just say I replaced myself with another loud blonde, only this one will bring in a very different crowd.”
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      “Fear not, small people. Come forth and listen to the great works of Fred and his accounting firm!”

      Credit where it was due, Krystal had lived up to her word. Richard Alderson, ruler of the local therians, was indeed loud and blond. He was also staggeringly tall and wide, his thick muscles bursting out of the collared shirt and tie that desperately tried to contain his might. Aside from his position amongst the therianthropes—which is a general term for all who shape-shift into animals—Richard was an alpha-therian, meaning he was bigger and stronger than the rest of his already impressive species. That’s why, even at his smallest, he looked like a bodybuilder going through a career change. It was not the image I probably would have chosen for representing an accounting firm at a trade show; however, it quickly became clear that there was wisdom in Krystal’s selection.

      The Winslow Local Business Trade Show was being held in one of the larger venues available in the city, but we had managed to nearly fill it up. The event was being put on by the Winslow Chamber of Commerce as a way for local businesses to show themselves off to the community as a whole, allowing locals and other entrepreneurs to come see who was in their town and what services they offered. Connecting customers to businesses that would benefit them was the aim of the day, and I had two communities to try winning over: mainstream society, where a shrinking amount of my business was, and the parahuman community, in which I was rapidly becoming a staple. That was what made Richard such a valuable addition to the team: to humans, he was simply a hulking man, but no parahuman worth their salt would fail to notice a huge therian. After that, they would see Lillian, and eventually maybe notice me. The point was that they would know this was a parahuman-friendly establishment, and that was important.

      Unsurprisingly, I had failed to calculate another benefit of Richard’s presence. He was, to put it mildly, quite popular with those whose tastes ran in that direction. In a show full of office drones and a few half-hearted models working for less than scale, he stood out like a burning muscular beacon, and people were noticing.

      For her part, Lillian was no slouch either, eager to show off all she’d learned since joining Fletcher Accounting Services. While she wasn’t fully trained or certified yet, Lillian had demonstrated incredible dedication to the craft, and she was making progress that would have been shocking from anyone else. There were few questions she couldn’t answer; for the most part, I was relegated to the rear of our booth, popping forward only when called for, or when the steadily dwindling stack of pamphlets needed a refill.

      It was on one such run that I nearly dropped a fresh stack of handouts onto a woman’s slender fingers just as she pulled away the last of the previous set. “Oh! I’m so sorry, ma’am.”

      Her hand jerked away quickly, drawing my attention to her actual self: a well-dressed woman wearing an unexpectedly kind smile. The cream-colored suit she’d chosen perfectly complemented the dark tones of her skin, and the green pocket-square matched the precise hue of her eyes. She was composed, precise, the kind of person whose every movement and act portrayed intent. I cannot say for certain if it was the way she dressed, a supernatural sense, or simple experience, but I knew in a glance that she was more than human.

      “Think nothing of it. I saw you coming with those and still tried to test my luck. Tell me, are you these wonderful people’s assistant? I’ve seen you running about, keeping things neat and orderly, and I wanted to tell you you’re doing a fantastic job.”

      This was more positivity than I was generally used to encountering, especially from a new parahuman. As kindly intended as the words were, I still had to dissuade her of her notion. “In all honesty, I’m the owner of Fletcher Account Services, Fredrick Frankford Fletcher, though most everyone calls me Fred. My companions are more socially gifted than I, so I asked them to take the lead on the talking part. I excel at the actual accounting, which is what I hope people will hire us for.” I offered my hand as I spoke.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Fred. Please, call me Deborah.” She took my hand, a cool grip that betrayed she was either undead, or someone with terrible circulation. “I must say, it’s interesting that you’ve chosen to let the others represent your company. Most demand to be front and center, regardless of how well-suited they are to the roll. Ego and pride, I imagine.”

      “Well, at my company, we put the best workers on the job, whether they’re the boss or not,” I explained. “Better for people to have a good impression of the business as a whole than me personally.”

      Deborah released my hand, glancing over the pamphlet she’d snared. “It seems you do offer quite a bit. Can I ask more about the ‘specialized services’ listed here at the bottom? The rest makes sense, but that’s a bit vague for an advertisement. What specialty services do you have beyond the standard ones on offer?”

      Carefully checking to make sure no one—or at least no one human—was paying us any attention, I shifted farther from the crowd. Thankfully, Deborah took my hint and followed. Only once we were clear did I begin to speak in hushed tones. To human ears, it would be virtually inaudible. If Deborah was what I suspected, however, she would have no issue.

      “I offer whatever is needed for those with special cases. There are extenuating laws and codes for certain groups or individuals with extraordinary circumstances. I am trained and certified to assist in such cases. I suspect you understand what I’m talking about, but I’m afraid I can’t say much more on the subject without confirmation.”

      To my surprise, Deborah brought her hands together in a swift clap. “Oh, good job! Here I was thinking you’d spill the beans with only a few suggestive words and a little hinting, but you kept things vague until proof was delivered. Well done, Fred. You’ve already proven more competent than your enemies described you. Then again, if I believed the picture as the Turvas painted it, then I’d think you nothing more than a mewling idiot protected like a pet by the powerful friends you’ve gained.”

      She said the word “Turva” louder than the rest of our conversation, causing both Lillian and Richard to turn their eyes in our direction. I gave a discreet wave to indicate that things were fine, though I wasn’t actually sure they were. If nothing else, there was no reason to start a brawl, especially with so many humans around.

      “Keeping them from intervening, now that was the right call,” Deborah complimented. “Relax, I’m not here to kill you. Not outright, anyway. You see, Fredrick Frankford Fletcher, the Turvas have filed a grievance against your clan. They claim you are unfit as a vampire, and as a leader. I’ve been sent by the Blood Council to determine whether they are correct.”

      “Let me guess, if I’m not, you kill me?” I asked.

      “Sort of.” For the first time, Deborah’s good cheer faded. “I’m not a fan of it, but our law is our law, and you are a founder. For an unfit vampire to form a clan is a high crime, and I’m afraid the punishment is not just the eradication of the leader. The entire clan would have to be wiped out.”
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      Shockingly, I felt calm. Perhaps it was the fact we were surrounded by humans, in a building caged by sunlight, and I didn’t believe any vampire with sound judgment would try to start a brawl here. Maybe there was something relaxing about the gentle way Deborah had issued her threat. Most likely, it was the fact that Lillian and Richard were both mere steps away, and I knew that both of them were the kind who would absolutely jump into a fray. Whatever the cause, I took my time, finished with the pamphlets, and gave a calm, measured response.

      “I’m afraid you’ll find that task harder than it sounds. My clan has alliances with the local therians, the Clover mage family, and the Agency itself. You might very well be able to take out everyone in my clan, but would the consequences really be worth it?”

      Deborah watched me, still no hint of threat in her eyes, and then replied. “Logic is an interesting move. Most your age would go with pride and aggression, try to win my respect by threatening me back and showing they weren’t afraid. Which would, of course, lead to me showing them why they should be afraid, and that can get messy. There is one fault in your argument, however. Alliances are meant to punish those who make deadly choices on their own. The Blood Council is a recognized entity under our treaties, and when official cases like this are opened, we have full authority to purge clans that are deemed unfit. To put it simply, this would be a sanctioned execution like what occurs in prisons all over your country. No alliance would save you from it, any more than they would protect you from going to jail for murder.”

      My experience with vampires at this point was, admittedly, limited. So far, I had met Petre (a vampire who would have lived up to the pride and aggression Deborah expected), Lillian, and Quinn (who was both my sire and a genuine evil madman) along with his various flunkies named Beauregard. While I liked only one of them, none were exactly the type to think things through or debate issues on technical grounds. Deborah was the first vampire I’d encountered who met my calm logic with her own similar strategy. In that moment, despite Richard and Lillian being so close, and a room full of humans preventing us from going wild, I felt a core of fear stab my gut. She was kind, she was gentle, and she was patient, but something in my predator mind told me that Deborah was also dangerous in ways the others wouldn’t understand.

      “Anyway, that’s all theoretical,” Deborah continued, pushing past the unpleasantness we’d waded into. “It assumes you fail my assessment, and one should never go into things assuming failure. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. That’s my motto. The assessment process is not a quick one; you needn’t worry yourself about me too much today. We’ll talk later, when you’ve had time to confirm my claims and understand the severity of them. A word to the wise: don’t mention my organization in front of those two until this show is done. Their reactions might not be suitable for mundane company. For now, I’ll let you get back to manning your booth; we’ll talk later, somewhere a little less public. I just didn’t want you to wonder when you saw me keeping watch on you from afar. Being upfront makes things easier on everyone.”

      Before I could protest, Deborah walked away, perfectly timed to coincide with a group of businessmen that meandered between us. Not a magical, speedy exit where she vanished, and not a slow creep to the shadows. Just a regular walk, brisk enough that if I went after her, I would look like a pushy salesman who refused to take a hint. Honestly, her exit was probably for the best. I needed to verify the claims she was making, and consider my options if she was telling the truth.

      Luckily, some of my best resources for such an issue were directly on hand. The trouble was that they were also swamped with interested parties, although that was hard to be annoyed about since it was the very reason we’d come out today. Still, this didn’t feel like the kind of thing I should sit on, so I made sure there were no pressing questions or immediate needs for my help, and then excused myself to take a quick break.

      Finding a private spot wasn’t easy, but eventually, I located a closed-off stairwell with a lock that snapped off in my hand almost before I’d even tried to break it. Ducking inside, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed. Deciding who to call had been a game of elimination. Krystal was my first choice, but I was unsurprised to find she didn’t have service. Probably for the best: she needed her focus on accomplishing the task at hand, not worrying about some hypothetical threat to me. While Asha and her general knowledge of parahuman law was tempting, I needed someone with information specifically about this vampire organization. With Richard and Lillian on the floor, that left one person I trusted to know everything about vampires, treaties, and how they pertained to clans: Arch. Old as he was, Arch always appeared to know a little about every topic, and I was hoping this would be no exception. I got his voicemail, so I left a vague but fervent message with some light details and hoped he would call me back in time.

      With the phone closed and no crowds around, I was alone for the first time that day. These moments didn’t come along as often as they once had, when I was on my own watching movies and drinking wine. Meeting Krystal had changed my life, filled it with odd, chaotic characters who often seemed to exist solely to keep me from finding a moment’s peace. Much as I loved them all, occasional solitude was a welcome respite, especially in this moment, with a new threat suddenly looming overhead. Well, not new, exactly. I had always known the Turva clan would retaliate in some way for my having sidestepped their attempt to annex me into their ranks; Petre wasn’t the type to take a loss lying down. True, I hadn’t expected them to go through proper channels, but maybe that was to my advantage. Fighting and murder might be the Turva clan’s specialty, but no one (with the possible exception of Asha Patel, our parahuman law expert) knew their way around minutia and rules better than I did.

      We could do this. Whoever Deborah was, whatever she was after, we would get through it together as a clan. I couldn’t keep being bowled over when these challenges arose. Everyone had warned me what it meant to form a clan, especially one with non-vampires as members. I was told that there would be danger, often in the form of other parahumans. This was just one more hurdle to clear in a long line of them, and we would do just that. I had faith in my friends. We would find a way.

      My nerves thoroughly steadied, I made my way out of the stairwell and back onto the trade show floor. The moment I did, I heard shouts coming from several rows over, concentrated within a crowd of people milling around a single booth. A booth that didn’t warrant so much attention. A booth that was supposed to be advertising a local accounting firm with trustworthy staff and fair rates.

      At this point, I wasn’t even surprised to see that things had somehow gone awry in my five minutes away. Steeling myself as best I could, I waded through the crowd, trying to find out what manner of chaos had descended upon my booth.
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      By the standards of what I was used to dealing with, the situation I walked back to find was relatively tame. No blood, no bodies, and no one prominently displaying supernatural gifts. I say “prominently” because, while Richard’s muscles were unquestionably on display, they could at least pass for the sort achievable by humans, albeit only through a lifetime of work and dedication. With his sleeves rolled up, Richard’s biceps were in full view of the crowd, who were watching him and another thick-limbed man arm wrestle on top of my formerly organized pamphlet table.

      In truth, saying they were arm wrestling might give Richard’s opponent too much credit. The human was straining, red-faced and sweating, struggling in vain to move the mighty arm of Richard Alderson. Part of me almost felt bad for the gentleman—he had no idea what he was up against. Even if he’d been Richard’s size, which he very much was not, he didn’t have the therian blood in his veins that made Richard’s displayed muscles more powerful than they appeared to be.

      Slipping effortlessly through the crowd, Lillian appeared at my side, a stack of business cards still in her hands. “The guy insisted on speaking to the head of the company, acting like a real pompous dick. When Richard told him you’d momentarily stepped away, he started in on how irresponsible it was to leave idiot trade-grunts behind to man an accounting booth. We tried to shoo him away, but he only got more personal with it, saying that Richard’s physique was all show and that he didn’t have real, ‘working-man’ strength. If you haven’t noticed his breath yet, there’s a good bit of booze on it. My guess is that this gentleman didn’t want to come to the show and livened up breakfast to make it more fun.”

      “Yeah, he looks like he’s having a grand time.” The man was wearing himself out to the point of exhaustion, while Richard just stood there, no sign of strain or effort as he held his arm steady as a sculpture. This was worlds worse than merely beating the drunk jerk; that, at least, had an ending. Instead, he was letting the guy burn himself out while trying—and failing—to get so much as an inch of progress. I could hear the snickers coming from the crowd, the whispers of attendees mocking the man’s failure. This was bad. We were going to stand out in people’s memories for all the wrong reasons. A huge man humiliating someone wasn’t the image I wanted associated with Fletcher Accounting Services, regardless of whether the humiliation was deserved or not.

      Stepping forward, I moved in front of Richard and his prey, blocking the latter from the crowd’s view as best I could in the hopes that he’d compose himself. “Thank you both so much for this live demonstration of the audit protection offered by Fletcher Accounting Services. Yes, you have no need to fear when hiring us, because as much as the IRS might try to find flaws or inconsistencies in our work, they will ultimately struggle in vain. That is the level of security you have when you hire us to handle your fiscal needs.”

      Yes, it was dumb. Forgive me; I’m not the world’s most brilliant liar even in the best of situations, and I don’t suddenly improve when I’m forced to think on the fly. I did have one element in my favor, though: virtually every attempt to lure potential customers in at these shows was also dumb. This kind of pageantry is exactly what people expected when dealing with a floor of business owners desperate to catch anyone’s attention. I could see some people buying it, a few even cursing at themselves for being taken in. With luck, the whole incident would fade in people’s minds as a silly publicity stunt. It might not leave them with the best impression of my company, but it was a vast improvement over them thinking of us as the firm of giant muscular jerks.

      “That’s right. Thanks for watching the show, folks, and please line up if you have questions about our budget-balancing services.” It was one of the lines I’d given Richard to use, and bless him for choosing that moment to trot it out. With him playing along, we were virtually in the clear. The last person who had to jump in was the one with the most motivation to do just that: the businessman Richard had been effortlessly besting for the last several minutes.

      The drunk was looking around at the shift in the crowd, staring in confusion as Richard released his hand and backed away from the table. I almost stopped pretending to breathe as I waited for his reaction, hoping he could sell the ruse with some level of credibility.

      “Fuck that. Are you backing off from a challenge? You know I was about to slam your meat hand down so hard it would crack this table. What, is the guy in the sweater vest your boss or something? This two-bit dweeb? Man like you shouldn’t be taking orders from him, this pencil-necked piece of—”

      With one clean, mercifully controlled punch, Richard knocked the man clean out, sending him tumbling to the ground. “I take orders from no one. And I stand for none paying disrespect to my friends.”

      It was actually kind of a nice moment, and I appreciated the gesture. The trouble was that this was the real world, the human world, and those kinds of actions had consequences.

      In a matter of minutes, security had arrived. After some discussion, it was decided that, while it would be up to the drunk man whether he pressed charges or not, both he and Richard were being booted from the trade show. Assault wasn’t glossed over in this crowd the way it was among therians, and though I waved off Richard’s apologies as best I could, he still wore a shameful expression as they led him out the exit.

      With the fight over, the crowd cleared from my booth at a rapid clip; even the ones who’d been lured over with actual interest put a good bit of distance between themselves and our display. Lillian, no longer occupied with prospective clients, wandered around trying to grab people’s attention until she finally ended up by my side.

      “I guess the upside is that, since Richard scared everyone away, we aren’t feeling short-staffed by his absence.” Lillian looked to the stacks of cards and pamphlets I had reorganized on the table. “Although, that might not be as much of an upside as it seems. This was bad, wasn’t it?”

      “Having a fight at our booth isn’t great,” I agreed. “But the day is young, and as more people filter in, I’m hoping they’ll check us out. We should still have a third staff member on hand, maybe someone a little less threatening than the image Richard presented.”

      Lillian began counting off names as she listed through our options. “That leaves out Bubba, since he’s imposing too, and Charlotte, since she’s a literal homebody. Arch isn’t a people person, Asha is way too busy, Neil and Albert are probably training, and Krystal is out on a mystery mission. Process of elimination, you know who that leaves us with, right?”

      I did know, I knew exactly who she was talking about, and I wasn’t exactly thrilled by the idea. With all those people taken off the board, the only friend we could call for help was Amy. Brilliant as she was—Amy was not only widely regarded as a prodigy, but had even learned some of her magic from a dragon—dealing with humans wasn’t exactly her specialty. Amy was a fan of testing her potions and products on herself, often with visible side effects. She wasn’t threatening, though, and that would help. Besides, as Lillian had illustrated, our options were limited.

      I pulled out my phone and headed to the back of the booth. This wasn’t a call that demanded stairwell privacy, so I wasn’t going to waste the time to make that trek. As I was slipping around back, however, I did notice a familiar face watching our location. Deborah was still out there, keeping careful tabs on what we did. Much as I wanted to press Lillian for information about the Blood Council, that felt like a task better handled outside of vampire earshot. For now, my focus was on getting Amy to join us and making the best I could of my remaining trade show time. The rest, I would deal with as it came.

      Hopefully, Deborah would have the decency to wait until I had one disaster handled before she burdened me with another.
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      Amy arrived less than an hour later, just as people were beginning to pay attention to our booth again. If I’d still needed breath, I would have been holding it as she arrived, unsure of what to expect from the gifted alchemist. To my relief and surprise, Amy appeared mundane, bordering on professional. No glowing eyes or hair, no excess limbs, no glittering aura clinging to her skin. Just a blouse, jeans, and relatively clean sneakers. Not exactly what I would suggest someone wear to attend a meeting, but for her, it was evidence of real effort. I wasn’t going to complain about a touch of casual dressing, especially when Amy was only here as a favor to me in the first place.

      While Lillian handled the crowd, I slipped Amy off to a break room for attendees to bring her up to speed. The education was brief, consisting largely of how to go over common questions and answers she could give, such as rates and hours. Anything more advanced and she’d need to send them my way, but this would at least give us an extra body on the floor. I hadn’t planned on it taking long, and I was far more right than expected. After a single review of the material, Amy had everything memorized perfectly. Sometimes, amidst all the potions and magic and general chaos that was Amy Wells, I managed to forget that my friend was also a full-caliber genius. She was just a genius who tended to apply herself to only the things that interested her, and those categories were somewhat limited to magical research and brewing alchemic drugs.

      “Richard got booted for fighting, huh?” She leaned back in her plastic chair, tempting fate as she danced with gravity’s pull on the seat. “Not exactly shocking given his nature, but I’m surprised he couldn’t control himself.”

      Since we were alone in the break room, I didn’t have to worry about anyone overhearing Amy’s curious use of the word “nature,” which was good, because the last thing I needed was more attention on our group. “Someone provoked him.”

      “Someone provoked a man who’s used to dealing with therians, some of the most impulsive and fearsome parahumans out there, into sudden action? Strange, I’d have expected a man like Richard to have harder buttons to press.”

      That was . . . a good point, when I considered it. Easy as it sometimes was to lump Richard in as just another therian, he was more than that. He was a leader, a ruler, a man who showed keen judgment even in the heat of danger. The only reason he’d gotten violent was because the man insulted Lillian and me. Gentle a man as Richard could be, he allowed no disrespect to those he viewed as friends or family. Respect was a large part of therian culture, but there was no way some random drunk could have known that. It was a coincidence, right?

      Human Fred, even the Fred of a few years ago, would have been able to believe that. But too much had happened to me since then. I’d been through too many supposed coincidences that turned out to be far more, and I was slowly learning to expect such contingencies.

      “Do you think someone coached that man on how to get under Richard’s skin?”

      “Maybe. Or he was remotely controlled by magic, or possessed, or drank a cursed cocktail. That’s the trouble with the parahuman world: once you accept that all of it is real, the possibilities for any given situation grow exponentially. There are too many options; without evidence to narrow down the list, we could spend a week investigating dead ends. We do also have to allow for the possibility that it was just a stroke of bad luck . . . those happen to us as much as to regular humans. If you find anything else suspicious, however, that might help us narrow things down.”

      Deborah, of course, jumped to mind. I still didn’t know for sure what she was doing here—she’d only said that she’d be watching, not what she was watching for. Did her version of keeping tabs on me include seeing how I handled problems as they arose? It was certainly possible, but would be on the tame side compared to the antics I’d seen other vampires pull.

      Focusing my senses, I listened for the sound of heartbeats, footsteps, even the shifting of muscle fiber, anything coming from outside the break room that would indicate an eavesdropper. Amy and I seemed to be alone, but there was no such thing as too much care where parahumans were involved. When I was sure no one else was around, I spoke. “Are you familiar with an organization called the Blood Council?”

      “Not especially. I’ve heard the name whispered by the archmages a few times, but never cared enough to probe for more. From the name, I’m guessing it’s vampire-related?”

      “Given that a vampire named Deborah introduced herself to me earlier today as a representative of said organization, yes, vampire-related seems a certainty. She’s made no aggressive moves that I can tell; she’s just been watching us, which is exactly what she told me she planned to do. I have to say, as far as sudden threats go, I do appreciate her being so upfront.”

      “Have you asked Lillian?” From her expression, Amy already knew the answer. This question was more about giving me a chance to explain why.

      Looking away, I shook my head. “Deborah indicated that the impact of my words might be jarring for her, and things have been hectic, so I was putting it off until the trade show was finished.”

      “Really?” Amy swung her feet up from the chair and hopped into a standing position with unexpected grace. Perhaps she’d been sipping on some experiments, after all. “I get that this is a busy day, but trusting someone you just met over one of your friends doesn’t really seem like your style, Fred. Lillian has been around for a long time. I think she’d be able to keep herself composed in any situation. Your call, though. This is your business, and your clan.”

      It was strange. Up until that moment, my decision had made sense—to me, if no one else. Yet with those simple words, Amy had shifted my perspective, and suddenly, I realized just how right she was. Yes, Deborah had come up to me at the worst possible time to deal with a new parahuman threat, and yes, the day had been a mess, but none of that was any excuse. I’d formed my clan precisely because I didn’t want to be subjected to the whims of some ancient vampire with their own ideas of how to interact with the world at large. And yes, in the end, I was still the one who had to make the big, hard choices—a responsibility I was trying to be up to the task of handling—but in the time between those decisions, I owed it to the friends who’d put their trust in me to have faith in them right back.

      “Our clan,” I corrected. “Despite its name, the House of Fred belongs to all its members, Lillian very much included. If some new vampire organization has taken an interest in us, then she deserves to know. Everyone does. Though, in the case of the others, I’ll have to wait until the trade show is done. Lillian finds out next time we can manage to break off from the booth. I still want to avoid open discussion as much as possible.”

      Amy nodded, and for a moment, I thought I saw a sliver of purple light behind her ear as her hair moved, but if I did, it quickly vanished. “Prudent and understandable. On that note, we should get back out there. Sooner or later, I expect you’ll have a crowd to contend with again.”

      “What makes you say that?” My question, which was a perfectly reasonable one in my opinion, was brushed aside by a knowing smile from Amy as she headed out the break room door. “Um, Amy? Seriously, did you do something? Or make something? Or take something?”

      No response. She continued walking back to the trade show floor, so rather than calling after her uselessly, I got into gear and pursued. Whatever was going to happen, I needed to be there to manage it. That was also part of what it meant to be a leader.
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      As I am not a specialist in magic or alchemy—truth be told, I barely know the first thing about either topic—there is no way for me to explain whatever concoction Amy had taken. Even if she’d explained it to me, the details would never have made it to the page because I lack the understanding to properly convey them. Besides, Amy likes to keep her recipes to herself, as any sound business owner would.

      What I can tell you is that not long after we came back, the mood of the crowd began to change. Nary could a single body pass us without swiveling in Amy’s direction. Maybe it was pheromones, the sort that don’t impact undead bodies the same as living ones, or perhaps she’d simply bottled pure charisma and chugged it down. However she did it, Amy was bringing people to our booth by the droves. We were slammed again in no time, with both Lillian and me fielding questions from the small crowd that had packed themselves into our limited floor space.

      Despite my intent to talk to Lillian, there was no opportunity. Amy’s presence had turned the booth into a dam halting the flow of people along the trade show aisles. People were backed up, trying to get through, only to join the fray once they’d wandered too close. Whatever it was, Amy’s allure was potent; even those who spoke to Lillian and me kept their eyes trained in her direction, content merely to be near her. When we did finally finish up with prospective clients, getting them to leave became a chore. They lingered by the adjacent booths, not engaging with the owners, staring back toward us instead. Well, toward Amy.

      Nice as it was to have a crowd once more, things were rapidly spiraling out of control. Using as much politeness as I could, and perhaps a touch of enhanced vampire strength to get through some particularly tight spots, I made my way through the crowd of admirers that had flocked around Amy. The moment I drew near, her hands shot out and gripped my arm, pulling us close together. Her words came fast, a hot whisper in my ear.

      “Something’s wrong. My potion wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near this potent. I must have made a miscalculation with one of the ingredients.”

      Brilliant as Amy was, she also liked to push the boundaries of possibility, and with that willingness to take risks came unforeseen side effects. I’d handled more than a few in our time together, from her accidental enchantment of a local park to turning Bubba into a fiery murderous stallion, so it was a gamble I’d known I was taking when I asked her to come out. At least the intent behind her experiment had been well-intentioned, albeit the consequences were threatening to create a riot in the Fletcher Accounting Services booth.

      “Did you bring an antidote?” I tried to whisper back, but given the unhappy roar of the crowd around us, mad at me for hogging Amy however momentarily, my voice was forced up a few decibels.

      “The antidote’s in development.” There was something of a sheepish look in Amy’s eye, the expression she always wore when these situations spun out of control. “I was trying to get the formula refined to perfection first. Besides, who needs an antidote to a potion that makes you interesting?”

      “You, right this very moment,” I countered.

      Amy gave me the kind of casual shrug that only she could get away with in situations like these. “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty. Let’s focus on solutions instead of harping on what could have been done differently.”

      “Fine. Will distance help?” I glanced through the crowd, hunting for an option. We were surrounded on all sides, but if I forced it, I could easily shove through people. While it might not leave a great impression of me or my company, at the rate the fervor around us was growing, that seemed like a very reasonable trade-off. “I could smuggle you to a stairwell.”

      “We’d be right back here the second I stepped back on the floor.” Glancing to the crowd, Amy let out an annoyed sigh. “Sorry, Fred. I think I have to bail. Once I’m out of the building, the effects will fade. I can stay in my car until I get home, then lock myself away until the potion wears off or I find a cure in the lab. Either way, I’m not going to be able to help much more today.”

      I’d already put that much together. It was obvious from our predicament that Amy couldn’t stay in the booth. Not with things as they stood. “You’ve been of real aid, and I don’t just mean with the booth. That said, this doesn’t seem to be getting better, so perhaps we should leave sooner rather than later?”

      With a quick burst of movement, I forced the crowd back, shoving them as gently as I could. There was no time to make my way over to Lillian, so I turned my head and raised my voice to just below a shout. “Lillian, hold the fort as best you can. I’ll be back soon.”

      I didn’t have the luxury of waiting to see if she’d heard me. Instead, I pulled Amy in close and forced my way through the narrow opening I’d created. Instantly, the crowd reacted. They were incensed at the idea of Amy being taken away from them. Hands clutched at us; a few even formed into fists meant to slow us down. So far as I could tell, the violence was only meant for me, but I was quick to shift in front of anything that looked like it might even slightly graze Amy. To a vampire, such blows were inconsequential, but an unwarded mage was essentially human, and therefore much more vulnerable.

      Unfortunately, with every step I moved Amy, the fury of those around us grew. People gripped my sweater vest and shirt, trying with all they had to slow us. Just when I feared I was about to have to chance injuring someone to make headway, the path began to part. Not on its own, mind you, but because Lillian was proceeding forward from the other side, moving people out of our way with more force and confidence than I would have dared. Whether she’d heard my warning or just seen the situation and acted on her own, I was grateful all the same. Leaping on the opportunity that had been presented to us, I bolted forward with Amy still firmly in my grip.

      Just like that, we were out of the crowd. Pity it was already turning toward us, ready to give chase as we made our escape. Determined as they might have been, people grew a little less certain when Lillian stepped between them and us, glancing quickly over her shoulder. “I’ll slow them down. You focus on getting her out of here.”

      Neither of us required more encouragement than that. Together, Amy and I bolted from the trade show floor, taking a slightly circuitous route that minimized our risk of further human interaction. The last thing we needed was a new crowd forming in the halls. It took some doing, but eventually, we made it to the covered loading exit that Lillian and I had used to move from our vehicle with enchanted windows to the building proper. It was true that sunlight complicated things, yet I’d found that, with a little planning and preparation, it was an obstacle that could often be overcome.

      “Thanks for busting me out,” Amy said as the exit finally came into view. “I’m parked close, so I can make it the rest of the way just fine. Sorry I caused such a commotion.”

      “You were trying to help, which is what I asked you here to do.” There was no more sense in getting mad at Amy for testing a new alchemic project than there would have been to hold a grudge about Richard knocking out an asshole. It was who they were, and as the man who’d called them looking for favors, I’d accepted those risks. The problem wasn’t with my friends; it was that I had tried to drag them into the normal human world.

      For some parahumans—such as Krystal and me—entry into the supernatural world came later in life. We had grown up normal, and were able to interact with and acclimate to mundane society with little effort or thought. Richard was born a therian, and while I didn’t know exactly how long Amy had been practicing magic, I did know it occupied a significant portion of her life. Besides, I wasn’t sure there was any version of Amy, mage-trained or otherwise, that was comfortable dealing with regular people.

      “Who’re you going to call in now?” Amy asked.

      “No one. Between Richard’s fight and our near-riot, I don’t expect the booth will get many more visitors. If it does, Lillian and I will manage. There are only a few hours left, anyway. I’ll give you a call when we’re done to let you know how it went.”

      “Thanks.” Amy looked toward the door, but didn’t yet move. “Fred, you know me. I’m not someone prone to losing myself in ego. I wouldn’t come here with some half-cocked potion in play, not to a place like this. I’ve been working on this brew, honing it well, and I was damn near positive I got the mix right. I could be wrong. Mistakes happen, especially in my lab. But I still think you need to be aware of the possibility that I didn’t mess up, because that has very serious implications.”

      I swallowed hard, a habit from life that persisted long after it was needed. “What kind of implications?”

      “Two friends coming through in the same day, two surprise incidents that put your booth in the spotlight and forced you to deal with a tense situation. Maybe it just happened that way, but I don’t trust coincidences. If this was intentional, then it’s not a small matter. Manipulating a drunk human is one thing. For someone to have altered the intensity of my potion, that’s another matter entirely. The only way to do it would be to sneak into my lab and tinker with my ingredients, which is unlikely unless they’ve got skills on par with Gideon, or to spread some kind of amplifier to the humans encountering my spell, making them extra vulnerable to it.”

      The implications of either option were impossible to miss when she laid them out so plainly. “How would they even know to do something like that?”

      “Two ways that I can see, although there could be others: either they knew I was going to end up here, enchanted by this exact potion, and prepared in advance, or they assessed what I was on in the brief time before I hit the trade floor, whipped up the amplifier, and distributed it through the coffee or air or something, all while we were going over stuff in the break room. Either way, pulling off a feat like that would take incredible forethought and resources. Someone would have to know almost everything about me and how I work. If this isn’t all coincidence, then you’re dealing with someone truly dangerous.”

      I resisted the urge to gulp this time, as my focus was already back on the booth and the lone employee I’d left behind to handle it. “Perhaps I should get back to Lillian, just in case.”

      “Good idea,” Amy agreed. “And be careful, Fred. So far, these have been inconveniences, minor challenges. If whoever’s doing this decides to escalate, things could get bad, fast.”

      That was all the motivation I needed to move. The moment I saw Amy exit through the door, I made for the trade floor at a near sprint. Whatever was going on, I’d be damned if I left Lillian on her own to face it—especially when I still hadn’t been able to warn her about the Blood Council and our potential danger.
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      By the time I made it back, the crowd was dispersing. Whether it was Amy leaving their line of sight or general vicinity was up for debate; all that mattered were the confused looks on their faces as they wandered away. None of them seemed quite sure why they’d been so hell-bent on storming an accounting firm’s booth. Funnily enough, now that things were under control, security had shown up, moving people along to clear the aisles.

      The booth was far from organized or pristine. Pamphlets and business cards were strewn across the floor, and everything but the table was knocked over. Amid the chaos, Lillian was trying her best to tidy things up, the few remaining vendors and stragglers giving her ample space to work in. I took a moment to scan the area, checking for Deborah. Sure enough, she was a few booths over, looking at the display for an insulation company.

      As if she sensed my attention, Deborah looked up from the box of pink fluff and gave me a cheerful wave. She didn’t act the part of a dangerous enemy—but then again, I didn’t really act the part of a vampire, so I should know better than to judge on appearances. Whoever she was, whatever she represented, it was time to stop skewing my priorities and get some answers.

      “You don’t need to bother with that, Lillian.” I took a stack of pamphlets from her hand and dropped them unceremoniously on the table, which gave an unexpected groan. Maybe it had taken damage in the chaos. “Let’s go somewhere private and talk. Things have been happening today, and I think you’re the most qualified person to shed some light on them.”

      “Um, who’s going to man the booth if we go for a stroll?” Lillian pointed out.

      “No one. But on the upside, it’s not like we have to worry about anyone trashing the place.” I gestured to the scene around us, drawing an unexpected laugh out of Lillian.

      She followed as I led us back off the trade show floor and into the stairwell I’d used to make my calls earlier. As we left, I unintentionally locked eyes with Deborah, who gave me a warm smile. Try as I might, I couldn’t actually perceive anything unsettling about her, which made her all the more dangerous. At least with people like Quinn and Petre, I knew what I was dealing with. Deborah wasn’t so easy to read.

      Getting to the stairwell wasn’t hard, although we did run into some jerk sneaking a smoke when we arrived. He apologized quickly, snuffing out his cigarette in a portable ashtray, and beat a hasty retreat. It was a minor inconvenience, though neither Lillian nor I were happy about the lingering stink in the air. This was why we didn’t let Arch smoke indoors, save for Charlotte’s special lounge.

      Finally on our own, away from crowds and prying ears, I debated over where to start. Should I fill her in on everything that had happened? Lillian had been there for pretty much all of it, so she likely didn’t need a refresher. I could kick things off with Deborah, but on her own, the new vampire hadn’t done or said much—not so far as I could prove, anyway. No, there was really only one place to kick off this conversation, and it was with the most pertinent piece of information Deborah had offered.

      “Lillian, have you ever heard of the Blood Council?”

      Up until that point, part of me was expecting Lillian to laugh at the term, or maybe take it in stride, basically do anything that might prove Deborah wrong. I’d seen her shrug off threats of death and starvation with a grin on her face, so it was hard to imagine anything would make her show fear. In that second, I no longer had to imagine it. Lillian’s eyes went wide as pure, naked terror flashed across her face.

      She looked around the empty stairwell, frantic, as if she might suddenly discern someone behind her, listening to every word we uttered. Only when she was satisfied we were alone did Lillian turn back to me. “Sometimes, I forget your sire didn’t stick around to teach you about this stuff. Yes, Fredrick, I am very familiar with the Blood Council as an entity, although I’ve been fortunate enough to never meet one of them in person. They’re our version of the bogeyman.”

      “I thought that was agents?”

      “Agents scare every parahuman,” Lillian explained. “The Blood Council deals only with vampires. They are the highest authoritative body our kind has, composed of the oldest, strongest vampires in existence. Agents deal with treaties, making sure the parahumans play nicely with both each other and the mundane people. The Blood Council sticks to issues between vampires, especially clans. Their authority is built into our treaties, too, so if they order the purging of a vampire, or even an entire clan, the Agency doesn’t have grounds to stop them.”

      The oldest and strongest . . . so, if Deborah was telling the truth, that meant she was among the most formidable vampires in existence. As someone who was generally weaker than even normal vampires, I had no aspirations of overpowering her in the first place, but it was still worrying to realize what a tremendous gap lay between our capabilities.

      “If they’re that important, why haven’t they come up before? This seems like it would have been a solid option for dealing with the House of Turva’s attempt to annex me.”

      Lillian blanched, then shook her head emphatically. “Hell no. First off, they definitely would have sided with an established clan over an abandoned vampire, so that was never even an option. Second, bringing in the Blood Council is dangerous for everyone involved. If they feel their time has been wasted, they’ll punish the people who called them, often in a very permanent fashion. The Blood Council is supposed to be a last-ditch effort, the sort of move you only make if you’re genuinely desperate. Given your propensity for taking long shots, I’m betting that’s exactly why no one’s ever mentioned them to you before. How did you even find out about them? And at a trade show, no less?”

      While she hadn’t exactly taken the first part well, I still trusted Lillian and her composure. Besides, if my clan was in trouble, then they had a right to know. “A vampire approached me earlier today, claiming to be from the Blood Council. She said a complaint had been filed, and that the House of Fred was under evaluation.”

      To her credit, Lillian didn’t leap up and sprint out of the building. That said, she did jolt and scan the area again, this time leaping up a few stories of stairs to be absolutely sure we were alone. When she came back down, the fear on her face had been replaced by resolve. She’d made peace with the situation.

      “Did the vampire give you a name?”

      “She called herself Deborah,” I said. “So she can’t be too old, at least. That seems like a fairly modern name.”

      “It’s not. There were Deborahs in the Bible, Fredrick.”

      It’s hard to say why that part, of everything, hit me so hard. After everything Lillian had just told me, it should have been a trivial detail, yet it was all I could do not to reel at the thought. With the probable exception of Gideon, who kept his private life extremely private, everyone I knew measured their lifespan in decades or centuries. The idea of someone living for thousands of years . . . that was troublesome to wrap my head around. How much had I changed in just the handful of years since I was turned? How different would I be if I kept up this pace for a millennium? There was no guarantee that Deborah actually hailed from ancient times; it was just a name, and that alone proved nothing. But going by Lillian’s description of the Blood Council, the lifespan would make sense. She’d specifically said only the oldest and strongest served.

      “Do you know anything about a vampire named Deborah?” I asked.

      “If I didn’t get the point across, then let me say it plain. The Blood Council isn’t something we tend to casually talk about.” Lillian was still looking around, nervous, visibly uncomfortable with the topic. The amount this scared her told me it was a threat to take seriously, and every word she spoke only drove the lesson further home. “I heard a few rumors here and there over the decades. No one knows who heads it up, but supposedly vampires named Tadita and Okoro have appeared as representatives. Never heard of a Deborah, not that it matters. The vampire is less important than the power they represent.”

      It was a good point. I didn’t need to worry about the individual just yet, not until I was fully aware of what the Blood Council as a whole wanted with me. Evaluation was a vague concept; I was going to need more to go on before I could decide the best path forward.

      Slowly, so as not to startle my friend in her jumpy state, I caught the handle of the door leading back to the convention area. “I’m going to speak with Deborah—clan leader to council representative—and find out what they want. When it’s over, I’ll call you. If you don’t hear from me by sunset, pack the booth up as best you can and go back to Charlotte Manor. Krystal is on a mission, so get in touch with Arch and tell him everything that happened today. He’ll either know what to do, or who to ask next.”

      “I should go with you. You don’t need to face her alone.” The fear in Lillian’s eyes had subsided slightly. She was still visibly shaken, but refused to let it hold her back. I admired that determination and resolve—it was part of what had showed me how formidable Lillian was in the first place. But even determination has limits.

      “If we both go, and she kills us, then no one will know what happened. You’re my backup plan, Lillian. You’re the one who makes sure our friends are in the loop. And, to be perfectly honest, if someone from the Blood Council decided to kill me, do you think having another vampire at my side would make a difference?”

      “Having ten vampires at your side wouldn’t make a difference,” Lillian admitted. “But I still don’t like you going in alone.”

      “Neither do I. But I knew the responsibility I was taking on when I formed this clan, and it’s my duty to keep it safe.”

      I spun around, leaving the stairwell before I had a chance for my mind to be changed. If there was one thing I’d learned from Krystal, it was that, sometimes, bravery was a matter of charging in before common sense had time to catch up.

      Making my way through the halls, I noticed something was off, but it wasn’t until I returned to the trade show floor that I realized what had happened.

      It was empty: not a single living soul to be found in the aisles or booths. A complete wasteland. The lone figure that remained was a single person who certainly didn’t qualify as living. Deborah was here, alone, and waiting for me.
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      “How?” Not the most brilliant question, I’ll grant you, but certainly a salient one given the circumstances.

      Deborah was sitting in one of the chairs at the Fletcher Accounting Services booth, restacking the business cards with unexpected efficiency. “Come on, Fred. You seem the sort who can put this together. From what I’ve read, you’re a smart man. Think back on all that’s happened today and hunt for the common theme. I bet you’ll figure it out.”

      The common theme? Well, there was the aggressive drunk who pissed off Richard, the crowd of people storming our booth, and now the sudden evacuation of an entire trade show. What was the common theme? People, maybe? No, humans. A human who knew just how to piss off Richard. Humans who’d flooded our booth. Humans were the ones who had left the scene. Did she have the power to control them? It wasn’t in the standard vampire toolkit, but part of what made our kind so dangerous was that we took on the traits of other parahumans when we drank from them. I hadn’t run into any parahumans that could completely control minds, however. The mind was a fickle, fearsome thing that resisted outside dictators. Influencing a brain, on the other hand, was much more viable.

      “You drank from a parahuman with the ability to mess with people’s heads. I don’t know if you’re fiddling with their emotions, showing them illusions, or what, but my guess is you’re doing something along those lines.”

      With a set of cards restacked, Deborah turned away from the table, meeting my eyes and applauding briefly. “Bravo! Most vampires your age would assume some manner of brute force or make things far too complicated, suspecting the use of potions, magic, or other trickery. You were vague, but in the right ballpark. A little extra aggression and some suggestions for how to vent it with a drunk, dialing back people’s self-control when they encounter a mage with enhanced charms, giving a whole trade show floor the hallucination of a fire alarm—nudges, really. People are often ready to make the wrong choice, they just need an opportunity.”

      I was, admittedly, not the most educated on the parahuman world by this point, but I still knew enough to understand that influencing an entire trade show at once was not a small feat. “What kind of creature did you drink from to fool that many humans at once?”

      Deborah wagged her finger at me, along with a few “tsk” noises. “Ah, ah, ah, Fred. I don’t mind questions in general—heaven knows you have much to learn—but you’re not getting anything that specific. I won’t be teaching you about one of my favorite bloods to drink and, may I say, the question itself underlines a fundamental failure in your understanding of how our power works. To clarify, the creature I drank from wouldn’t have been able to touch that many minds. They lack the raw strength. When we take on their traits, we take them on at our level of skill and power, and the older we are, the more punch those abilities have. The wisdom of experience is nice, but that’s the real reason vampires are feared as they increase in age.”

      That was not the answer I’d been expecting. Carefully, I made my way to another chair, righted it, and sat. Vampires were able to draw more power from what they drank as they aged . . . what, then, would happen if someone from the Blood Council took a sip of blood from someone like Gideon? A single drop had augmented my strength to near unmanageable levels. I couldn’t imagine the horror an older vampire might cause with that kind of power. No wonder dragons naturally evolved an aura of terror to cow vampires; it was a defense mechanism against creatures that could grow exponentially stronger if they managed to draw even a small amount of blood.

      “You see, Fred, this is a prime example of the issue you’re facing. As an abandoned vampire, you haven’t been properly educated in the ways and culture of our people. The House of Turva has claimed you are so lacking, in fact, that you do not have the authority as a vampire to form your own clan.”

      Of course the House of Turva would say that. After the jerks had tried to force me into their ranks, their representative ended up furious when I founded a new clan to prevent annexation. Though I hadn’t expected or known about it at the time, many of my friends had joined in the effort and become members of the House of Fred. Albert, Neil, Lillian, Bubba, Amy, all of them were in this mess because they’d wanted to help me.

      “If you’re here talking to me instead of outright killing me, should I take that as a sign that the Blood Council hasn’t sided with the House of Turva yet?”

      “This is so refreshing. I can’t tell you how many fools would try to attack me or run at this point instead of putting the pieces together.” Somehow, despite the content of the discussion, Deborah was still perfectly at ease and spoke with sincere warmth. It was unusual by vampire standards—or the standards I’d encountered thus far—but as it was helping me keep a level head through a tense situation, I wasn’t complaining. “You’re quite right,” she continued. “At the moment, the decision is considered pending. Some of the others wanted to purge you outright once they learned you’d allowed non-vampires into your clan, but I persuaded them to let me do a full evaluation first. Most of your alliances are worthless against us, sorry to say, but even the Blood Council shows prudence before killing a servant for the King of the West.”

      Part of me wanted to protest the word “servant,” since Gideon and I were more akin to business acquaintances. In another context, we might have actually been friends, but there was only one non-dragon Gideon cared enough about to hold that title, and it wasn’t me. Regardless, I could see Deborah’s hesitation. As one of the most powerful dragons in the world, Gideon was not someone to risk the ire of lightly. I’d once done him a favor, and in return, he’d offered to wipe out the House of Turva in a single night. Scared as Lillian was of the Blood Council, I had no doubt they were powerful. However, I’d actually gotten a peek at Gideon’s true abilities once, and if it was a fight between him and anything less than a god, I’d put heavy money on Gideon to win.

      “I think I get it. The House of Turva wants me gone, and others probably do too, because I broke some unspoken rule. But if you kill me, you might inconvenience or annoy Gideon, who isn’t shy about showing his displeasure. So instead, you’re doing an evaluation of me to see if the claims about me are true. If they aren’t, then I go free?”

      “And the House of Turva pays for calling us in without cause,” Deborah added.

      I tried not to think about that at the moment; there were other concerns to tackle first. “Understood. And what happens if I fail this test of yours?”

      “Ordinarily, we would purge your entire clan from existence.” For the first time, Deborah looked a bit sad, as though she disliked the idea. “In your case, Fred, we’re willing to make an exception. If you’ll enter into a deal with me tonight, agree to abide by our decision no matter what, then I will promise to leave the rest of your clan untouched in the event of failure.”

      It wasn’t hard to figure out the angle she was coming from, especially after a Vegas Thanksgiving surrounded by dracolings. “Because, while dragons might not respect the authority of your Blood Council, every dragon respects the integrity of a bargain. You want me to trade away Gideon’s protection in exchange for your agreement to kill only me if this goes badly?”

      “Spot-on.” Not an ounce of guile or annoyance slipped through. Was Deborah a master deceiver, or did she genuinely not care that I’d realized what she was doing?

      That was yet one more thing to ponder in a day that had already given me several things to mull over. Mercifully, the deal she offered wasn’t one I had to waste thought on. “You have yourself a bargain.”

      Deborah’s eyebrows rose several inches, surprise plain on her face. “Just like that?”

      “They’re only in danger because they wanted to help me. The least I can do as the head of this clan is to keep them safe. So yes, just like that. Or was the deal not genuine?”

      “Oh, it was genuine all right,” Deborah confirmed. “I guess I was expecting you to ask more questions about what the evaluation entails.”

      “I have countless questions to ask, but protecting my people comes first. Now, if you want—”

      The sound of a door opening cut me off. People poured back into the trade show. Evidently, whatever trick Deborah had used had worn off, or she’d summoned them to return in a way I didn’t notice. Unlike me, she was unsurprised, hopping out of her chair with a quick bound.

      “Pleasure speaking with you, Fred. I’m going to send this information back up the chain for now and leave you to the rest of your day. Take care of yourself. I’ll see you again soon.”

      With only a few steps, Deborah merged into the crowd, passing through them like they weren’t even there, making it off the trade show floor in seconds despite going against the flow of traffic. I didn’t try to stop or follow her, as that would have put me in pointless peril. Whatever the Blood Council wanted with me, they’d reach out when it suited them.

      Until then, I clearly needed to learn more about what I was up against. And perhaps I’d put some affairs in order, just in case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9.

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day, what little remained, passed without incident. Since Deborah was gone, I called Lillian and had her rejoin me at the booth, partly for the company, but also to keep her in sight. I didn’t know Deborah well enough to be sure she was sincere about keeping my clan out of our situation, and Lillian’s description of the Blood Council had hardly painted them as models of restraint. It wasn’t as though I’d be able to do anything if Deborah did attack, not if she was as old and powerful as the rumors indicated, but at least having two of us there might enable Lillian to escape while I employed diversionary tactics. Until I knew more, the best moves I could make were ones that prioritized safety above all else.

      As such, we didn’t hang around the trade show once the sun began to set. Since the booth was already wrecked, Lillian and I decided to take the thing down early. The organizers of the event wouldn’t be happy, but between an assault and a near-riot, I suspected that Fletcher Accounting Services wasn’t going to get an invitation next year, regardless. Although it had taken me a long while, I’d eventually learned that it was impossible to stay on everyone’s good side, so, rather than trying, I focused on the choices that gave Lillian and me our best chances of survival. Getting out of there before true nightfall was a big step toward safety, since right now, at least, we were only dealing with Deborah. Once the sun was down, she could summon any number of reinforcements with ease.

      Lillian had quick hands, and I’d dealt with the booth enough to disassemble it by memory. By the time night was upon us, we had already packed everything into the truck with the enchanted glass (so vampires didn’t turn crispy) that we had rented for the day and were just pulling onto the highway.

      There was minimal conversation as we drove. I filled Lillian in on the deal Deborah and I had made, just to be safe. If something happened to me, I wanted there to be others who knew my clan was owed mercy. As much as dragons respected a bargain, they had no tolerance for those who broke such deals. The sooner I could make certain Gideon knew the score, the safer everyone would be. To that end, I called Richard and left a message breaking down the situation. He would ensure Gideon was abreast of the new developments.

      It was nice to ride in relative silence. It allowed me time to process my thoughts. Most of the others would have been upset with me for making such a decision, for putting myself in danger to keep them safe. Lillian was far from heartless, but she was also older and more pragmatic than many of those in our group. She was the sort who could see that, if one situation risked the entire clan, and another risked only me, there was really no other choice I could have taken. Given her obvious research, Deborah had no doubt known I’d make that decision going in, even if she’d been surprised by how quickly I’d reached the conclusion. Maybe I could have pressed the Gideon advantage to make her back off completely, but I knew that wouldn’t be a permanent solution. Slowly, I was learning to think in the long-term, like any ageless being should.

      Using Gideon might have bought me some breathing room, if he was feeling helpful and things broke just right; however, sooner or later, things would change. He might get old and step down, or die. One of us could move, changing his sphere of influence. Eventually, something would change, and when it did, I’d be back to staring at the Blood Council, only this time, they’d be looking for payback for being forced to back off. Better to face the issue now, while we were on amicable terms, no bad blood between us. It was the best shot I had at a fair evaluation, whatever that entailed. And if things did go wrong, at least I wouldn’t drag the people I cared about down with me.

      “Fredrick, that’s not one of our vehicles.”

      Lillian’s voice snapped me out of my reverie, and I realized we’d arrived at Charlotte Manor. Unpacking the truck should have been our first concern, but I followed Lillian’s gaze to the gray minivan parked near the front of the lot. It was nondescript, the kind of automobile one could see in droves outside a school or soccer game. The only distinguishing feature was a bright yellow bumper sticker with thick red words. It had the word “I,” then a cartoon heart, followed by the words “Blood Donors.” Silly as it was, the sight still sent a shiver up my spine.

      I started to tell Lillian to wait in the car, but thought better of it. Charlotte Manor was a fortress when it wanted to be. Lillian had a better chance of survival inside those walls than outside, especially with an ancient vampire in the mix. I wasn’t sure if Charlotte could stand up to an opponent like that, but I knew she’d hold out longer than Lillian would in the open air.

      Together, we made our way across the parking lot, lit now by the stars of the new night. I didn’t bother with a knock; instead, I opened the door firmly, albeit with at least some care, in case someone stood on the other side. Sure enough, Deborah was there in the foyer, having a discussion with the elderly woman form Charlotte often wore when working the main desk. She could look like anyone or anything, since her true form was, in fact, the house itself, and she tended to use different faces to fill specific roles.

      After a few steps, I realized that Deborah and the old woman weren’t the only ones here. Arch had appeared from around a corner, a small stack of papers in hand. “If you could sign these last two forms, then I think we’re all set to go.”

      “Gladly. And just in time, at that; looks like the man of the hour has finally joined us.” Deborah turned, looking to Lillian and me as we made our way inside. “Don’t worry. The tedious parts have all been handled. While you and I were having our talk, the Blood Council sent representatives to meet with the agent currently in charge of your safety. All the forms have been filled out, and the boxes are checked, so the little arrangement we made this afternoon is nice and legal.”

      “Fred still has to sign them and formally agree to the terms,” Arch reminded her. To me, he said, “Take your time and read them over. We’re using standard forms for the most part, and the rest were checked over by Agency lawyers. I’m sorry about this, I am, however the Blood Council is acting within the law.”

      “It’s fine, Arch. I know the limits agents have to work within. Although I do find it strange that the Blood Council sent a representative on the same day Krystal suddenly left for a mysterious trip.”

      Deborah didn’t so much as blink. “That wasn’t strange. It was planned. An agent with her history was seen as a risk-element, someone who might not play by the rules when a person she loved was on the line. We knew about her request to the Queen of Winter, so we reached out to the fey and created a coordinated timetable. It was the best way to ensure that everything went smoothly, regardless of the outcome.”

      When Deborah said it like that, the situation made total sense. In truth, I probably would have done the exact same thing had our positions been reversed. That fact alone worried me. Most everyone I’d faced or dealt with in the parahuman world had approached problems from a position of strength. They had faith in their power, or their organization, and had proceeded forward as if the idea of defeat was unfathomable. Deborah, a vampire who supposedly ranked amongst the most dangerous in existence, wasn’t doing that. She’d laid plans, thought ahead, moved troublesome pieces off the game board before I’d even known we were playing. Deborah acted like someone who knew it was possible for her to lose and had no intention of doing so. Everything she’d done so far had pinned me down to the exact decisions she’d wanted me to make. And worse, she was about to get her way yet again.

      I gave the papers a thorough read, but Arch was right. Aside from the addendum about putting myself in danger to spare the rest of the clan, it was really pretty boilerplate. Not only was it legal, they even had a default form for dealing with the Blood Council stepping in to check on a clan. I wondered if this happened more than other vampires realized, or if there had just been some temp that went above and beyond in document specialization. It didn’t really matter either way, and I pushed the idea aside as I signed the pages. Even knowing I was being walked into the choice, I still couldn’t make any other move. This ensured the safety of my friends. When it was just me on the line, I might be able to get creative, or take risks. Not on this part, though.

      When the last page was signed, Arch collected the papers from me. “Charlotte has prepared dinner, if you two want to have a private discussion. No blood, I’m afraid.”

      “I can get blood on my own, but from what I’ve read, the cuisine here is impeccable,” Deborah replied, a new burst of enthusiasm running through her. “Truth be told, half the reason I took this assignment was an excuse to try Charlotte’s legendary cooking. Would someone be so kind as to tell me where to drop my bags?”

      Through a nearby door, a wide-necked man with thick arms appeared—another form of Charlotte’s, this one serving as a porter. “No need, ma’am. They will be in your room when dinner is finished.”

      With all that had been going on, I think it’s forgivable that I didn’t snap to the realization when Deborah mentioned her bag. “I’m sorry, her room?”

      “Where else would I stay while evaluating a vampire than at his clan’s base? Aside from which, can you name a single place in this town with better food, service, safety, and parahuman accommodations?” Deborah patted the wooden front counter, not far from where the old woman still stood, silent now that she was no longer needed. “I should also remind you that Charlotte Manor is technically incorporated as a bed and breakfast, so I booked a room and paid the rate. The Blood Council doesn’t freeload. We’re patrons.”

      “Are you okay with that, Charlotte?” I wasn’t sure how she might feel about this, despite her human faces appearing placid.

      “Arch told me that in the long-term, this will make things easier on you, so as long as Deborah obeys the manor rules, she is welcome to stay here.” It was the porter who answered my question, hefting her bags effortlessly as he spoke.

      One by one, Deborah ticked off the rules on her fingers. “No violence toward other guests outside of self-defense, no smoking except in the smoking lounge, no trying to enter another guest’s room without permission . . . the list goes on. I imagine that even if I did manage to forget a rule, Charlotte would make sure to keep me on the straight and narrow, not that you need worry about any of that. If the forms didn’t give it away, I am very much about doing things by the book. If Fred fails, he’ll have time to say his goodbyes and prepare for the punishment. I’m not going to secretly rip his head off in the night or anything. On that note, though, I think it’s time you and I had a discussion. What do you say, Fred? Will you join me for dinner?”

      It wasn’t really a question. Deborah had walked into my secure home and moved both the agents in my life out of the way—one by distance, the other by protocol. In a single day, she’d positioned herself in complete control of the situation, and done it with casual ease. Kind as Deborah had been through the discussions thus far, her message was impossible to misinterpret: this was her show. I’d done well so far by playing along, and there was no sound reason to break that pattern just yet. Not until I knew what I was dealing with.

      “Dinner sounds lovely. Let’s go see what Charlotte has prepared.”
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      We ate alone. The rest of the house was being served elsewhere. To her credit, Deborah’s polite demeanor continued as we sat down. She thanked every server, and then waited until I’d been served as well before breaking into the main point of the conversation.

      “You must be wondering what an evaluation entails. Usually, we’d have gone over it by this point, but I didn’t want to muddy the waters before we’d handled that whole clan and Gideon issue.”

      “Which is to say, you didn’t want me too scared to put myself on the line.”

      There was a flicker of genuine surprise in Deborah’s eyes, and her soup spoon paused halfway up from the bowl. “Now, that’s just a downright mean thing to say, Fred. I decided to get that detail squared away because I thought it would be the one you cared about most. Did you really want to sit through the tedium of a breakdown before you were fully assured that your clan would be safe?”

      She had a point there. I wasn’t sure if the surprise and feigned hurt were in any way sincere, but quickly realized it didn’t matter. Deborah was being polite and forthright about the situation, a situation she had not created. The House of Turva had done that when they called in the Blood Council; Deborah was fulfilling a duty of her position, nothing more. And, if I was being honest with myself, she could have stormed into my life far less pleasantly than she had. Even messing with us during the trade show was paltry compared to what her authority entailed. Boilerplate or not, I’d still read every word of those contracts used by the Blood Council.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry for being rude. My experiences with other vampires have been mixed, to say the least, but I know better than anyone that you deserve to be judged for your own actions, not for those of others like you. I’m a little nervous about the situation as a whole; however, that’s still not an excuse to conduct myself poorly, especially with someone who has been so pleasant. Aside from messing with the humans around my booth, I mean.”

      “Just a little test to see how you handled the unexpected.” Deborah paused to finally eat that spoonful of soup and made a soft noise of delight in her throat. “Oh my, that is fantastic. If this whole meal is that good, then the rumors have undersold Charlotte’s level of skill.”

      Aside from Lillian, Deborah was the first vampire I’d encountered who ate human cuisine. Vampires didn’t get nutrition from mundane food, of course, but that didn’t stop our taste buds from working. “The last vampire we had over was Petre from the House of Turva. He seemed to think eating human food was beneath us as vampires.”

      “Petre is a child putting on bluster so others will think him stronger than he is.” Another spoonful of soup made it to Deborah’s mouth, followed by a few more before she continued. “Of course, to me, anyone who has yet to pass a millennium is a child, so take the word with a measure of salt. My point is that Petre feels the need to put on airs to impress those around him. When a vampire reaches my age, there are very few beings they worry about impressing, so I’m free to do as I please. And that very much includes eating delicious food when it’s put in front of me.” She took a few more sips and finished the bowl. “This is speculation, of course, but I suspect that might also be why so many people are unnerved by you, Fred.”

      “I’m sorry, unnerved? I don’t want to be rude again, but please understand that I have trouble seeing how anyone like me could make other parahumans worried about anything other than a tax audit.”

      Deborah shifted her bowl to the side, making room for the next course. “Trust me, if I thought you understood what you were doing, we’d be having a very different conversation. The fact remains though—you are worrying people, Fred. You refuse to play the game, you keep breaking rules and traditions with minimal regard, and you continuously accrue new allies across the parahuman world. Look at yourself: a sweater vest and khakis? You act as though you genuinely don’t care what the rest of the vampire world thinks. And there are only two kinds of people who do that: the ones who sincerely don’t know better, and the ones who are so strong they can get away with it. Now, given your track record and the number of alliances you have, which box do you imagine people have started putting you into?”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d been forced to take a look at my life from the outside, without context or perspective. Yes, on paper, my friends and I had done a lot: stopped a mad vampire, saved a dragon from imprisonment, rebuffed another clan’s attempt to take over, forged an official alliance with the Agency. And that was without examining how powerful the House of Fred technically was. Our membership was small, but in it were a high-ranking therian, a genius mage, a prodigy necromancer, and a zombie who wielded a weapon of destiny. We’d gotten here through some smart moves and a lot of lucky breaks, yet it was hard to deny how someone who wasn’t there for each event might view the sum of the parts as more than the whole. Still, the thought that it was all intentional, that I was some mad vampire amassing power, seemed like an even greater stretch of the imagination.

      “It’s hard to imagine anyone thinking of me as scary. Curious, more likely, especially once we’ve met.”

      “Some fall into that box,” Deborah admitted. “Ultimately, no one seems sure what to make of you. There are a few who think you’re working with your sire, Quinn, shoring up support to try to overthrow the Blood Council. Others believe you to be an incompetent idiot who has survived this long only thanks to the support of those around him. My job is to cut past the bullshit and get to the truth, which brings us back to the evaluation. We could go into the minutia of what I look at for hours, but I think the better move is just to tackle it with bullet points. There are three criteria I’m going to judge you on.”

      We both fell silent as servers entered through the door, whisking away our plates and topping off our drinks. There was no real reason to stop; Charlotte could hear everything inside her walls whether a physical manifestation of her was present or not. Some habits persist in the face of logic, however, so we remained quiet until they’d left to fetch the next course.

      “First and foremost is the criteria I’m least worried about: whether you intend to move against the Blood Council or any other vampire institution. Just from readings and interviews, this part seems quite obviously junk. You’ve broken some rules here and there, but since you were abandoned by your sire, you didn’t know you were breaking them. Every action you’re aware you take comes with respect for the law and usually documentation filled out in triplicate. Despite your strange friends, I don’t expect I’ll have to kill you for planning a rebellion.”

      I gave a slow nod, trying to wrap my head around the mere idea of that kind of undertaking. “It is quite sincerely the furthest thing from my mind.”

      “I believe it. Anyway, point number two gets a tad stickier. The House of Turva has alleged that you are not fit to lead a clan. Clans are important in the vampire world, and their leaders are seen as representatives of our kind. To have a clan head that is lacking, be it as a vampire or a leader, reflects badly on all of us. This will be the main thrust of my evaluation: discerning whether or not you are fit for the position you hold. I’m going to tag along with you just about everywhere. Sometimes I’ll be in the background, sometimes I’ll complicate things, as I did today. The goal is to watch you in a variety of situations and see how you cope. I’ll also be filling in the holes of your education. Being abandoned wasn’t your fault, but you can’t skate by using ignorance as an excuse forever. It’s time you were properly taught how to be a vampire.”

      “There will be some additional NDAs I’ll need you to sign before you can come with me to see clients.” I wasn’t surprised by the condition; it fit well with the clues Deborah had already been dropping. If she was going to the trouble of living with me, I had to assume she planned on spending a lot of time around me. Rather than fighting uselessly, I could at least get her to do things the appropriate way.

      Not so much as a suggestion of annoyance at the request. Instead, she offered a respectful nod. “Obviously, I don’t want to undermine your business. There are other details about this aspect, too, but we can handle those after dinner. There is one more point of my evaluation, though.”

      She paused, and a serious expression appeared on her face. “You have done something unheard of among vampires: you formed a clan with other parahumans as members. Some wanted to stake you the moment we heard about it. Others less so. Not all of us are against the idea of changing with the times; just because it worked one way for a while doesn’t mean there aren’t better options. When you’ve seen a few civilizations rise and fall, you learn the importance of adapting. My third point of evaluation is to decide whether or not it is wise to leave this clan of yours alone. Its existence sets a precedent, and the easier path might be to kill you and disband your clan, making sure that no one else tries anything like it. Understand that I must act with the good of all vampires in mind when making that choice. How well you do on the second criteria, even how much I might like you personally, none of that will come into play. As a clan leader, you understand what it is to have the pressure of others counting on you. With the Blood Council, our entire species is impacted by the choices we make.”

      “I understand.” I did, too. She was looking at the long-term. What I had done, what my friends had done, it was unseen previously. There could be implications to our choice that spread far beyond anything we intended. I wouldn’t be thrilled if she decided to kill me for it, not by any means, but I also wasn’t sure I would hate her for the deed. That pressure was real, even for me, and I only had a handful of people putting their faith in me. I couldn’t fathom the burden of an entire species.

      The doors to the kitchen swung open again, and servers appeared with the fish course, causing Deborah to clap her hands in delight. “Anyway, those are the main points for tonight. We’ll go over the rest as needed. Oh! There is one more thing you should know. Since I’m here, I’ll be taking over the position of your bodyguard. I have to protect you until I render a verdict, anyway—no one steals justice from the Blood Council—so this kills two birds with one stone.”

      “That means you’re my bodyguard . . . until you decide to kill me?”

      “Don’t be silly. I would submit a formal verdict, quit the position, and then give you time for goodbyes. I couldn’t just kill you while I was on the job. There’s a process for these sorts of things.” Deborah dug gleefully into her food, and a few moments later, I did the same.

      Whether I liked it or not, it seemed I was going to have to get used to Deborah’s company for a while.
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      I reviewed my options yet again, wondering if there was some avenue I had missed. Yes, for the past couple of weeks Deborah had behaved exactly as she had promised, acting for all intents and purposes like a silent bodyguard when we were around clients or in public. She drew minimal attention; the explanation of her being my Agency-appointed protection satisfied all but the most voracious of parahuman curiosities. They were well-accustomed to the idea that when the Agency made a decision, the rest of us had little say in the matter. Besides, Deborah didn’t look particularly threatening. After the first couple of days, she’d even varied her wardrobe to include sweaters, rather than the more fashionable vest variety.

      But those had all been simple meetings—drop off work here, gather additional records there—nothing that generated any substantial risk or interest. This was different. Today, I was expected to meet with a new client for some serious book balancing. A mage suspected one of his underlings was embezzling funds, and my services had been recommended by Asha, who herself was working as the new client’s lawyer thanks to a good word or two from the Clover siblings. Working for someone with whom I had yet to build substantial trust meant that I was going to be on tenuous ground. This was the sort of arrangement where any mishap or issue could make the whole thing fall apart. Deborah had been on her best behavior, and if that continued, then we might be okay, yet it was hard to trust someone when I knew they’d been sent to determine whether I lived or died.

      Regardless of the trouble she might cause, there was no way I could find to avoid bringing her along. Deborah refused to stay behind, and I couldn’t raise a fuss about confidentiality since she’d signed every contract and NDA presented. Talking her out of it was a lost cause; she would smile and chat politely then simply refuse to budge, as she had on all previous subjects thus far. Sneaking out might be my only chance, and even that was laughable. While I still didn’t have a gauge of just how powerful Deborah was, I’d seen enough to know that her senses were sharp and always focused. With Charlotte’s help, I might manage to get out the door, but after that it would be mere moments until Deborah was at my side once more.

      Ultimately, no matter how I turned the situation around in my head, the end result was always that Deborah came along. So, faced with that inevitability, I opted to at least approach it politely. I let Deborah know about the job in the morning, giving her ample time to prepare. She would take an occasional nap in her room when the sun was overhead (the only time vampires are able to sleep), but appeared to require less rest than myself or Lillian. Sure, we could push ourselves when needed, however, sooner or later, we’d have to crash. Deborah was getting by on maybe a half hours’ sleep every couple of days and not losing a single step.

      Inconvenient and worrying as it might be, I had to admit that there was something fascinating about having an older vampire around. Would I have those sleep habits after a thousand years, or did it take longer? What else was going to change as time wore on and my body stayed the same? I had a hunch that, if I asked, Deborah would answer. In fact, I suspected she was waiting on me to start asking questions. As an abandoned vampire, there was so much I didn’t know, so many surprises that kept popping up and causing trouble. Learning from her was a real opportunity, one I was squandering even as I struggled to figure out why.

      I shoved those thoughts aside. There were larger issues to deal with. Questions could wait until we didn’t have a client to impress.

      Credit where it was due, Deborah was waiting for me downstairs ten minutes before we were scheduled to leave. This evening, her crisp, precise wardrobe had been replaced by a lavender sweater with kittens on it and a pair of sturdy jeans. I genuinely couldn’t tell if she was trying to match the overall tone of my own ensembles or if she was simply making fun of me. Regardless, I wanted unobjectionable, and kittens on a sweater were about as unobjectionable as one could get.

      Stars overhead, we drove out from Charlotte Manor, heading into Winslow’s downtown. Most parahumans preferred some sense of isolation, placing physical or psychic distance between themselves and humans. Richard might use a downtown office, but he also lived there and owned the entire building, leasing the majority of the space to businesses owned by fellow parahumans. This was a different case, as our destination accommodated humans as well. No doubt the rent was cheaper, enough to make up for the security risks that came with a shared space. Coming at night, we’d be unlikely to encounter anyone unexpected; however, we still had to be on guard. First impressions counted for a lot.

      “This woman we’re meeting, she’s the human who put through the paperwork to found your clan.”

      Deborah’s voice caught me by surprise. I was so wrapped up in mentally planning for the work ahead that I’d nearly forgotten people often conversed while riding in cars together. Her statement was surprising in itself, although not quite groundbreaking. That sort of information would be a matter of record, and as a member of the Blood Council, Deborah no doubt would have access to such information when reviewing challenges such as the one the Turvas had placed against me. I had mentioned during the briefing that we’d be meeting a woman named Asha; I just hadn’t expected Deborah to pay quite so much attention to a minor detail.

      “That’s correct. Asha Patel learned about parahumans when someone announced their plans to buy and demolish Charlotte Manor while we were inside those very walls. Charlotte took it poorly, as you can imagine, but we eventually reached a compromise that left everyone alive. I told Asha to drink so hard the night would fade into a blacked-out memory; instead, she dove headfirst into supernatural law until she could practice it.”

      “A go-getter. And someone brave enough to face the truth of the world without flinching. Sounds like an interesting woman. I look forward to meeting her. Do we have a name on the mage yet?”

      I shook my head, nearly on reflex. “No details until we’re officially hired for the job. Apparently, this is being kept very quiet. The only reason we’re getting a meeting is because of the good work Asha has done. It gave her recommendation weight. Meeting without names is a bit odd, I know, but it happens occasionally with parahuman clients. As a species, we tend to value our privacy.”

      “Technically, parahumans are made up of dozens of species, if not hundreds, but I take the point. To summarize, we’re going to a location you have failed to scout, to meet a person whose name you don’t know, in order to undertake an extremely private job of forensic accounting in the hopes of finding an embezzler in the records.” She leaned forward and adjusted the air-conditioning, turning one of the vents away from her. “I must say, Fred, you do know how to get the most out of your Blood Council bodyguard. I suspect this will be quite the busy night for me.”

      “I highly doubt it. Tonight will probably just be a meeting, and even if it does go well enough that we’re asked to start right away, I can’t imagine I’ll be in much danger from some financial records.”

      The sound of the road beneath our spinning tires was all that echoed through the car for several moments as Deborah looked me up and down. It was a habit of hers I didn’t enjoy, but she’d been very upfront that this was an evaluation first and foremost, so I could hardly protest being watched so closely. “I’ve read enough to know this isn’t your first time having to comb through someone’s books, but I’m guessing you’ve never done it in quite so clandestine a way before. Am I wrong?”

      “The circumstances of this job are unusual, I can admit that. Such is the territory of working with parahumans, though. I once had to meet a client in the middle of a field on a moonless night, for example.”

      “It’s not the place that worries me. It’s all of it.” Lifting a hand, Deborah raised her fingers one by one as she spoke, a favorite habit when ticking off lists. “Location we have no information on. Client we have no information on. Job we have, aside from a general concept, no information on. Worst of all, this is a case of theft. Whenever there’s someone stealing, there’s someone who doesn’t want to be caught stealing. That means that out there, right now, is one person, at minimum, who wants you to fail. How badly they want it will depend on the amount missing and the danger of being caught. Regardless, that’s a minimum of one person who is presumably more familiar with our location and employer than you are. Vampires are powerful creatures, but we are still mortal in the sense that we can die, so a little prudence goes a long way in dangerous situations.”

      It took some effort not to squirm in my seat as Deborah calmly broke down the situation. She was spot-on about all of it, bringing up points that I likely should have considered. The trouble was that I tended to think of my clients as good people in need of a little help, because by and large that was what they were. But I also had more than enough experience to know that even if my clients were totally sincere, it didn’t mean they were without enemies.

      “I know that if I offer to let you stay outside, you’ll interpret it as me trying to ditch you, but I do feel bad about what I might be dragging you into. I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t fully assess the potential danger with this outing. I assumed that because Asha was doing fine, we would as well, but if someone is hiding theft in the accounts, then she’s not the person they would target. We’re the ones who could actually find the proof.”

      Turning down a new road, I drove a few feet forward, and then pulled into a nearly empty parking lot. I recognized Asha’s vehicle, but the other few cars within triggered no memories at all. We were early—after all, being on time is five minutes late in my business—but not early enough to have a full debate on the merits of entering.

      Without a word, Deborah popped open her door and emerged into the night. I did the same, only to find her already waiting, having come to my side in the few seconds I’d been turned away. Her grin made it clear that she knew how impressive her speed was, and she wanted me to realize it, too.

      “Relax. If bad things happen, it’s my job to deal with them. I mistakenly thought you were taking these risks because you had a member of the Blood Council watching your back, but now I see that’s not the case.”

      “Do I lose points for not thinking the situation fully through?” I asked.

      To my surprise, Deborah laughed. Not maliciously, or with a cruel cackle, just a sincere laugh. “Oh Fred, what did I say when we met? To me, you’re all still children. Do you get angry at a child for making mistakes? Of course not. What matters more is that they learn. You admitted you were wrong and listened to the words of someone with experience; those are both good traits that many young vampires sadly lack. Just make sure you take the lesson to heart. Even assuming you survive the Blood Council’s judgment, there are still many ways for a vampire like you to die, and I won’t be your bodyguard forever.”

      With that, she checked her watch, tapping the face twice. “Also, I know how you work, and we should get going. We won’t be early for much longer, which is your equivalent of late.”

      Grabbing my laptop bag from the trunk, I followed as Deborah led the way, visibly scouting ahead for any signs of danger. I dearly, desperately, wanted her to be wrong about the danger of our situation. Still, I kept my head down until we were inside, and even then, I moved my gaze with every step.

      Much as I wanted a night of simple accounting work, it would be folly to dismiss the wisdom of someone with so much more experience than I. Especially when she held my very life in her hands.
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      Despite Deborah’s dire warnings, there was nary a single person, suspicious or otherwise, as we made our way through the building. Empty halls and a silent elevator ride took us deeper inside, until we arrived at an office door marked only by a number. I knocked twice, and moments later it opened to reveal the calm, if visibly weary, face of Asha Patel.

      “Fred! Good to see you again. And this must be your bodyguard, Deborah.” We exchanged a brief handshake before she went through the same ritual with Deborah. Asha was fully aware of Deborah’s actual role; I would never have risked putting a friend in her vicinity without making sure they understood the situation. She was a professional, though, and conducted herself as such, with Deborah returning the sentiment.

      “A pleasure. I’ve heard great things about your work, Ms. Patel.”

      Asha brushed the compliment aside with a wave. “Don’t let Fred oversell my skills. He’s obligated to hold me in high esteem since we often work together. One can’t very well short-sell the talents of someone they recommend.”

      “Oh no, I didn’t mean from Mr. Fletcher. Your reputation is spreading beyond him and his clan. The work you’ve done has been mentioned in other circles, as well.”

      Now that got a reaction. Asha’s eyes grew larger, all signs of tiredness vanishing in a flash. Deborah noticed the surprise and quickly clarified. “Not in a bad way, mind you. I’ve just heard that you do good jobs for fair rates and excel at keeping your clients’ trust. Don’t worry. You have nothing to fear from me or the organization I represent. Besides, you are a lawyer, and we fellow bloodsuckers have to watch each other’s backs.”

      It took both Asha and I a moment to realize that Deborah had made a joke. Not a particularly fresh one, admittedly, but it was still a surprise. Most other vampires I’d met, especially the older ones, were not the kind to make jokes, and from her face, I suspected that Asha’s experiences had been similar.

      “I appreciate it,” Asha managed to mumble at last. “Anyway, let’s get out of the hall. I have a few forms for you both to sign, basic NDA stuff, and then you can meet the client. If he agrees to work with you, we move on to the more serious paperwork, and after that, you’ll be on your own.”

      Stepping through the doorway, I felt a wave of something wash over me. It was like nausea that only lasted a split second. Were I alone, I might have dismissed it as anxiety, but Deborah’s face had crinkled into a frown as she made the journey.

      Tentatively, she lifted her head and took a sniff. “Someone has taken great care in warding this place. The physical restrictions are decent, but the sensory dampeners are on a whole other level. I’m smelling and hearing barely better than a human. I take it privacy is a serious concern here.”

      The statement took Asha back, but only barely. She was rapidly adapting to Deborah; much faster than I had managed—or perhaps was still trying to manage. “That’s correct. My client is a mage who deals in very special, very personal requests. Every room in here has been properly warded. He even hired the Clover twins to enchant the entire office and dampen supernatural senses. This way, we can have conversations without worrying about being overheard.”

      “Or a killer can sneak up on us with much greater ease,” Deborah countered. “I’m not implying that this was the intent of the enchantment, only that it could have such an effect. The workmanship on this is incredible. I hadn’t realized that Ainsley and Zane were doing so well following their father’s footsteps.”

      Slowly, I was learning not to be surprised by the amount of information Deborah knew. Our conversation in the car was just one of many reminders of how thorough she was in all things. Evaluating the House of Fred and our alliances would be no exception.

      Together, we walked behind Asha as she took us down a wide hall, past a turn that led to several offices, and into a large conference room where stacks of paper were already waiting.

      “Fred knows the drill, and Deborah, you seem like a fast learner. Read the pages, fill them out, and when everything’s in order, I have permission to introduce you to your potential employer. If you have any questions—I know you won’t, but this is boilerplate, so humor me—then feel free to ask. I’ll be back in five. I need to go check on the boss and make sure he’s ready to have the meeting when you finish.”

      Never one to dally, Asha walked away as soon as she’d finished speaking, leaving Deborah and me alone with the task at hand. I thoroughly perused the documents, as I did before signing any form, and noticed that Deborah did the same. Apparently, she wasn’t going to trust my opinion on whether or not they were safe to sign. Given her constant caution, it made sense, especially since she didn’t know for sure whether I had her best interests at heart. Our situation was obviously an unusual one, at least for me. It occurred to me in that moment that I had no idea how many of these evaluations she’d done through her long life. Deborah might very well tell me, if I were to ask; she’d held relatively little back so far. I mentally filed that thought away as something to deal with later on, when we weren’t on a client’s clock.

      The next few minutes were filled solely with the sound of scratching pens and flipping papers as we steadily made our way through the stacks of documents. While the details were vague, I was able to put together a few bits and pieces of the business model here and there. From what I could discern, it seemed our client did custom enchanting and creation, not unlike the Clover siblings. However, his business seemed very focused on discretion and privacy, which indicated that whatever it was he made, it might not be entirely legal, or was the sort of thing no one would want to be caught owning. While that didn’t narrow things down much, being so in the dark made me grateful for every scrap of information I could get.

      Deborah finished mere moments after I did, setting her pages off to the side and twirling the pen in her fingers. “So much paperwork. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be the one signing these sorts of documents rather than the one handing them out. Takes me back to my own days working with the law. Of course, we didn’t have pens back then, and our version of paper wasn’t nearly so uniform or mass-produced.”

      Stuck in a room, waiting for Asha, with nothing else to do until she arrived, my curiosity finally began to win out over the distance I was trying to keep between us. “Forgive me if this is rude, I’m still learning our culture, but is it impolite to ask another vampire, or any parahuman, their age?”

      “Depends on the context. If you were to ask Petre of the House of Turva, it could be interpreted as you sizing him up, seeing how powerful he is. Not an act of aggression per se, but one that might imply unfriendly terms. If you were to ask me, it would be a different matter. The gulf between us is so wide that your question would indicate an academic curiosity, because we both know that regardless of the answer, you aren’t stupid enough to attack me. Same with other parahumans. Just use your head, be polite, and think through the context of your situation.”

      “Then how old are you, Deborah? I have no idea what age the Blood Council vampires are supposed to be.”

      “It varies,” Deborah replied. “And I decline to answer your question.”

      That response caught me off guard. “You just said—”

      “I said it was fine to ask. I’m not obligated to answer. A person’s age is their own business.” Her grin said more than her words; she’d baited me into this intentionally. I couldn’t very well press the issue, though. Deborah was right. It was her secret to share with whomever she chose. “There’s a better question you should be asking, anyway. One much more pertinent to our current situation.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose, more from the sudden serious look in Deborah’s eyes than anything else. If she was concerned, then I certainly should be as well. “What question is that?”

      “This was a sizable stack of papers. We’re quick readers, but neither of us is that fast. So why is it that we’ve finished all of this and Ms. Patel has yet to rejoin us?”

      I barely had time to realize that Deborah was right before a faint sound hit my dulled senses. Sharp, shrill, and piercing, it was the kind of noise my vampire senses were always attuned for, as any predator’s subconscious would be. It was the sound of someone screaming.

      Specifically, the sound of Asha screaming.
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      I was out of my chair and halfway to the door when a firm hand grabbed me by the shoulder. Deborah was behind me, eyes on the door as she gave a gentle yank and jerked me to her side. “Wrong. The bodyguard goes first.”

      “Then hurry. Asha’s in trouble!” I tried to pull away, but Deborah held firm. Struggling was pointless. I may as well have been tugging against concrete for all the good it did.

      Only when I stopped trying to break free did Deborah explain. “If she were in trouble, then rushing into danger and getting hurt would not do her any good. We’re vampires in the territory of a professional mage. Home turf, if you will. There are countless spells, wards, and traps that may be in effect as of this moment. Say you run out there and get frozen in place, or turned to ash. What happens to Asha then? Being strong is not the same as being all-powerful. You want to know how I lived long enough to get a seat on the Blood Council? Forethought. Planning. Caution and courage in the right measure. Now get behind me, and let’s not waste any more of her time. And calm down. Ms. Patel isn’t hurt. The scream of someone in pain is markedly different from what we just heard.”

      I had no doubt a vampire of Deborah’s presumably ancient age would be able to make such a distinction, but that didn’t mean I believed her. She might be saying it just to calm me down. Still, she had raised several good points, and the most relevant issue was that me being lectured did nothing to help Asha. So I did as I was told. I stopped struggling and allowed Deborah to take the lead.

      She was efficient, once she got to work. In no time, we were through the door and down a hall, Deborah scanning every surface around us and every corner we passed as we made our trek. It didn’t take long before a familiar scent hit my nostrils. Good as the wards were, now that we were close, there was virtually no magic that could keep a vampire nose from latching onto the smell of blood. It was the scent some part of my undead brain was always searching for, waiting for, hoping for. I didn’t greatly enjoy that part of my mind; however, it was there, so I did my best to make use of it when occasion demanded.

      We followed the smell a little farther down the hall, to a large office with a door hanging askew. As soon as we stepped inside, we found Asha standing over the body of a middle-aged man (based on appearances, anyway) lying face down on the desk with a curiously large hole in the middle of his back. The wound was far too big for most weapons I’d seen; it would have had to be as big around as my fist to do that kind of damage. Asha was trying to tend to him, pressing paper towels from the bathroom into his wound, despite the fact that he was clearly already dead. As she shoved them in deeper, accomplishing nothing, I noticed her frantic breathing and the tears that leaked down her face.

      Right . . . Asha was panicking, because that’s what humans did when they encountered their first dead body. She was a tough, smart, capable person, but no one was mentally prepared to walk in on a corpse in the middle of an office. No one normal, anyway. As I stood there, momentarily dumbstruck, it truly hit me how different the last few years had made me. Not my body. Not my diet. Me, Fred, the person. Someone was dead right in front of me, and instead of breaking down like the old me would have, I was trying to figure out what had caused a wound like that. A corpse was no longer a thing that gave me pause, and I wasn’t sure I liked realizing that about myself.

      There were bigger concerns than the long-term effects of being a vampire, however. Someone was dead, which meant they’d been killed, and that meant we could all very well be in danger. Thankfully, Deborah was more on the ball than I was, striding over and carefully moving Asha aside.

      “I didn’t . . . I kept knocking . . . he likes to keep his privacy, so I didn’t think anything of it . . . I . . . I finally came in, and he was . . .”

      “It’s okay. This wasn’t your fault.” I was surprised by how soothing Deborah’s tone had become. She was almost tender as she pulled Asha over to a corner, settling her down on the floor with the utmost care. “Stay there. Take some time to cry, or shake, or whatever you need. Don’t take too long, though. We’ve got a situation to handle.”

      With Asha out of the way, Deborah walked right back over to the body. I expected her to examine the wound, or maybe check his pulse out of formality. What I hadn’t been prepared for was for Deborah to lean down and take a long drink from the open hole in the dead man’s back.

      “What are you doing?” I started forward, then froze as her gaze whipped up, anchoring me in place.

      “Learning. Based on how much the blood has cooled, he’s been dead for less than half an hour. May have even been alive when we first arrived. There’s no tingle of direct magic, so the wound was most likely made by something physical. And, most importantly, by drinking his blood, I’ve now confirmed that this is indeed the real corpse of a mage. Magic can fake a lot, but I’ve never met false blood that could fool a vampire’s tongue. We’re in a house of magic, Fred. Take nothing at face value. On that note, come over here and drink.”

      An initial objection rose in my throat, and then halted. Nothing Deborah had said or done was without sound cause. The least I could do was ask for her reasoning. “Why do I need to drink?”

      “Several reasons. One, you might need the extra nutrition if we end up in a fight. Two, sooner or later, you’ll need to learn how blood tastes as it cools in a body so that next time you’re in this situation, you’ll be prepared. And three, the main one, is that drinking from a mage gives you a touch of their power. We can’t wield magic directly as undead creatures, but a nip of this will allow you to push against wards, see through illusions, and several other nifty tricks that may come in handy before the night is done. Unless you prefer being trapped in a mage’s stronghold with a potential killer and no way to discern which paths or objects are real. Hell, a strong enough mage could have cloaked themselves and hidden in this room with us.”

      Asha’s breathing picked up again, and I glanced around wildly, as though that would help. Mercifully, Deborah didn’t leave us in that state for long. “No one’s in the room. Or if they are, then they’re so powerful that there would be no point in hiding. Either way, we’re fine for the moment. Now, get over here and drink so we can have two sets of eyes worth trusting.”

      My feet felt numb as I stumbled forward, staring at the dead body before me. Vampires drank blood. It was in us, ingrained to the core during our transformation. As much as I wanted to protest, Deborah had already built a logical enough case to convince me that it was a sound call. My body, on the other hand, required no such discussion. It was already guided toward the blood, instinct trying to override reason. I took my time, refusing to allow myself to indulge like an animal. This was a person once, a living being who had people who cared about him, not a snack to be gobbled.

      Slowly, keeping a firm grip on my urges, I leaned down and took a carefully measured sip, roughly one of the same length that Deborah had drawn. It was cooler than I was used to from warming blood in the microwave, yet it still set off all the pleasure centers that blood tripped in our kind. As I started to straighten up, I found a hand on my back, keeping me in place.

      “More. You’re not as old as I am, Fred. You need more to be fully useful.”

      With my face inches away from the substance all vampires craved, it didn’t take more convincing than that to keep me drinking. As I did, I began to notice a sensation surrounding me, like an unseen scratchy blanket made of the very air draped over me. It was uncomfortable, so I tried to shrug it off, and as I did, it gave way, albeit only slightly. When the blanket moved, I felt a surprising surge in my limbs, strength I hadn’t even missed suddenly returning. The wards; that’s what was pressing us down. That’s what I’d managed to shake off slightly. They were still there, still trying to cover me when I let my attention waver, but for now, they were lessened.

      “Stop.” The command came without warning, so I finished my last gulp and straightened up. Deborah seemed fleetingly surprised that I’d followed her direction, not that the expression lingered for more than a flash. “Can you feel them now?”

      “I think so. My senses are still dull, though.”

      “These sensory wards were made by the Clover siblings. You’ll need far more power to punch through them,” Deborah explained. “Or some of their blood. It’s easier to fight off the magic of a mage whose blood you’ve drunk. That’s why the physical wards give so easily now; we just sipped from their creator. A man who, I think, it’s about time we learned the name of.”

      Her gaze traveled over to Asha, who’d managed to pull herself together in the time I’d spent drinking. There was no saving the trails of tears through her makeup, or the shirt she’d gotten bloody while trying to help, but the panic had largely subsided to reveal the usual Asha back in place. She was still shaken, as any decent person would be, yet she’d marshalled control of herself in only minutes. There was a reason Asha had managed to survive this long in the parahuman world, after all.

      “Seems safe to say that NDAs and the like are no longer a major concern,” Asha agreed. “I’ll tell you everything I know, but could we go somewhere else first? The body is . . . making it hard to focus.”

      “Of course.” Deborah moved in a blur, arriving at the door before I had time to so much as even shift a foot. “But as I told Fred before, the bodyguard goes first. You two stay behind, and stay close. Until we know what we’re dealing with, take nothing for granted.”
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      Much as my instincts were screaming that we should make for an exit, I followed Deborah. She led us back to the room where we’d filled out paperwork and thus, even farther from any means of escape. It felt contradictory, yet I remained silent as Asha and I trailed the elder vampire’s footsteps. Slowly but surely, I was learning that—at least until she decided to kill me—Deborah took her job as a bodyguard seriously.

      No sooner were we back in the contract room than Deborah shut the door, planted her back against it in lieu of a lock, and faced us. “I’m guessing one, if not both, of you is probably wondering why we’re not just breaking for the exits. We may do that next, depending on what Asha has to say, but even with the added benefit of some mage blood, we’re still on a magic-wielder’s home turf. I want to know who our potential killers are, what their abilities are known to be, and how those skills might translate into laying traps. We knew the hall from this room to the office was safe because we’d just walked it. Any other route is suspect until we’ve confirmed it to be secure, and that goes triple for hallways leading to an exit. The moment we became witnesses to a murder, we gave someone out there extremely good incentive to not let us survive.”

      Brusque as her delivery might have been, it was hard to argue with the content. Asha appeared to share a similar sentiment, as she began to rattle off information as fast as possible. “Phineas Hawkins was the man we just found. He owns this company, and has for several decades. Officially, they do custom enchantment work, like what you’ve seen with Ainsley and Zane Clover. However, Phineas’s business was structured around a high degree of confidentiality and privacy. These were the people you turned to if you wanted something made with as little connection to you as possible.”

      “Black market magic?” Deborah interrupted.

      “Probably a little, here and there, although they made sure to keep me away from anything that might signal that kind of work. The majority of what I know about is private for other reasons. Most people don’t want others to know if they need magical virility potions, or enchanted mannequins with working anatomy, or whips that operate themselves . . . please tell me you get the idea and I can stop.”

      We both nodded, although Deborah looked a tad surprised. “Someone was able to build a company off such a limited market?”

      “Food, drugs, and sex are often called the three recession-proof businesses,” I explained. “People are always going to be hungry, looking for escape, and . . . um . . . for something to get frisky with.”

      Asha showed mercy and took over for me. “Fred’s got it. And Phineas was making serious money. Over the last decade, his business has grown exponentially, and he was looking at opening new offices across the country in the next few years. That’s part of why I was brought on, to go over everything in preparation for the expansion. When Phineas found out the books weren’t lining up, he feared a scandal would tank his business. That’s why we brought in someone who specializes in discretion and knows their way around cooked books.”

      “I still can’t believe they would resort to murder so callously. How much could be missing to make that kind of crime worth the risk? Especially since this will likely bring the business to a grinding halt. It’s not like the killer will be able to keep stealing.” I couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of killing to cover up something as relatively bloodless as embezzlement. Deborah, on the other hand, had no such issues.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. Wherever there are people willing to pay for privacy, there are secrets they’ll pay to remain secret. With a list of clients and a little bit of evidence, someone could turn this tragedy into a lucrative blackmail business.”

      The thought hadn’t even dawned on me, and from the expression on Asha’s face, I think it caught her by surprise, as well. Once the idea was out there, it didn’t take her long to start putting the pieces together.

      “As far as I know, Phineas himself was the main layer of protection between employees and customers. Workers only ever got account numbers, never client names. The sole person with knowledge of and access to those records was Phineas. It was one of the many privacy protections that made people comfortable using his services.”

      “Which means, if the killer does opt to go the blackmail route, we now know they’ll need to find those records, assuming they’re stored on the property,” Deborah concluded. “That’s good to keep in mind if we need leverage down the line, but right now, I’m more concerned with what we’re up against. Did Phineas have suspicions about who might be dipping their hand in the company cookie jar?”

      That question drew a dark, tired laugh from Asha. Hard as she was working to push through, the trauma of the night was visibly wearing on her. Yet she took only a few seconds before shaking her head. “Too many suspicions, honestly. He wasn’t a trusting man, hence why he was able to work in this industry to start with. Once he found the discrepancy, he trusted no one on the inside. That’s part of why we brought in an outsider to look over the accounts. But from a practical standpoint, one of his senior managers makes the most sense. They have the necessary access, and are all capable mages in their own right. Daiyu Lau specializes in potions, ointments—basically, she’s good with any kind of magic where the effect is applied to a body. Kevin Crawford handles animation; if it moves and it isn’t supposed to, he’s the man you see. Last is Megan Bradley, who focuses on generalized enchantment. Her department handles anything that falls outside the others’ purview, as well as tacking on the finishing touches to most products.”

      “That hole in his chest sure didn’t look like the work of any potion I’ve ever seen,” I pointed out. A straightforward assessment, admittedly, but someone had to get the obvious out of the way. Unfortunately, even my seemingly simple deduction was met with resistance.

      “If you were going to kill someone, and you were smart, the first thing you’d do is find a way to make it look like someone else’s specialty. Maybe create a potion that has a claw burst out of the victim’s back, and then fade away.”

      “Kind of a stretch,” Asha said.

      “It certainly is. I’m not saying that’s what happened, only that we don’t yet have enough information to effectively rule anyone out.” Deborah paused, pressing her ear against the door for a few brief seconds. “I think we’re clear for now, though it’s hard to tell what sounds are what. This would be much easier without the wards in place, but we’ll make do with what we have. For now, is there anything else we should know?”

      This time, Asha didn’t respond right away. She stayed quiet, scouring her brain for any details that might prove useful. “Nothing I can think of. Phineas wasn’t big on sharing secrets.”

      While the reply was somewhat expected, it wasn’t terribly heartening. We might be up against one of three skilled mages, or any peon who’d gotten greedy. Asha’s suspect list was nothing more than a guess. There was no way of knowing for sure what sort of enemy we faced, or what sort of traps they might have laid. Truthfully, I was used to working with little information during a crisis, but the more time I spent with Deborah, the more I realized that such really shouldn’t be the case. I’d always known I’d survived some dicey situations on pure luck and the assistance of powerful friends, but I was only now beginning to grasp just how out of my depth I’d really been.

      Deborah moved away from the door, pacing slowly around the room. “So, we’ve got a potential suspect list of three, with a secondary, less likely list comprised of the entire company. Sounds like, no matter what, we’re going to have to walk out of here blind. Being prudent, we need to assume there are traps or other dangers lying in wait. Better to be wrong and safe, than right and dead, so we’ll obviously want to keep exposure to a minimum. Tell me, he who leads the House of Fred, how would you proceed if I weren’t here?”

      Even knowing that I was in the process of being tested, this still felt like an inopportune time for a pop quiz. Then again, had I gotten my way, I would have shown up without Deborah at my side, so perhaps it was indeed a fair question. If people were going to look to me in a crisis, if I was to take responsibility for the safety of my clan, then this might very well be the kind of situation I needed to be capable of handling.

      After taking a few moments to consider the circumstances, I chose my course of action. “Assuming you weren’t here, I’d take the lead ahead of Asha. I’d go slow, ducking into rooms and offices as needed, make our way through the hallways bit by bit, being sure to keep a watch for any traps or attackers. My senses might be dulled, but I should still be able to hear a mage before they can hear us.”

      “Assuming they haven’t cast a spell to augment their own senses,” Deborah corrected. “Not a bad plan, overall, but there’s a fundamental human-ness to the thinking that causes some misjudgments. Tell me something, why would you duck into offices and rooms along the route?”

      “Because mages can’t cast forever,” I replied. “They have limits. And that means they would have to prioritize where they laid traps, focusing on the hallways we’d likely use to escape. Putting surprises inside of offices might pay off, but compared to the power it would waste, that’s a poor gamble to take. I can’t assume the rooms are completely safe; they’re just much more likely to be safe than the hallways.”

      It might have been my imagination, but for a fleeting moment, it seemed like Deborah was impressed by my analysis. There was even a tinge of approval in her voice. “Well done, and perfectly accurate. You grasp exactly why the rooms are probably safer than the hallways. So, tell me this: why does your plan involve hallways at all?”

      “Because that’s how we would have to get to the exit.” If she was assuming I had some sort of teleportation or transformation power stolen from a parahuman, Deborah was in for a massive disappointment. How else were we going to get to the exit, if not through the hallways?

      Moving quickly, yet slow enough for us to track, Deborah walked over to the back wall of the room. “No, Fred. Hallways are how humans would have to get to the exit. I know you work hard to ignore this fact, but you are not a human. If you don’t believe me, look at how Asha was affected by finding that body, and then look at yourself. You don’t want to hurt people, that’s fine. You don’t want to play the game of vampire politics, well, you’re hardly the first to feel that way. But thinking of yourself as anything other than a vampire limits your options, and that’s a liability you can’t afford in the long-term.”

      That last line stung, largely because this was a lesson I should have already absorbed. Lillian had put the idea of breaking through walls into my head when we worked together in a haunted castle, yet here I was sticking to the hallways again. Being in human surroundings kept me in a human frame of mind, and I was starting to realize that wasn’t always a positive outcome.

      With a single, smooth motion, Deborah punched through the wall in front of her, creating an arm-sized hole into the next room—a storage closet with brooms, mops, and paper towels. In no time, she’d enlarged the opening enough for any of us to slip through. Once the hole was finished, sheetrock floating from her hands, Deborah tossed a look at me over her shoulder.

      “We aren’t bound to the same paths they are. We don’t need hallways because walls aren’t strong enough to stop us. Now, both of you: keep up. Finding a path to the exit isn’t the same as being there. We’re not safe until this place is a distant memory in the rearview mirror.”
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      All three of us were silent as Deborah tore through the walls of one room after another, making as little noise as possible with such a messy task. She was surprisingly quick, and not just in a “faster-than-humans” kind of way. From the precision and surety with which she worked, it was easy to deduce that this wasn’t Deborah’s first time escaping through walls. It actually boggled the mind to try to grasp what could be a new experience for her. If she was old enough to be part of some legendary council—as well as what I’d ascertained from her own casual comments—then Deborah had surely been around for at least a thousand or so years. Living (in a manner of speaking) for that long, certainly one would run out of new things to do or try, new obstacles to face. Perhaps that was why she could remain calm and critical no matter how the situation soured: to her, this very well might be nothing more than a rerun of adventures she’d already experienced.

      With Deborah focused on making our doorways, I kept my attention on Asha. She was doing better, the rush of adrenaline likely helping to push down the memories of walking in on a corpse. Still, I kept her between Deborah and me, just to be safe. As the only human among us, she was the easiest target, and the one it would take only a single shot to kill. Even as a subpar vampire, I could take more punishment than a human. Ideally, none of that would come into play before we were free.

      Unfortunately, as was often the case, what was hoped for and what occurred were quite disparate.

      It looked like any other wall we’d seen so far, situated in a mundane office with too many motivational cat posters. What made it different was the fact that when Deborah punched, the surface rippled with a red-orange light rather than caving in under her strength. Another blow, this one heavier, and more ripples spread across the wall. Deborah lifted her arm once more, then slowly lowered it. “Fred, you saw the barrier, right?”

      “The colors along the wall? How could I miss them?”

      “Hang on, what colors?” Asha was looking back and forth between us, with occasional glances to the wall mixed in, as well. “All I saw was her hitting the wall, and it having no effect.”

      “Oh, there was an effect all right.” It may have been my imagination, but I thought I caught a touch of pride in Deborah’s tone. “Fred and I can see it thanks to the mage’s blood. It looks as though someone put up a barrier to keep people from escaping. A shockingly strong one, at that. I can’t imagine a cornered caster threw this together on the fly. Did Phineas have any kind of safety system in place that you know of?”

      Asha glanced at the wall once more, as if she might see the magic through sheer force of will. “He warded the place up and down, not to mention how seriously he took his privacy. I don’t have details, but just from knowing the man, I’d bet my car he’s got plenty of magical security woven into the office.”

      Deborah threw a quick jab to the same spot she’d hit before, this time causing so many ripples it looked like a miniature wave pool. “That makes more sense. With the kind of punishment I’m doling out, most barriers would have run out of mana by now. This must have been carefully crafted and reinforced over a long while. Most likely our victim’s death snapped the cage shut as a lock-down protocol to ensure his murderer didn’t get away, or the killer activated it to keep us from escaping.”

      That was problematic. If Deborah was right, then we were stuck inside until someone who knew how to turn off the barrier came along, or we’d dealt with the killer. Either way, we’d be trapped, most likely with a murderer, for unknown hours. If the sun came up, Deborah and I wouldn’t be able to leave the building until the following evening; the parking lot wasn’t shaded enough to where we could safely enter the car.

      Luckily, I wasn’t completely ignorant about magic. True, I was far from a scholar, but it was impossible to be friends with people like Amy and Neil without picking up a few tidbits along the way. “Hang on. Even if this was made with a lot of care and power, there are still limits to it, right? Amy explained this to me once; the barrier needs mana to repel attacks. The more attacks it takes, the lower the mana goes, and eventually, it will give way. Even if a mage was actively feeding power to the barrier, we could theoretically pound on it until the magic runs dry.”

      “We could do that, but it’s dangerous,” Deborah replied. “When you break a spell improperly, there’s feedback as the enchantment frays. It could be nothing more than a loud noise, or a crack of lightning, or a burst of energy. It could also turn everyone nearby into frogs. You and I have some protection thanks to the mage’s blood, but depending on how strong the barrier is, even that might not prove to be enough. As for Asha, she’s got no defense at all—though, that’s not to say she’d definitely be in trouble. That’s the problem with destroying magic; the effects are so unpredictable it becomes a total crapshoot.”

      Doesn’t it figure: the one time I suggest brute force as a solution, and it’s possibly the most dangerous route we could take. “Let’s perhaps save that for a last-ditch effort, then. Do we have any other options?”

      “Of course. We’re vampires, Fred. I’ve guided you toward escape because I’d assumed that would be your strategy, but we’ve always had another option. We can do what our kind are made for: we can hunt.”

      There was a flash of something in her eyes when she said the word “hunt.” Not dangerous, per se, in the sense that Deborah was already dangerous in every aspect of her being. No, this was . . . old . . . a part of her not influenced by modern politeness and general decorum. A piece that had been untouched by her centuries upon the Earth, because it didn’t need to change or evolve. The part of her that was a hunter, that had lived and died by blood long before America, the Agency, or refrigeration had made my kind of lifestyle viable. Even seeing a sliver of what lay beneath the surface of her humanity was enough I had to repress an involuntary shiver—a habit my body refused to kick from life. Then again, maybe I just hadn’t given it enough time yet. Who knew what sort of reactions I’d have in a few more decades?

      “You want to go after the killer?” Asha, to my surprise, was nodding in agreement. “That makes sense. If they’re the ones who activated the barrier, then we might get free by capturing them. And even if stopping them doesn’t let us escape, at least we can wait safely until someone comes to set us free. Fight or flight, and flight has been taken off the table.”

      “This is why I like lawyers: practical people, almost to a fault. What do you say, Fred? I am here as your bodyguard, after all. I can’t very well go off hunting for some unknown assailant and leave you unprotected. Where you walk, so must I, ensuring your safety.”

      Hardly subtle, not that I’d especially needed the nudge. This was on me. If we hunted the killer, then I had to be the one to make that call. It would be more dangerous than hiding, but also had the advantage of giving us agency in our own fate. Cowering in a corner was certainly a more appealing option, but unfortunately, it wouldn’t do much to help us escape, or see justice done for Phineas.

      “We can hunt the killer in order to capture them. We find, subdue, and when the dust clears, hand our murderer over to the Agency. Maybe take a little bit of blood if it will help us break through the barrier. Otherwise, we don’t hurt anyone. Can you work with that?”

      In a move I was not at all expecting, Deborah gave me a smile, absent of even the hint of fangs. “Can, have, and will again. Orders heard and understood; I won’t do any more damage than is absolutely necessary to halt our enemy and keep you safe.”

      “Then I guess we should talk about—”

      My words were interrupted by a cacophony of splintering wood and spraying sheetrock. From several rooms back, something had punched through the wall from the hallway. It was hard to make out when peering back through the holes Deborah had made, but it looked like a claw of some kind. Huge, red, and nearly football-sized at the tip, the appendage wiggled around several times before vanishing back through the wall, only to punch through once more in a different location.

      I looked to Deborah for guidance, only to realize that she was already looking at me. Right . . . I had to call the shots; that was part of her assessment. Asha’s eyes were wide, but she was holding together better than anyone had a right to expect. We’d wanted to find our mage, and now, they were either attacking us directly or using some kind of magic to do so; either way, they couldn’t be too far away. Was this our chance?

      “We need to go,” I announced, leading them both over to the back wall of the office. This one wouldn’t lead outside, so the barrier shouldn’t be a problem. To be sure, I jammed my own fist into the wall and found it slid easily through.

      Deborah was already at my side, widening our exit, but Asha was slower to join us. “Wasn’t this what you wanted? Our killer is right there, and we have a—no offense, Fred—seriously powerful vampire with us. Why run?”

      “Because, if we fight right now, the mage is the one who initiated it. They might have laid traps, wards, or who knows what out in that hallway. Maybe they have several spells on the tip of their tongue, ready to cast the moment we show ourselves. It’s possible we can’t avoid a head-on fight, and if it comes to that, we’ll take our chances, but if at all possible we should try to catch the mage off guard.”

      “Well said,” Deborah complimented. “Nice to see you learn quickly.”

      I helped her tear apart the wall and made to poke my head through until Deborah yanked me back. She dove into the next room—an office mercifully devoid of cat posters. Rather than going for another wall, however, she flung open the door to reveal a dark hallway.

      Neither Asha nor I needed further explanation; it was clear that if we kept using the walls, we’d leave a trail that took no effort to follow. Using the hallways was a risk, but since the passageways on that side of the offices didn’t lead to exits, odds were fair that they hadn’t been trapped. Not that we had much choice in the matter.

      Sparing a glance back, I could see that two claws had now punched into the wall, and for a moment, I caught a glimpse of a hulking form in the shadows of the widening hole. Then Deborah hissed for me to move, and I did.

      Together, we sprinted out into the hallway, searching for a safe place to regroup and figure out our next move.
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      Although it had been a while since I worked in a proper corporate environment, I still recognized the interns’ room upon arrival. The cramped arrangements of the desks gave it away; everything was so close together that a sneeze from one chair would ruffle papers halfway down the aisle. I could still faintly pick up the scent of sweat and anxiety that perfumed the air and found myself momentarily grateful that our senses had been forcibly dampened. That was not a smell I wanted to experience through a full-strength vampire nose.

      Once we were past the door, Deborah eased it closed, being sure to leave a crack through which we could see and hear. Tracking something as huge as the entity I’d seen would have been sheer simplicity with our ears and noses at normal capacity, but as things stood, we couldn’t risk being snuck up on again. She stayed by the door, ready and alert, and whispered in our direction. “What would you like to do now?”

      It hadn’t escaped my notice that Deborah kept forcing the decisions on me, not that she was being especially covert about it. I pushed that worry out of my head for the moment. We had to concern ourselves with surviving the night first; I could fear her assessment once we were free. Besides, during our last escape, I had given the matter some consideration.

      “We need to find our murderous mage. Asha, I’m sorry to keep leaning on you, but you know this office better than either of us. What are the likeliest spots someone might hole up in this kind of situation? Are there safes to loot, or well-defended rooms to shelter in while you send a monster to kill the witnesses? Whether they put the barrier up or got trapped in here with us, presumably our enemy will be using their time wisely.”

      “I don’t know . . . I really didn’t wander the building very much.” Closing her eyes, Asha began to take deep, slow breaths, willfully calming her very rightfully frayed nerves. “The offices of the more senior staff have wards and security of their own. Phineas’s were down because he was already dead, or maybe the killer broke them while getting to him; I’m not exactly a magic expert. Either way, if they wanted to hide until we were dead, one of those would probably be the safest spot, assuming they knew how to use the safety measures. That would also be the likeliest place to find documents or data. Phineas had a reputation for never leaving so much as a scrap, but not everyone who works here could have been that cautious. If you were looking for a blackmail file as your golden parachute, those offices would be the place to start.”

      Asha’s eyes popped open, more vibrant than they’d been before. Taking a few moments had visibly helped to steady her, as did focusing on something other than our current situation. “Sorry, that’s all I’ve got.”

      “That’s plenty. It gives us a destination, assuming you can point us toward the senior staff offices,” I told her.

      “I can get us there eventually, even if it takes a few tries.”

      From the doorway, Deborah held up a hand, signaling for us both to be silent. We complied instantly, waiting, tense, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice. Finally, the hand came down, albeit with terrifying slowness.

      “I think it passed us by. Now’s our time to move. Fred, be ready to carry Asha if we have to sprint. Human-speed might not cut it, and at that point, you may as well throw her to the monster yourself.” Deborah waved us forward without another word, stepping into the hallway before Asha and I had so much as a chance to reply.

      We followed, of course. For the first part of our journey, our goal was simply to get away from the monster. Whichever route gave us that outcome was the one we’d follow. Eventually, we had to start moving toward the senior staff offices. Here began the guessing game. Whenever we would hit a fork in the halls, Asha would have to try to recall which direction was the right one. While she did her best, neither the circumstances nor her memory were ideal, so we ended up having to backtrack more than once.

      Sometimes, Deborah would hold up her hand again and we would all freeze, waiting until whatever had pricked her attention subsided. The longer we took, and the deeper we went inside the office, the more I became aware of how labyrinthine the structure was. Twists, turns, halls that led to nowhere—someone had wanted to make sure this wasn’t a place where intruders would feel welcome. It lent the advantage to those who knew the terrain, which was one more detail adding credence to Deborah’s “don’t fight a mage on their home turf” philosophy.

      Thankfully, we encountered relatively few traps. The only ones we saw were easy to spot, taking the form of arcane symbols that glowed softly on the walls and floor. It was only after I recalled Asha’s inability to see the barrier, and double-checked with her that these symbols were also invisible, that I grasped the truth of the matter: the traps were simple to see purely because Deborah and I had taken the time to drink from the mage. Without that blood in us, any one of those traps could have gone unseen and been triggered. Dire a situation as it felt, things would have been far worse without Deborah’s guidance.

      At last, after three dead-ends in a row, Asha gently slapped my shoulder as we came around a turn. She was nodding frantically, yet dared not risk even a whisper. The message still got through loud and clear: this was the area we were searching for. I motioned to Deborah, who responded with a nod. If Asha’s theory was right, our killer might be in one of the nearby rooms. This was both a great opportunity and a highly dangerous position. Depending on who got the drop on whom, this might bring the evening to a close in a matter of minutes.

      Standing in what would have been almost full darkness if not for my unnatural vision—wards or no wards, a vampire’s eyes were built for seeing in the night—a sound reached my ear. Not a loud one, nor even an especially significant one, like a footstep or a whispered curse. If not for the crushing silence, I never would have caught it. There was one thing about the noise, though: it was distinctive. Perhaps not to everyone, but for somebody in my line of work, there was no mistaking the sound of gently rustled paper. I flagged Deborah down, making sure she’d noticed it, too. That noise was important. It told us one thing with absolute clarity: whoever made it wasn’t the monster. Those claws weren’t suited to handling something as delicate as paper.

      Determining which office our telltale sound came from was another matter. All the nearby doors were closed, and not a scrap of light gleamed from beneath a single one. They were probably using magical dark vision to keep their profile as low as possible. From the ease with which Amy produced those potions when needed, I was given to understand it wasn’t an especially difficult or taxing spell. Mages were tricky to deal with, much for the same reason as vampires: one never knew entirely what an individual might be capable of. With the right incantation, all our advantages could be rendered useless, so it was important that the enemy never have the chance to cast such a spell.

      Moving slowly, Deborah pressed her ear to one door after another, finally coming to a stop in front of one designated by the nameplate as Daiyu Lau’s office. Her expression turned serious; she definitely heard something inside. I expected her to try the doorknob, but instead, she ran her fingers delicately along the nearby wall. As she moved them, I saw a faint glow trail the digits. Right, another barrier. Her hand continued all the way to the next office door before she paused and returned to Daiyu’s office. This time, she was visibly tense as she reached out, ready to react in a flash. Her index finger lightly touched the door itself, causing a dark glow to ripple out.

      It didn’t take long to piece it together; she was testing for barriers before trying to burst inside. Assuming the door was locked, she’d need to know the weakest places in the perimeter to break through. Even if it wasn’t locked, she risked being trapped in there with a dangerous mage, so knowing the escape routes could be vital to her survival. Between her and Arch, I was starting to see that the most dangerous people around me were the ones who viewed preparation and forethought as vital.

      Deborah’s hand pulled back, angling down and going for the handle. This time, there was nothing gentle about her movement. She grabbed the narrow strip of metal, shoved it down, and forced the door open with a solid push. In what seemed like our first lucky break of the evening, the door opened without resistance. Our killer had forgotten to lock it.

      That optimism was unfortunately short-lived. From my angle, I could just make out a man waiting inside, hands outstretched and a gleam in his eyes. As fast as my body would move, I grabbed Asha and yanked her back, a reactionary effort to get us clear of the door.

      My reflexes turned out to be right on the money, too. From the doorway came a sudden blast of fire, an explosion that coated everything outside the door in flames. The wall, the carpet, the ceiling, and most important of all: the vampire standing directly in the way.
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      It should have been an easy decision. Grab Asha, run from the flames—flames that were absolutely one of the traditional ways to kill a vampire—and try to regroup. Maybe we could stash her far enough away that I’d be able to break the barrier keeping us trapped without putting her at risk. Not the best plan, admittedly, but certainly a fair shot better than trying to confront a mage who had just roasted an ancient, incredibly powerful vampire. Plus, I didn’t even have the option of telling Asha to run. If she fled, it would get her away from the mage, but we had no idea where the clawed-monster was. Without parahuman protection, sending Asha away might very well be the equivalent of urging her off to her own demise.

      There was another sticking point, as well: I didn’t actually think Deborah was dead. Knowing her position and having seen scraps of her power, I couldn’t quite swallow the idea that she’d be taken out that easily. If I left her on fire, however, the likelihood of actual death would grow exponentially.

      And so, despite the instincts screaming at me to flee, I tore off my shirt and sweater vest, literally ripping them in half to get them off my torso, and leapt toward Deborah. Instantly, the heat of the fire seared over my skin, trying to work its way inside my lungs. Habit or not, I stopped taking in air for this part, working to avoid as much damage as possible. To my surprise, while the experience was intense, it wasn’t as unbearable as I’d expected. I ignored the smaller fires that had cropped up on the floor and ceiling, smacking Deborah’s smoke-covered form with the remains of my outfit, hoping dearly that it would be enough to put out the flames.

      Unfortunately, this had the unintended consequence of putting me directly in the mage’s line of sight. He and I locked eyes briefly, a ripple of shock clouding his expression before new words came tumbling softly out of his mouth. Shit, he was casting something else. Maybe it would be another fire blast, maybe not, but whatever it was, I could presume it wasn’t going to be pleasant—especially not for Deborah, who’d already taken a giant fireball head-on.

      I reached forward through the lingering smoke and flames to try to drag her out of the doorway. While it might be pointless, I could perhaps buy us a few extra minutes.

      “You really don’t get the point of having a bodyguard, do you?”

      Deborah’s voice came a split second before her hand slammed into my torso, hitting me so hard I could feel my (quite durable) sternum fracture as I was sent sailing backward through the hall. I flew past Asha, finally stopping when I slammed into a wall, leaving a sizable dent behind. The moment I stopped, I scrambled to my feet. Deborah was already moving, Asha hoisted easily over her shoulder as she sprinted past me. Now that she was in the open air, I could see that while her exposed skin was blistered and burned in several places, her face and wardrobe were virtually untouched. Curious as I was, the mystery was certainly not more important than the figure emerging from within the office, a figure I could just barely make out through the smoke. We needed time to recover; the momentum of the fight had clearly swung against us.

      I sprinted off after Deborah with no idea where she was heading. It didn’t matter at this point. Getting clear and keeping up with my friends was the main goal. We wove our way through the halls at breakneck speed until Deborah ducked into a small room with white tiles on every surface. Lovely. It seemed we’d be hiding in the bathroom, and me without a single bottle of hand sanitizer.

      Once we were inside, Deborah went to work. She set Asha down, then turned on the faucets, splashing cold water across the burns on her flesh. The wounds were already healing, and the soothing liquid seemed to speed the process along.

      After checking on Asha, who decided to splash some water on her face for different reasons, I focused on the real question.

      “What happened back there? Fire hurts vampires, and a blast like that should have roasted you. Are you . . . do we become resistant to it with age?” Unlikely though the idea seemed, Deborah’s survival made me consider it as slightly possible.

      “Oh wow, don’t I wish.” Deborah sent a few drops of water spraying with a shake of her head. “No, the true methods impact all of us, regardless of age. Fire, sunlight, silver, decapitation, stakes: from the Blood Council to a vampire made yesterday, they’ll kill us just the same. However, that wasn’t actual fire, Fred. It was magical fire, created by a spell, and right now, you and I are walking around with magical defense thanks to Phineas’s blood. Obviously not as much as I might have liked, but it served its purpose, no? Any explosion you can walk away from is a good one.”

      While that did explain part of it, there was clearly more going on than she had shared. “Do your clothes have magical protection, too?”

      “In a manner of speaking. Back before humans figured out it was toxic to them, they found ways to weave asbestos into all sort of things, clothing included. It’s rudimentary protection, but we kept working on it even after they shied away. I don’t think I own a single ensemble that doesn’t have asbestos as a component. It’s also why I tend to favor long sleeves; you can throw your arms up to protect your face.” Deborah demonstrated exactly that, holding her arms like parallel bars in front of her head.

      “Hang on, you put asbestos in all your clothes? Doesn’t that seem like overkill?” Asha was wiping her neck with a damp paper towel; the sudden influx of heat had affected her more than either of us. “Then again, it clearly just worked, so maybe I shouldn’t talk shit.”

      Lowering her arms, Deborah nodded. “When there are only a few methods to kill you, it becomes easier to take steps against those methods. Learning to fight and sleeping lightly helps avoid stakes, as well as beheading, incorporating defenses into my clothing wards against fire, and high SPF sunscreen will buy me a few extra seconds in sunlight. Silver . . . well, there’s no real defense against that one, so I just steer clear of the stuff whenever possible. Fortunately, that holds true for most other parahumans as well, so it rarely comes into play.”

      I had no response to that, largely because I didn’t trust my tongue. When I’d developed a silver-immunity, it had come after allowing Gideon to channel tremendous amounts of his power through me as a vessel. Dragon magic was a peculiar thing; it often worked in ways that no one else understood, and to my knowledge, I was the first vampire to undergo such a process. Still, when even Arch and Krystal had been stumped for an explanation at the change, part of me had held out hope that other vampires might be able to provide some insight. If Deborah, an ancient vampire and member of the Blood Council, hadn’t ever heard of such a thing, however, I might never find an explanation. Of course, that assumed Deborah was telling the truth, which would be a silly presumption given the nature of our relationship. She certainly wasn’t obligated to reveal any hidden vampire secrets or lore to me.

      All the same, I kept my mouth shut. If I really was the first vampire to be immune to silver, I didn’t want to imagine what length the others of my kind would go to in order to learn how to duplicate such an ability.

      “Hey, Fred, are you listening?” Deborah’s expression was annoyed, verging on worried. I’d momentarily gotten so lost in my thoughts that I’d forgotten to pay attention to what was going on around me. A very bad, dangerous habit, especially in circumstances like these.

      “Sorry, could you repeat yourself? I was . . . it’s been a long night, you know?”

      “Going to get longer before it’s over,” Deborah replied. “I was saying that you shouldn’t have jumped in to help. I was fine. I took the attack instead of dodging to lure him into a false sense of security. If you hadn’t gotten in the way, I was going to charge him when he cast his next spell. That’s when a mage is most vulnerable; they can’t just shift spells mid-gear, so they either have to try to see it through or give up to fight.”

      Such an idea hadn’t even occurred to me, although it should have. Deborah wasn’t one of my friends, or even an agent. She was powerful enough to be part of an organization feared by all vampires, and not without good reason. “Again, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had defenses in place, and I wasn’t sure you’d be able to put the flames out in time.”

      She studied me as I spoke, no effort made to conceal the expression. I found I was growing accustomed to her constant analytical gaze, even if I didn’t expect to ever be fully comfortable with it.

      “Your heart was in the right place, I suppose. But remember, I am here to guard you, not vice versa. The Blood Council has opened an official assessment on you, Fredrick Fletcher, and no one decides whether you live or die until we have ruled. That right belongs solely to us. So stop making my job harder.” She gave me another lingering look, this one harder to read, before she turned to Asha.

      “Do you know which mage that was? From the gender and skin tone, I’m guessing we didn’t just fight Daiyu Lau.”

      “I didn’t get a great look before the explosion, but I think I caught enough of the buzz cut to recognize Kevin Crawford, the mage who specializes in animation enchantments,” Asha said. “He must have built that claw monster we ran into earlier.”

      A sharp sound came from Deborah’s throat, almost like a “tsk,” but deeper. “Don’t make too many assumptions just yet. I saw the buzz cut, too, and there were no signs of an illusion in place, so we can probably go forward presuming it’s him. As for the monster, until we see it up close, we should assume anything is in play. Maybe he summoned it from a nether-realm, maybe he built it; maybe it’s a cohort using shape-changing magic. We are at our weakest when we have to react to the unexpected, so make a point of expecting damn near everything.”

      “Then what do you expect will happen now?” Asha tossed her damp towel into the trash can and turned off the faucet, only for Deborah to reach over and turn it right back on.

      “Now, there is no more chance at waiting this out. He knows our numbers, and we should assume he’ll realize that two of us are vampires. It’s smarter to plan as though we have all possible disadvantages, whether it’s true or not. He knows for certain that I was able to withstand a fireball, and that means he’s aware we’re dangerous. Rather than leave the dirty work to his monster, Kevin will likely begin hunting as well, rather than just ransacking offices. He’ll almost certainly coordinate with his creation, try to make us deal with multiple threats at once. We’ll have to handle them both if we want to walk out of here alive.”

      I pointed to the running water. “And how does a faucet influence that plan?”

      In response, Deborah turned on every faucet in the bathroom, then snapped a toilet pipe for good measure, sending water shooting onto the floor. “This whole office is too quiet. I don’t like having my senses limited, but I’m going to make sure he doesn’t have an easy time tracking us. First, we turn on everything we can find. Lights, radios, faucets . . . if it makes noise or draws attention, get it running. It should help muffle the sounds of our movement. If we’re lucky, we might be able to get the drop on him.”

      “And if we’re not lucky?” I countered.

      “Then you might want to get your fangs out,” Deborah replied. “Because we could very easily have a deadly fight on our hands.”
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      Generally speaking, I got far less use out of my enhanced senses than most other vampires. For them, the ability to hear panting from streets away, smell sweat trailing on the air, and see through even the darkest of evenings were all essential parts of fighting and hunting. For me, it often just made reading or watching TV into an annoyingly distracting affair. That was why I worked hard to ignore those senses, honing my selective attention the way a warrior would hone their punches. So when our senses had been dampened, before I knew about the threats, I wasn’t actually put out at all. And by the time Deborah’s plan was fully prepared, I was downright thankful not to have my full hearing—the horrendous pop songs screeching out of every nearby computer and radio we could access was harsh enough with even just a human’s level of awareness.

      That was sort of the point, however. All that annoying noise allowed us to move around more freely, even if Kevin and his monster would eventually still find us. We had intentionally congregated in the loudest spot. Of course, they’d realize it was a trap. This effort was only slightly more subtle than erecting a box barely supported by a twig with a sign that read “Free Birdseed” next to it. Complex planning was for those with more options. We were on unfamiliar turf against two enemies we knew virtually nothing about; winging it was really our only course of action.

      It didn’t take long before Deborah raced silently around the corner, throwing up a hand gesture to indicate she’d seen Kevin coming. As both the fastest and the quietest on their feet, Deborah was the natural choice to take the role of lookout. Based on her signal, there was no sign of the monster, which wasn’t ideal, but was roughly what we’d expected.

      Carefully, Asha slipped into a nearby office, sliding the door closed with as little noise as possible. This was a dangerous encounter, and as a human, her place was not to be in the middle of everything. With her safely tucked away, Deborah and I were alone, waiting for Kevin to arrive, surrounded by clashing pop tunes.

      “Fred, I think there’s something it’s important we clarify before this goes down. I don’t actually work for you, not directly.” Deborah’s eyes were bouncing among the possible avenues of attack, ready for an approach from any direction. “Bodyguards do our best to honor the client’s wishes, but at the end of the day, their wellbeing is our only actual job. Which is my nice way of saying that while I respect the request for me not to kill our criminal, if it comes down to him or either of us, I’ll kill him without hesitation. Really, we could end the whole thing now if you’d just lift that stipulation.”

      “Why is killing him easier than subduing him? It’s still a fight either way.”

      Another long, assessing look before she replied. “No, it’s not the same. Not at all. Subduing requires me to get up close and personal, to put myself at risk. Killing him . . . well, that’s another matter. There are techniques, abilities I have from training and feeding, that would snuff him out without a moment’s thought. If you really think this is all we’re capable of, then you don’t understand why vampires are as feared as we are.”

      That was hard to argue with. My knowledge of vampires was limited to what I’d seen from Petre, Quinn, and Lillian. While each was more powerful than me, their power was something I could easily grasp. But from what Deborah had said, it seemed I was a toddler comparing myself with preschoolers, whereas she was an adult.

      “You’re right. There’s a tremendous amount about our kind that I don’t know, and I’m sure you can do things I’ve yet to imagine. If you’re that powerful, though, then it seems like capturing a simple mage alive would be well within your capabilities.”

      There was a hint of laughter from Deborah, brief and hard to hear over the music. “Don’t waste your time going after my ego. I’m long past such barbs. But I will try to go for the capture, because this is your show to run. Just be aware that if push comes to shove, I shove for keeps.”

      Our conversation ended as Kevin rounded the corner, seemingly catching us unaware. Obviously, we’d been waiting for him—the chatter was just one more way to make ourselves seem flat-footed—and no sooner had he stepped into view than a giant red barrier filled the hallway, separating us from him. It moved with him, staying a few feet before him as he made his way forward, small gestures from his hand guiding the wall with each step.

      “I knew you were trying to bait me, but I didn’t expect you to make it this easy.” Kevin looked at us more closely, a snicker drifting up from his lips. “You hid that lawyer of Phineas’s, I see. Probably someplace far away, in the hopes she’d be safe from me. When this is over, I’ll hunt her down as well, and she will pay for that annoyance.”

      Taking the bait, I ran forward and threw a punch at the barrier. It absorbed my blow just as the one blocking the exits had nullified Deborah’s. The difference was that mine wasn’t nearly as strong, nor especially meant to penetrate. Between the fact that I was running around shirtless and the lucky break that Kevin had never met me, it made sense to take on the appearance of a vampire more in line with common expectations. If he didn’t consider us to be the thinking sort, then there was less chance he’d see the surprise coming.

      “Pitiful. Just pitiful. Healing from that fire must have taken a lot out of both of you. Maybe you should have eaten the lawyer instead of stowing her. I doubt you’ll even make a proper opponent for my red friend.” Kevin laughed, cackled really, in a way that had absolutely been practiced. On cue, the clawed beast stepped into view at the other side of the hallway.

      This was our first time getting a good look at it, and what a sight it was to behold. It was like a scorpion version of a centaur, with six dense legs attached to a long, flat body that suddenly shot upward and turned into a human-like torso. Instead of hands, the arms ended in those thick claws, and the face was nothing more than a pair of inky black eyes and a mandible mouth. At the rear was a four-foot stinger, too short to come into play if someone attacked the monster’s front, but long enough to do a perfect job guarding its back.

      “I call him Sanderson, named after the intern I used for some of the base components. Phineas never wanted to hear how far our company could really go. He didn’t like the idea of using humans as pieces for more lifelike automatons. Forget the sex industry, we could pump out Sandersons and sell them to the highest bidder. There are always people looking to kill without getting their hands dirty.” From his pocket, Kevin produced a small digital camcorder and flipped it on. “This is perfect, actually. Proving Sanderson can hold his own against two vampires will be more than enough to secure me some initial orders. Thanks to the capital I’ve been skimming and the blackmail material I’ve got, that should be plenty enough to launch my own enterprise.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t admit that on tape,” Deborah suggested.

      “It’s my tape, going to my future clients. Something tells me they won’t care how the company came into being. And you should really concern yourself with Sanderson more than me.” Kevin paused, looking to the monster. “Sanderson! Tear them both apart!”

      There was no hesitation, not even for an instant. As soon as Kevin spoke, Sanderson complied. His dark eyes turned toward us, no humanity whatsoever as he charged with his claws extended. Whatever—whoever—had gone into this creature, they were long dead. The thing that remained was nothing more than a puppet powered by Kevin’s magic.

      Sanderson was faster than he looked. His six legs scuttled rapidly, hauling the bulky body around with unexpected precision. Still, it was a charge from half a hallway’s distance against a pair of vampires, so we easily ducked out of the way, and then ran around to the other side. We made it twenty feet before another red barrier popped up. Turning back, we could make out Kevin’s pinched expression, still protected by his magic wall, scrunched with a look of concentration.

      “No more running away. My clients deserve to see a proper show.”

      There was no need for orders this time; Sanderson was already charging toward us again. As it moved, Kevin slowly followed, shifting his barrier to keep close enough to ensure his device would record all the action. We couldn’t pay Kevin too much attention; Sanderson was nearly on top of us, and with the box we were trapped in slowly shrinking, our avoidance options were growing steadily more limited. I dodged a claw meant for my head, infinitely grateful that we’d drunk enough of Phineas’s blood to ignore the wards limiting our physical power.

      Deborah chose a different tactic. The next time a claw came near, she easily stepped out of its way, but rather than let it keep going, Deborah grabbed the arm and jerked hard, pulling the appendage around the creature’s back. Its tail tried to stab at her, but she kept jerking just out of range until finally, it lingered too long. She stretched out her other hand, lightning quick, and took hold of the stinger.

      “Oh no. How ever will we defeat such a bold and terrifying monster? All is lost. Truly, all is lost.” Deborah’s voice was pure mocking acid as she held on to two of Sanderson’s offensive options, bringing him down to a single claw and a mouth of mandibles. She locked eyes with Kevin, who was growing visibly frustrated as she mocked his creation on camera.

      “Perhaps you’re stronger than I thought. That’s the best part of using magical automatons, though. They’re easy to alter on the fly, when one knows the correct spells.” Still safely behind his wall, Kevin lifted the hand not holding a camera and began to whisper under his breath. No doubt about it: he was casting, probably something outright offensive, or a spell that would supercharge Sanderson.

      It was a sound tactic. Unfortunately, it was also a very predictable one. Luring Kevin onto our turf had been the first step; it was the only way to ensure he couldn’t set traps in advance. Getting him to advance to his current position was the next requirement, which we’d managed by driving the fighting further down the hallway. The last piece was this moment, when he tried to cast. We hadn’t known how it would arrive, or what the circumstances would be when it came, but there was no doubt that he’d turn to magic if things didn’t go his way. When one had access to magic, the inclination was to use it at every opportunity.

      Behind Kevin, Asha slipped silently out of the office where she’d been hiding, watching through the barest crack of an opening. She darted forward, metal flashing in her hand. Deborah had said it best: the moment a mage was casting was their most vulnerable, and that was when Asha had to strike. In mere seconds, Asha had arrived, and while I caught a flicker of hesitation in her face, that sentiment didn’t reach her arms. They thrust forward, slamming the letter opener we’d pilfered from a desk deep into Kevin’s back.

      A single stab wound wasn’t enough to kill most people, especially mages. On the other hand, it was more than enough to shatter their concentration. The barrier in front of Kevin flickered as pain overtook him, and that was all we needed. I didn’t actually see Deborah move; the hot spray of ichor from Sanderson’s suddenly missing limbs was how I knew she was gone. I soon caught sight of her on top of Kevin, pinning him to the ground with Sanderson’s tail.

      I glanced to my side and found the creature in pieces. Deborah hadn’t been gentle in her finishing of the fight—there were chunks of red monster all over the hallway . . . and me, I soon noticed. It was comforting to know that she could have torn Sanderson apart at any moment, but also somewhat disturbing. How much of tonight had been necessary, and how much did we endure solely because I’d asked Deborah not to go for a kill up front?

      I tried not to linger on that just yet, as we still had a mage to deal with. However, by the time I jogged over to Deborah, that problem was well in hand. Both of Kevin’s hands were broken, and from the swelling around his mouth, it seemed a safe bet that his jaw was fractured, too. No words, no gestures, no magic. A brutal method of capturing a mage, but compared to what Deborah had done to Sanderson, it was the very picture of mercy.

      “You see, this is why you never record yourself saying something incriminating.” In her hands, Deborah spun the camera around and caught it in the same motion. “Because your tape isn’t guaranteed to stay yours forever. Consider that during your time down whatever hole the Agency throws you into.”
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      As it turned out, Kevin had not activated the outer barrier; that was a failsafe that kicked on when Phineas died, meaning we were all stuck inside the office until morning. Thankfully, much of the night had already been spent running and hiding, and with no more threats, we were able to wait peacefully until staff began to show up and found their office sealed. Calls went out to the Agency, and by midmorning, the barrier had been safely dispelled.

      From there, it was a brief whirlwind of activity. Between Asha’s statement, the evidence, and the tape, there was no question as to who was at fault for the murder of Phineas and the destruction in the office. Once we’d been thoroughly interviewed, Deborah and I were released. Mercifully, one of the agents backed our vehicle right to the front door, over the sidewalk, so that we could enter under the shade of an overhang. Once inside, we drove carefully back to Charlotte Manor, with promises to meet up with Asha once she was released. As she’d been on the premises longer, she had more to tell, and the agents weren’t keen on us sticking around once they’d heard our side of the story. I couldn’t really blame them. Having two vampires hanging about was likely unnerving on its own—all the worse when one of them was shirtless and coated in monster guts. I’d done my best to wash off in the sink, but this was a job for at least a shower, possibly a firehose.

      The ride was largely silent until we arrived at Charlotte Manor. As I parked beneath the shaded overhang entrance and unbuckled my seat belt, Deborah spoke up. “I think, after seeing how you handled yourself last night, that it’s time for us to have a lesson, Fred.”

      “A lesson?” My curiosity was piqued. Admittedly, I’d always wanted to learn more about vampires, and the prior night had only made me more curious. “What did you have in mind?”

      “It’s better if you don’t know. Adapting to surprises is always a good skill to hone. Just don’t make any plans for tonight. I know your schedule is open, so keep it that way. I didn’t realize just how much you still had to learn. You . . . there are some things about you that demand education. Honestly, I’m somewhat shocked you’ve managed to survive for this long. Your friends must have been picking up a lot of the slack.”

      While that seemed like a needlessly cruel way to phrase it, I couldn’t exactly disagree with her point. “They have. I’m not much of a combatant, I know. I’ve honestly never had the stomach for it. I do my best, I try, but I know it’s the people in my life who have gotten us this far.”

      “See, that’s the thing, Fred. You’re comparatively weak, and you seem to know it, yet you insist on acting like you’re strong.” Deborah shook her head. “Never mind. We’ll go over it later. No sense in doing this by half-measures. There are lessons you need, but not with the sun overhead and that stinking goo still on your torso. Let’s go rest, get a good meal, and definitely a shower. Be ready for a field trip at sunset.”

      The passenger door opened as Deborah saw herself out, darting inside quickly despite us being protected by the shade. I couldn’t fault her for that; being in the open during the day felt dangerous, like one wrong step could cost us our lives. For someone as careful as Deborah, that level of risk must be unbearable.

      The more time I spent with Deborah, the more I was growing to fear her. Legends about the Blood Council were one thing; I’d grown accustomed to seeing the humanity behind feared figures like Richard, agents like Krystal or Arch, and even slivers of decency in mythical beings like Gideon. Deborah had that humanity, as well, though I didn’t find it nearly as comforting. Most parahumans swung their power around as the first and final solution to every problem. Deborah, on the other hand, took nothing for granted. She used her mind more than her raw skills, which made those skills all the more dangerous. If most people’s humanity was a doorway to their gentler side, hers was a wall she used to shore up her weaknesses. She’d even said it herself earlier that night: Deborah knew she was mortal, knew she was vulnerable, and took steps to make sure those liabilities wouldn’t be used against her.

      If she decided to kill me, I was growing steadily more confident that there would be no respite. No tricks, no red tape, no angles we could exploit to save me. She wasn’t a brute; she would consider and defend against those possibilities. In a way, it was funny. The more time I spent with Deborah, the more human—and helpless—I felt.

      Had Krystal been home, I’d have gone up to talk with her. As it was, I found myself wandering the halls of Charlotte Manor, despite my dire need for a shirt and a shower. Part of me wanted to knock on Arch’s door, to see if he knew more about the Blood Council or had some insight into what I should expect. Ultimately, I chose not to seek him, or any of the others, out. Not out of fear that they would have no information to share, but rather because every time I went to dial a phone number, I remembered Deborah’s words.

      My friends had been picking up a lot of slack for me. She was right. I’d never been under any delusion that I was an actual threat or force to be reckoned with in any capacity outside an audit. And in the beginning, that had been fine. Things were different now. I was the head of a clan; people were counting on me. The actions I took, or failed to take, would impact my friends’ lives. Deborah had come to assess if I was fit to lead the House of Fred. In truth, I wasn’t sure she would, or should, decide in my favor.

      But if there was any chance of my making it through this, I needed to be better. To be the kind of person who deserved my friends’ trust, who could be counted on when the need was dire. If a lesson from Deborah could get me closer to that, then I owed it to my clan and myself to tackle it head-on.

      After a long shower and a deep mug of blood, I settled into bed. As always when the sun was overhead, sleep came naturally, momentarily dulling my worries about what the night ahead would bring.
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      It was difficult to predict what sort of lesson a teacher like Deborah might impart. Perhaps we would review vampiric lore, allowing me to learn more about our history, our ruling structure, and our abilities. There was also a chance she might throw me into a ring with several therianthropes to see if I could fight my way out. Deborah had said that, as my bodyguard, she wouldn’t allow me to be killed, but that protection only lasted until she’d decided whether or not I was fit to lead a vampire clan. If I had disappointed her, there was no reason for her not to let someone tear me apart.

      With some effort, I shook such thoughts from my head. There was nothing spur-of-the-moment about Deborah: if she decided to kill me, it would be with forethought and deliberate execution. That thought was, strangely, a bit comforting as I dressed for the night. Eschewing my normal loafers, I opted to wear some sneakers that had gotten little use since their purchase. Slacks were replaced with jeans, and a simple long-sleeved shirt took the place of my preferred sweater vest. Mobility and durability: not features I expected to need, but after all the lessons Deborah had imparted on thinking ahead, I hoped to show that I was paying attention.

      In a small backpack, I stashed my enchanted flask topped off with blood, sunscreen, a spare phone charger, and an extra-large umbrella. Having only the words “field trip” to go on, I’d chosen my supplies with as much attention to their general usefulness as possible. Sealing up the bag, I threw it over my shoulder and headed downstairs.

      Deborah was already there, clad in an outfit not dissimilar to my own: jeans, boots, and a dark turtleneck with a thick vest on top. No bag, although that vest did look like it had a lot of pockets. She gave me an approving nod as I made my way down the stairs. “I half-expected you to show up in your usual sweater vest.”

      “I already lost one last night. I’m not sure what you meant by ‘field trip,’ but I assumed I’d have to replace another sweater if I didn’t adapt my attire accordingly.”

      “Smart move.” Deborah turned toward the door, nearly bouncing off the old woman version of Charlotte, who was stepping out from behind the counter.

      The weary eyes swept over the both of us—an odd touch of pageantry, since I knew that Charlotte could see and hear all within her walls. Finally, the old woman’s eyes settled on me. “Would you care for dinner tonight? Arch, Neil, and Albert are all out training, and Lillian has client meetings, so it would be just the two of you. I’d be happy to take requests.”

      It was tempting—as a rule, I never turned down Charlotte’s culinary talents—but Deborah was already shaking her head. “Much as it pains me to decline, I’m afraid that Fred and I are on a strict schedule tonight, with no time for delays. If all goes well, I expect we’ll want quite the breakfast, though.”

      “I’ll be sure to prepare something special,” Charlotte replied. Again, the old woman’s eyes were on me. “And I’ll make sure the others know you’ve stepped out together. If they ask, where should I tell them you went?”

      “No spoilers, Charlotte. Part of tonight’s adventure is the unknown.” Deborah reached over and grabbed a piece of paper, scribbling down a few quick words before she folded it in half. “Should anyone need to reach us for some reason, show them this.”

      Charlotte accepted the page, a slow wave of relief spreading over her face as she read what Deborah had written. “I’ll do just that.”

      “Good. Now, Fred, I wasn’t kidding about the strict timetable for tonight. We need to get moving.” Deborah was out the door before her sentence was fully finished, and I followed, pausing only briefly to throw a grateful glance at Charlotte. It was clear what she’d been trying to do, and I appreciated the concern.

      There wasn’t much discussion after that. An SUV I’d never seen before was waiting outside, and when Deborah slipped into the driver’s seat, I noticed that she didn’t need to adjust so much as a single mirror. We were on the highway in minutes, only we weren’t heading toward Winslow’s downtown metropolitan area for a change. Instead, we were going farther out of the city, toward the wilderness and what passed for mountains in our region. Winslow was never a popular ski destination, like many other Colorado towns. The terrain was too rocky, and the mountaintops too low, but that didn’t mean we were without elevation. Deborah drove on those ascending roads for two hours, taking us up into the mountains while Winslow fell steadily behind.

      To my surprise, no destination appeared before us, no landmark I could use to deduce our ultimate location. Even as she began to slow, pulling over onto a modest shoulder meant for resting, I was at a loss as to where we were. There was nothing around. Part of me wondered if perhaps this lesson involved having to navigate our way back to town, or demanded that I finish ascending the mountain on my own. Again, I wasn’t sure what lessons I would be expected to take from such experiences, but that’s why I was the student, not the teacher. Whatever our destination, we had clearly arrived, and I followed Deborah’s lead as she removed her seat belt.

      “Okay. Now that we’re almost ready, tell me what you brought.” Deborah pointed to the backpack resting in my lap, in case I hadn’t taken the message from her words alone.

      “Blood, sunscreen, an umbrella, and an extra charger for my phone.”

      “Not bad. Good variety, majority of them with multiple uses. Most vampires your age would have only brought the blood, or nothing at all. I have to say, that might be the most interesting feature about you, Fred. New vampires are almost always drunk on their power, certain that no being in the world can best them. The delusion doesn’t last long—especially not in proper clans, where a leader can put them in their place—but the ego often persists for a while. You, on the other hand, seem extremely aware of how vulnerable you are. If the majority of vampires lean too much on their undead side in the early years, then you’re the opposite, someone who has robed himself in his humanity.”

      “The company I keep helps me retain perspective,” I added. “It’s hard to feel exceptional with people like Krystal, Richard, and . . . Arch in my life.” For a moment, I’d been prepared to list Gideon in that final spot, but at the last minute, I veered away. The Blood Council knew I had an alliance with Gideon, but that wasn’t quite the same as me talking about him as a casual acquaintance. The more distance I kept between myself and the King of the West in their eyes, the less likely they’d poke around and find out about my unusual condition.

      “They are all exceptional. However, we vampires are no slouches either. I think it’s time you gained a proper understanding of exactly what it is you are, and what you can do when truly pushed.” Like a striking serpent, her hand snapped out and snatched the backpack from my lap before I had time to do more than reflexively twitch. I had no idea what kind of blood Deborah had previously drunk, but it was clearly from something fast. “For this lesson, however, you don’t get supplies. Tools are useful, and I applaud you for thinking ahead; however, the point of this exercise is to see what you can manage on your own. No tools, no tech, no spare blood. Tonight, we’re going old school.”

      My mouth opened to ask what, exactly, that entailed. Unfortunately, the words never actually passed my lips. In another flash of movement, Deborah’s open palm slammed into my sternum, the exact same place she’d hit me the night before. There was a brief sensation of something against my back—in hindsight, I would realize it was the door snapping off the chassis—and then the whistle of the air was there to greet me.

      I could see the SUV as I hurtled backward. I could make it out atop that highway shoulder, Deborah staring at me intently as I began to plummet and lose sight of her. She hadn’t just knocked me out of the car; she’d knocked me off the side of the mountain, too far into the air to even try to grab hold of the steep terrain. Trapped in the open air, with no way to make my way back, I fell, my body crashing at last against a small boulder formation far, far below.
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      Killing a vampire is no easy feat, as I’ve mentioned. Outside of the specific methods previously described, there’s almost no way to bring us down for good. Hurting a vampire, on the other hand, is much more achievable than some might think. We are hardy, yes, yet not so tough that a gunshot (or fall from a mountain) won’t cause us injury. The difference is that our bodies are in a state of near-constant repair. So long as we can stay fed, our bodies will eventually heal nearly all damage.

      That said, I still ached like hell as I finally stirred atop the boulders. Since the attack came at night, I didn’t even have the small mercy of passing out from the pain. I had to remain fully conscious as my bones and flesh knit themselves back together. The process was hardly enjoyable—at some points, barely tolerable—so I think it forgivable that, in my recovery, I didn’t notice Deborah’s arrival. All I knew was that, when I finally sat up, she was sitting on a nearby rock formation, waiting patiently.

      “If the lesson was to never take off my seat belt until I’m ready to get out of the car, then lesson well learned.”

      “You’ve still got a sense of humor. That’s a surprise. I half-expected you to try to tear my throat out for what I just pulled. Although, if you were the type to choose that path, then I suppose we wouldn’t really need to do this in the first place.” Deborah was calm, yet taut, like she was ready to spring away at a moment’s notice. Despite her words, she clearly wasn’t sure that I wouldn’t try to attack, and even with our difference in abilities, she wasn’t leaving any openings. “How do you feel, by the way?”

      “Sore, obviously.” As I got to my feet, another feeling struck me, so great I almost lost a step. It was a deep, fierce sensation that rose up from the middle of my stomach and stretched out to every nerve in my body. “Also, I’m hungry.” That was an understatement: for a fleeting moment, I felt like I was hunger itself, all my instincts crying out for nourishment. Slowly, I managed to reassert myself, but it was still an unsettling sensation. Healing that much had taken a lot out of me. I clearly needed to eat.

      “Just hungry? After a fall like that, I bet you’re bordering on ravenous. It took me a while to properly asses your diet, how often you eat, and the quality of the blood you consume, but after a few weeks, I’ve managed to put it all together. If my estimates are right, that injury should have drained you deeply. Soon, possibly within the hour, that desire to feed is going to overtake your rational, human mind. You’ll fight back, of course, and though you have proven curiously willful in that regard, you will eventually break. Everyone breaks. When that happens, you’ll be no better than a wild animal until the Hunger has been sated.”

      There was something about the way she said the word “Hunger” that implied capitalization. She talked about it like a living entity, one that would assert itself over me. It was a dire warning, but as I made my way down the boulders to the rough ground below, I found myself somewhat disappointed.

      “I have to say, I was expecting more from the Blood Council. Trying to turn me into a monster was what my sire did the first time we met. Well, the first time post-turn, anyway. You could at least be more original.”

      There was no laughter from Deborah, not even a knowing smile. She was serious as she watched my movements, aware of every twitch I made. “Is that what you think? That I want you to be a monster? No, Fred, nothing could be further from the truth. The point of this lesson isn’t to make you into more of a vampire; it’s to teach you how to stay human.”

      “That’s the one thing I actually seem to be good at.”

      A rustle of movement hit my ear seconds before Deborah slammed her hand into my spine, sending me sailing forward to smash against a tree trunk. It hurt, though it was nothing compared to the pain of the fall. Far worse was the feeling that rippled through me as my body repaired the minor wounds—that same living roar that grew in my stomach and screamed through my veins reappeared. Only this time, it was much stronger. I was starting to see why Deborah talked about the Hunger like it was a living thing.

      “You’re good at it in the way a person who has never touched alcohol is exceptional at not getting drunk. You’ve never felt the desire, Fred. Never had to wrestle with that beast in your belly, the one that demands to be fed. When you were turned, you barely tried to hunt before you decided to buy all your blood, and when that went south, you started using Agency avenues. You’ve never been truly empty before; when you get injured, there’s blood close at hand. But this is something you’ll have to face one day, whether you want to or not.”

      “Why?” I pulled myself up from the ground, brushing the leaves and dirt from my clothes. “In your metaphor, what’s wrong with being the person who just doesn’t drink? I agree that avoiding this feeling is important, but staying fed seems like the safest way to keep that from ever being an issue.”

      Something old and dangerous flashed in Deborah’s eyes as she watched me, something that made me involuntarily take a step back. “You are . . . so young. So accustomed to this world of yours. Hospitals and blood banks and the Agency, all there to provide for your needs. This country, where parahumans have rights and options like delivered blood, isn’t even three hundred years old. Do you understand, can you fathom, how long that is to someone with my perspective? It’s nothing, Fred. Nothing. Barely an afternoon. You think those systems will provide for you indefinitely because you lack the wisdom of experience. The world changes, countries fall, and we persist. You cannot count on conveniences or alliances to provide for you. You can only count on yourself. Someday, sooner or later, you will have to deal with the Hunger. Better now, when you have a teacher to guide you and no humans for miles, than in the middle of a crowded city, watching the veins throb in the necks of every passerby.”

      The shiver that went down my spine had nothing to do with the chill of the night air or the lingering pain in my body. Ordinarily, I could have brushed her words aside, but tonight, I could see the images she described—the veins and necks in particular, filled with hot, potent blood. I almost gasped at the vision, so badly did part of me want to make it real. Whether she was wrong or whether she was right about what the future held, I couldn’t deny that what Deborah had described was possible. Not aging meant that I had to take a long-term view of things, and with the life I led, there was a very real chance I could end up like this, hurt and lacking blood . . . only, in normal circumstances, the people nearby wouldn’t be older vampires I couldn’t hold a candle to: they would be my friends.

      Or worse, normal humans.

      If this need, this Hunger, was part of me, then understanding it might save someone’s life further down the line, someone whose sole sin would have been trusting a vampire.

      “Maybe you’re right. No, you’re definitely right, at least about being able to control myself when the need for blood is so great. But I don’t want to . . . I won’t hurt humans to feed myself. Buying blood is one thing, killing is another.”

      “I’m not asking you to kill anyone,” Deborah informed me. “In fact, I’m not asking you to do anything. The lesson has already begun. From here on, the path you choose is up to you. I’m around to answer questions, offer information, and keep watch to see how you fare. How you pass the test is entirely in your hands.”

      “And what is my test, exactly? Aside from injuring me, you’ve given little indication as to what I should do.”

      From her pocket, Deborah produced a small watch and threw it over to me. I snatched it from the air and looked it over. So far as I could tell, it was just a regular timepiece. Still, I slipped it onto my wrist, just to be safe.

      “The test is simple, Fred. It’s the test all vampires have been handed since the first of us was created: survive. You’re stuck in the wilderness, severely under-nourished, and there’s approximately six hours left until sunrise. All you have to do is not die.”
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      Daunting a task as that proposal seemed given our current circumstances, I was no stranger to overwhelming work. The trick was to break it into manageable chunks, handling things one step at a time. Keep perspective; don’t let yourself get bowled over. Those were the platitudes that ran through my mind as I tried to retain a cool head.

      My first task had to be food. The cravings hitting me were too intense to ignore, and each one was a little harder to push away than the one that came before. Remaining in this condition risked compromising my sense of reason. That was an asset I couldn’t afford to lack in such a situation, especially when there was a real chance I might have to find shelter to wait out the sun. Hungry Fred might not be smart enough to stay in the shade through an entire day.

      The obvious answer would have been my flask, but that was gone with the rest of my backpack—Deborah had made sure to strip me of my gear before she’d knocked me out of the car, evidence yet again of her ability to think more steps ahead than I cared to consider. I might be able to climb back to it eventually, though it was likely she’d not allow me to drink. Her opinions on self-reliance and lack of tools for this lesson had been made abundantly clear. Even if that weren’t the case, I was looking at a long, steep climb that would offer no chances to eat nor anywhere to shelter from the sun. If I was at full strength, I might have been fast and sure enough, but going for the car now was an all-or-nothing move. I disliked such options; there were usually smarter ways to tackle a problem.

      Rustling noises hit my ears, a reminder that Deborah and I were hardly alone in the forest. Expanding my senses didn’t take effort; in fact, it was the opposite. Keeping my selective attention focused was the harder option. I let the information flow into me. Sounds, smells, sights of shadowy figures bounding through the brush. The more I listened, the more alive the woods became. Amidst the flora were a few sizable bodies, bodies large enough to have big, strong hearts pumping plenty of blood. Only . . . I didn’t know if I should eat those. I wanted to—the sound of pumping blood drew a fresh scream from my stomach—but moving without thought would just make my troubles worse.

      “You said you were here to offer guidance, answer questions. Does that mean I can ask you anything?” If Deborah really was here to teach, it would be idiocy not to lean on her for knowledge.

      “I can offer information, just not solutions,” she replied. “For example, if you wanted to know whether vampires can cross running water, I would say yes, but I wouldn’t tell you how to get over a river.”

      “Got it.” The arrangement was limited, yet better than I’d dared hope for. I had plenty of vampire questions, not all of them related to our immediate situation. Those could come later; right now, my priority was food. “Can vampires drink animal blood? I mean, obviously we can do it, we’re physically stronger, but will doing so—”

      “I’m not a djinn, Fred. I’m not going to screw you on the subtext. Your question came through loud and clear.”

      Deborah was at my side in seconds, standing with me, seeing and hearing the exact same things I did. “To answer your question, yes, we can eat animals. However, there are reasons that we don’t, as a rule. Taste, for one. Whatever it is about our bodies that makes human and parahuman blood taste so good, the same power does not extend across the animal kingdom. It’s tolerable, better than it should be, but by no means can one compare it to the real thing. That’s just flavor, though. The bigger problem is nutrition.”

      Something moved in the trees ahead, something big. Maybe a wolf. Maybe a deer. It was impossible to say from so far off. The growl of Hunger that rose in my throat, on the other hand, was unmistakable. I couldn’t imagine staying like this for an entire day. Then I remembered that the Turva clan used to punish Lillian by making her go for weeks without blood, and I gained a whole new understanding of just how cruel those bastards were.

      “Think of animals like donuts, and humans like oranges. You can have either one for breakfast, but one is far more nutritious than the other. That said, you can subsist off donuts, if you eat enough of them.”

      “Got it. Conservation of effort. Draining animals gets you less results and less enjoyment than drinking from humans. So it’s not something a vampire would do in an ideal situation, but in a pinch . . .”

      I wasn’t looking, but I could hear her neck move as she nodded. “In a pinch, we are like humans. We eat what we must to survive.”

      Nearby, a squirrel ran up a branch. My hands started to reach out on instinct, but I stayed them. Conservation of effort. Getting that squirrel would require climbing and chasing, only to pay out with a relatively small amount of blood. If the nutrients were lacking, I’d have to make up for it in volume, which meant exerting myself for only the prey that would provide more energy than they cost me. Deborah’s hit to the tree had demonstrated my problem well: the more power I used, the more the Hunger grew. It was a delicate balancing act of quenching my thirst without losing control.

      My eyes closed; vision wasn’t important right now. I needed to hear. Something with footsteps, heavy enough to register over an unseen distance. Something with enough body mass to work up a good funk, the kind my nose could sense. Tracking was a skill I’d barely had any practice with, yet to my surprise, it seemed to come naturally. This low on blood, I was closer to my vampire mind than I’d ever been before, a razor thin margin of discipline the only thing keeping us separate. But that part of me, the piece that had invaded along with the fangs and pale skin, knew exactly how to hunt. This wasn’t like back in the city, in my first and only attempt to be a proper vampire. I wasn’t conflicted, or scared, or uncertain about what I’d become. I was Hungry.

      Dimly, in the part of my brain that had been tamped down by the Hunger, I realized that if not for my blood contact at the hospital, I would have reached this point long before now. It would have happened while I was in the city, surrounded by people. The cravings would have set in until I was overwhelmed by them, and it was easy to imagine what would have happened next. Maybe that was how most vampires learned to eat. Maybe that was why they grew so cavalier about killing.

      I was running before I’d even registered I’d found a target. My instincts were already slipping beyond my control, like a bike beginning to wobble before a crash. Still, I kept moving, my feet willing themselves along the ground at a near blur. I had no idea where I was going, or what direction I was even heading in. I just knew was that something with a strong heartbeat was in front of me, and I needed to find it.

      All at once, I came to a stop. There, in a small clearing, stood an old wolf chewing on the remains of a small animal I could no longer identify. For a fleeting moment, fear gripped my heart; what if it was a therian? Even if we knew one another, in a situation like this, things might escalate to violence without warning. The wolf turned to me, his eyes burning, but simple. Just a wolf, then, no flicker of intelligence beneath the beastly facade. His thin form and visible ribs were also signs of normality; no therian would end up so starved in a forest full of prey. The bigger problem, however, was that he’d seen me, and I no doubt looked far more appetizing than the worn morsel in his muzzle.

      I’d never killed anything before, outside of a stray bug or spider that made it into my home. It wasn’t an issue in my everyday life, and I certainly didn’t seek out such action. However, I had eaten plenty of meat in both my life and after, so it wasn’t as though I hadn’t subsisted on the lives of others. The difference was that, this time, there was no middleman. If I wanted to fill my belly, I would have to be the one who did the deed.

      In truth, I might have turned away in that moment, used the last of my willpower to back out of the clearing, except I knew the wolf would follow. I wasn’t the only predator in these woods. He was clearly hungry, too, so hungry he was likely suppressing the instincts that should be alerting him to the danger of what I was. My shape might be human, but the wolf would know that I was more than that. Animals were attuned to danger; they hadn’t dulled their instincts the way humanity had.

      Regardless of what the wolf must have sensed, it bared its teeth and advanced, ready to bet its life on the fight rather than languish in hunger. With a flurry of movement, the wolf bounded toward me.

      Forgive me, dear reader, but I’m afraid I have little to offer in the way of details from our skirmish. The principle issue is that I was not fully in my right mind at the time, and when I think back to that moment, all I see are flashes of images—none of which are the sort of pictures I would describe in details to others.

      The end result was that I won, obviously. When I snapped back to my senses, I was crouched over the wolf, my fangs pressed into its neck, slowly draining away its life force. A voice was calling to me. A familiar one, one I recognized, one I knew it was dangerous not to heed.

      “—enough. Fred, I said that’s enough. I can’t pull you off the wolf; that defeats the purpose. You have to do this. You have to stop yourself.”

      Blinking, I looked up from the wolf’s still panting body to find Deborah standing a few feet away, speaking in a calm, measured voice. Surprise, perhaps shock, danced in her eyes as she saw me react, saw me pull away from the animal still within my grasp. “I’m sorry,” I replied, “were you saying something? I seem to have . . . lost focus.”

      “I was telling you to stop drinking.” She watched me carefully, then tapped on the side of her neck. “Lick the wolf’s wound; use your tongue and lots of saliva. When we feed, our bodies go wild. Part of that is the amplification of our regenerative abilities. Seal that wound with your spit, and there won’t be a trace of it within the hour. This is how vampires feed without killing. This is how we’ve subsisted among the humans for so long.”

      My mouth didn’t want to lick. It wanted to bite, to drink, to keep going until the wolf was an empty husk. Instead, I did as I was told, carefully licking the wound, working hard to ignore the taste of fur. No wonder animals were considered a last-ditch effort. As I rose, I noticed that one of the wolf’s legs was broken. Our scuffle hadn’t been a gentle one, it seemed. “What about the leg? Can I heal that?”

      “Unlikely. An older vampire might be capable of healing it with saliva, assuming they’d just had an excellent helping of blood, but that’s a lot more than a pair of fang wounds. You can kill it, if you’d like. The point isn’t to save the wolf’s life; I needed to teach you about pulling back midway through a feeding. Marshalling your thirst is among the most important fundamentals a vampire must master.”

      Laying on torn-up grass, the wolf panted in pain. It hadn’t been in great shape before, and losing unknown pints of blood to me certainly hadn’t helped matters. He would have killed me, had our roles been reversed. I knew that instinctually, and I couldn’t blame him for it. If Deborah hadn’t arrived, there was a very good chance I’d have killed him, too. It was the way of the nature, of animals: one had to kill if they wanted to eat.

      Regardless of what that part of my brain wanted me to think, however, I was not an animal. I was a person. A parahuman, yes, but that still came from the root word of “human.” The wolf would have killed me, but that didn’t excuse me from the burden of trying to be better than a wild beast.

      Crouching down, I looked him square in the eyes. “Don’t bite me. I’m not sure I can control how I’ll react yet.” With no idea if the creature understood, I reached down and cradled it in my arms.

      “What are you doing?” Deborah seemed uncertain of my action, watching me warily as I lifted the wolf from the ground.

      “Taking him with us. I’m sure someone in Richard’s employ knows enough to help mend a malnourished wolf with a broken leg. Unless you’re going to tell me that’s against the rules?”

      “There are no rules, Fred. There are only guidelines established by the powerful. If you’re strong enough, you can ignore them. The only rules, the only limits, are what we can accomplish.” She stepped over to us, gently running a hand along the wolf’s fur. “I’m glad you’ve chosen to haul a wounded animal around with us, though. It provides an objective example of the very reason I decided to provide this lesson: you overestimate yourself, and you act as though you have more power than you do.”

      A gurgle rose from my stomach before I could ask for clarification. The Hunger was weaker this time, more manageable, but still there. I wasn’t full yet. I had hunting left to do, and I was going to try to accomplish this feat with a wounded source of blood in my arms.

      “That, in my view, is your fundamental problem,” Deborah continued. “You are kinder than you have the strength to be.”
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      I wrapped the wolf’s leg with torn denim from the left ankle of my jeans, more to suppress the scent of blood than out of any illusion that it would help. My stomach already ached for more, despite how much it felt like I’d drunk. Deborah was right: animal blood didn’t satisfy the same way the human stuff did. With all the damage she’d inflicted, I might need to drain a moose to feel fully recovered. That could come later, though. Wrapping the leg would weaken the scent of wolf’s blood, allowing me to find new sources, ones I could drink from without injuring, hopefully.

      As I worked, Deborah did a quick turn of the area. Maybe it was to see where she would hide if the sun came up before we finished; maybe it was to leave me alone with my thoughts. I was beginning to see the futility in trying to understand her methods. Sooner or later, she’d explain them if she so chose. This wasn’t a mystery; it was an education she’d imparted before. Countless, unknowable times before, in fact.

      Deborah reappeared just as I finished up the wrappings. “Don’t name the wolf.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “You’re the sort who would name the creature in this situation. Don’t. If you kill it, that will only make you feel worse.”

      It was a fair point to raise, albeit not one I wanted to hear in the moment. “You think this is silly, don’t you? I’ve gotten a good sense of how most vampires view things like kindness and mercy.”

      “They think kindness is weakness.” To my surprise, there was a touch of sadness in Deborah’s tone as she stepped to my side, using a careful hand to pet the wolf’s flank. “Forgive them someday, if you can. They are still so new to this world, so very raw. They will learn, in time. Those that survive, anyway. And no, Fred, I don’t agree with those views. In my opinion, kindness is, in fact, the very opposite of weakness. Kindness is a display of strength.”

      Her eyes darted up, scanning the surrounding trees yet also looking past them, toward flickering memories I wasn’t privy to. “Putting the wellbeing of others over your own demands strength. Strength of will, strength of character, sometimes actual, physical power. In the case of showing mercy, for example, actual strength plays a large role. To let an opponent walk away when one has the chance to kill them requires you to be sure, absolutely certain, that your power is great enough they won’t strike again. If they do, and you lose people you love in the process, then what you had wasn’t strength at all, it was hubris.”

      Deborah turned from the forest to look me dead in the eyes, her vision no longer lost in the past. “That is your problem, Fred. You act as though you have the strength to show such kindness, but you don’t. You’re not powerful enough to protect your human friend while avoiding the murder of a mage, yet you would have done so whether I was there or not. You lack the experience and raw force to stand against other clans, yet you founded one all the same. You are weak, yet you act as if you’re strong. For a time, that has worked in your favor, but it won’t last forever. Sooner or later, you’ll push too hard, make the wrong enemy, lack the support of the right ally, and then, all those actions you thought were kindness will reveal themselves as little more than hubris, and they will drag you and your friends down together.”

      “And your advice would be what? Stop acting as though I still have a sense of decency?”

      “Not at all.” She broke our gaze, looking down at the wolf. His panting had evened out, and his heartrate had slowed. It could have been wishful thinking, but I hoped the wrap was helping the pain. “I just told you my thoughts on kindness and its relation to strength. I don’t want weaker, worse vampires in our world. No, I want you to understand that sooner or later, you’ll either have to be more ruthless or more powerful. This tenuous balance you have won’t hold forever.”

      Her hand ran through the wolf’s fur once more. “A stronger, better-trained vampire could have subjugated this creature without hurting it. A more ruthless one would have killed it outright so it wouldn’t feel pain. This is what happens when you try to walk the path of the powerful without the strength to back it up: you cause needless suffering. Tonight, it was a wolf. Tomorrow, who knows which of your loved ones your kindness will hurt.”

      I wanted to argue with her, and with more time and a steady mind, I might have put together a proper counter. In that moment, though, with my stomach growing ever more restless and the injured creature before my eyes standing testament to what she’d said, no worthy rebuttals sprang to mind. Even if I debated her on semantics, what would be the point? Deborah was the second vampire I’d encountered who didn’t outright reject the idea of showing compassion for others, and even Lillian had needed to be brought around to the notion. Her objection wasn’t against me trying to act like a decent person: it was that I was consistently biting off more than I could chew (forgive the expression). I was trying to help my friends, to keep them safe when I could pitch in, but I lacked the power to do so properly.

      How many close calls had there been throughout the years? How many situations where we barely scraped by? How many of those might have been different if I hadn’t insisted on staying as human as possible? I could have asked Gideon for more dragon blood; he still claimed the scales between us were not balanced yet. Hell, I could have accepted the vial of blood Sheriff Thorgood offered me in Boarback—even without knowing what was inside, I had smelled the power radiating off the contents of that vial. Yet I never took those paths. I stayed on normal human blood because it kept me more mundane, as close to the human I had been as I could still be. I was scared of being more, of losing myself like so many older vampires seemed to. In the beginning, when I was just an accountant, it was one thing. But I wasn’t just Fred anymore; I was kidding myself to pretend otherwise. I was the head of a parahuman clan, a public acquaintance to the King of the West, fiancé to an esteemed agent of the Agency, friend of one who held a weapon of destiny, and—at this point, it hardly seemed prudent to deny it—enemy to the House of Turva.

      Not using my power was a choice I could make in any moment, balanced against the danger of the situation. If I lacked that power to start with, however, then the choice was forever out of my hands. It was time to accept the truth of my new life, to stop running from the very idea of becoming stronger. Power, knowledge, magic . . . those things didn’t make people monsters. It was what they did with those gifts that mattered.

      “Will you teach me to hunt?” Carefully, I rested the wolf’s head against the grass, making sure its breathing remained undisturbed. “To hunt properly, I mean. To take only what I need and leave no wounds behind.”

      “I am here for guidance. That lesson certainly falls within the bounds of a vampire’s education.” Deborah pointed upward, to the starry sky overhead. “But don’t forget we’re on a clock. Are you sure you have time for that?”

      For the first time since my fall, I was feeling completely clear-headed, though how long it would last was anybody’s guess. “I’m sure. We’re too far away from town to make it back by sunrise, which means we’ll likely have to find shelter. I can’t trust myself to stay hidden until my hunger is sated, so the best means of survival I have is to deal with the Hunger first, find a safe place to hide, and then make the trek home after sunset.”

      “The more expedient method would be to leave the lesson for another day, kill some animals quickly, and then use our more ample time to find a good hiding spot,” Deborah pointed out.

      “Stopping mid-drink requires more self-control. If my primary worry is keeping myself restrained throughout the day, then it makes the most sense to train that self-control as much as possible in the time we have remaining.”

      Silence was her only reply for nearly half a minute, followed by a loud, theatrical sigh. “That’s tenuous reasoning at best, but you’re asking me to teach you, so I will. Pay close attention. You won’t have time for me to repeat myself. And find a better place to hide Ernest while we hunt; if another creature out here spies him, he’s as good as eaten.”

      It took me a moment to catch on to what she’d said. “I thought you warned me not to name the wolf.”

      “Yes, well, vampires all start out as humans. Is it any surprise that some of us continue being hypocrites?”
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      Hunting was easier the second time around. Part of that came from the fact that I was no longer hanging on to my self-control by the tips of my metaphorical fingers—the Hunger had been sated enough to allow me a measure of clear thought. While that might have slowed me on another night—giving me too much time to think and complicate matters by over-analyzing—on this evening, my focus was clear and driven. Whether the cause was the solitude, the gnawing force in my stomach, or the discussion with Deborah was hard to pin down. Regardless, I was determined not to shy away from the lesson. Deborah was right: someday, I might very well find myself short on blood and long on thirst. If I didn’t know how to keep control of myself in that kind of situation, then I was putting others at risk.

      To be fair, I was still a poor hunter. No amount of drive overcomes a lifetime of avoiding violence and a squeamish reflex to the idea of attacking an innocent creature. Thankfully, I wasn’t so bad that vampire powers and Deborah’s guidance couldn’t close the gap. We moved together, racing easily through the shadows until we came upon a large animal—I think it was an elk, but in all honesty, I lack the knowledge to say with any certainty. Together, we circled and pounced, me mimicking Deborah’s movements like a child playing a game of copycat. Only, it was no laughing matter when we struck. The creature that was probably an elk tried to fight, but Deborah had it in an uncompromising grip, holding the beast in place as much for its own safety as ours. When we were done, the wounds were licked, and the potential elk was sent on its way, angry and a little tired, but otherwise unharmed.

      We continued like that, with Deborah gradually thrusting more and more of the work onto me as we hunted. While I never had the fluid precision she demonstrated, I was at least able to keep from injuring any more animals while we fed. Near the end, when I was finally feeling somewhat sated, we came upon a freshly killed deer. Our presence scared off whatever had done the deed, but we could hear its footsteps racing away in the darkness. Neither of us was going to feed from a dead deer, but to my surprise, Deborah tore off a chunk of its flesh—a part unsullied by the killer.

      It wasn’t until we returned to the tree where Ernest waited that I understood what she was doing. With practiced speed and surety, Deborah constructed a fire and began to roast the meat. “Wolves normally eat things raw, but given this one’s age and weakened condition, it’s probably better to cook it, just in case. We don’t want Ernest getting ill.”

      “Won’t the smell draw more wild animals?” I asked.

      “It’s possible. That’s something we’ll just have to deal with, though.” Her eyes wandered back to the dancing flames. “Besides, the fire will keep most at bay. That’s what it does. The spark in the darkness.” More staring ensued, and when she next spoke, her voice sounded miles away. “In the early days, this was all the humans had. Before buildings, before cities, before guns and bows and silver—before countries, even—there was fire. We used to prowl in the darkness, watching for these glowing lights. They were temptation and warning rolled into one. You always knew there were humans around a fire, and yet to approach one was to make yourself as vulnerable as we could be back then.”

      I suppressed the urge to make an audible gulp. When Lillian had pointed out that Deborah’s name went back to biblical times, I had been amazed by the idea of someone living that long. But what she spoke about now . . . a time when all humans had was fire . . . that was a whole other measurement of time. Granted, without knowing where she hailed from, it was possible she’d been in a place that was slower on the technological development curve, yet even with that assumption, Deborah had to be incredibly old. Much as I wanted to know more, I’d already been rebuked on the age issue once before. Instead, I decided to try to learn more about vampires in general. It was a subject I’d been eager to broach, and it hardly seemed as though we’d get a better chance than the current situation.

      “Just to double-check, we don’t have to worry about any of those animals developing parahuman traits, do we? I’ve been told that we can only turn humans by feeding them our blood after we’ve fed from them—Krystal made sure I was aware I should never do that—but the biting alone doesn’t cause side effects, right?”

      “Probably.” Deborah finally jerked her eyes from the flames, scanning our surroundings for potential intruders. “There are old stories, tales of how the first therian was a vampire’s pet who was drunk from constantly until magic seeped into their bones, but it’s bullshit as far as I could ever tell. Still, magic is magic, and if it were entirely predictable, mages wouldn’t be so highly in demand. You can never be totally sure some moose won’t have a lost enchantment in its blood that one of our bites then triggers, but it’s a minimal concern. And yes, the only way to transfer our curse is to drink, then feed a human our blood. It doesn’t work on animals or other parahumans. I’ll save you the heartbreak of trying. Even when you try to turn someone, be prepared for it to fail. Very few humans actually make the transition, and we’ve never found a way to predict who will survive.”

      “I don’t think it’s going to be an issue for me. Granted, I don’t exactly hate being a vampire, thanks to the people it’s brought into my life, but it’s still not something I can imagine ever passing on to someone else.”

      Deborah sent another lingering, distant stare at me, though this one was cut off by a tired sigh as she turned her attention to the stars. “Long-term thinking, Fred. Do you really not suspect that in a potentially endless life, you’ll never meet a human you want to save? What about your friend Asha? What if that mage had been a little faster? What if he’d avoided her surprise attack? If she was bleeding out on the carpet, death looming in her eyes, would you deny her even the chance to keep going? Sure, she’d probably die from the attempt, but isn’t that better than certain death? Or in fifty years, when she’s old or sick and you’re still exactly the same, do you really believe she, or another human like her, won’t beg you to at least attempt to give them immortality?”

      It was tempting to say that I would resist the urge, but then again, why would that be my default? I knew firsthand that, while being a vampire might not be ideal for everyone, it certainly wasn’t a fate worse than death. And if someone I cared about was caught between dying and becoming undead, I very well might be willing to try, assuming it was what they wanted. I hadn’t been given a choice in becoming a vampire, but that didn’t mean one couldn’t have such an option.

      “I’ll tell you something, Fred, something that’s not really a secret, but also isn’t especially well-known. My real name isn’t Deborah. Deborah was a child who wound up in my care a few hundred years ago. At first, she was burden. Then, over time, I grew to love her like a daughter. I raised her, cared for her, and when she grew old, I tried to save her. She wasn’t one of the lucky few, however. So I took her name, because that’s what I do with the loved ones I’ve lost. After thousands of years, their faces will fade. You’ll forget their scent, the feel of their embrace, the warmth of their presence. And soon, the names will go, too. Imagine that. Imagine Krystal, the woman you love enough to marry, being such a distant memory that you can no longer recall something as fundamental as her name.”

      The idea seemed ludicrous, yet here was someone who had lived long enough to see it come true. That wasn’t a guarantee that my life would unfold the same way Deborah’s had, but it was absolutely reason enough to stay on guard for such issues. Rejecting the wisdom of one who’d seen so much would be pure hubris, indeed.

      “That’s why I take their names,” Deborah continued. “You can forget a lot, but when everyone calls you by a name for hundreds of years, it tends to stick, even in memories like ours. Maybe one day, I’ll get so old that even that will stop working. For now, thankfully, the habit does its job. I can keep a small piece of them alive, if only in the catacombs of my memory. Feel free to copy that, if it helps, but most of us have to find our own ways of hanging on.”

      With a flash of movement, she removed the stick that Ernest’s dinner was roasting on and plucked the meat free without so much as a wince. Slowly, she approached the injured wolf. She tore off and fed him small pieces of the meat, so patiently and gently that I’d have never imagined she was the same person who’d ripped a giant, clawed monster in half the night before.

      Then again, that was the thrust of Deborah’s point in taking me on this trip. She had the option to decide when to be gentle and when to be ruthless; by keeping myself weak, I had only one recourse. And yet, despite the many good points she’d made, part of me couldn’t help wondering if having the option to win through pure violence wouldn’t lead someone to start taking that path even when it wasn’t needed. After all, Deborah had been explicitly clear that she felt I made things needlessly harder by trying to capture Kevin rather than kill him. Gaining control of myself and the Hunger was one thing. Going after power, however, was an entirely different proposition. I didn’t want to be the kind of person who hit first and asked questions later. But I also didn’t want to be an anchor that weighed my friends down, either.

      It was a conundrum, without question. Luckily, it’s wasn’t one I had to solve this evening. With my Hunger sated, the next step was to find somewhere to hide during the coming day. Now that I knew how long Deborah had been around, her mindset made more sense. If she was from a time before true civilization, then it was no wonder she would instill the idea of self-reliance. For her, this had been the only life she’d known for an untold number of years. Much as I loved civilization, I’d also read enough history to know that nothing lasted. In another thousand years, I might very well be back in this exact situation, living in the wild, hunting to survive for another day.

      “My first instinct was to bury ourselves,” I said, breaking the silence that had fallen between us. “Dig deep in the dirt, get good and shielded from the sun. But that has two problems that I can see: one, we leave Ernest unprotected for the entire day, and two, we’re at the mercy of other wild animals. If something hungry catches our scent and tried to dig us up, we’d be caught in the sunlight. Although the chances are low, I’ll grant you, it’s a needless risk. We should try to find some kind of cave to shelter in for the day. If we fail, then we can return to the burying idea, but this way, we use our remaining time to look for a superior option. Better to make the most of our time and try to find as ideal a shelter as possible.”

      “You’re the one making the calls.” The last of the meat vanished from Deborah’s hands, and seconds later, she’d carefully hefted Ernest into her arms. The wolf let out a yawn so cute I suddenly remembered the lineage between his kind and dogs, and then appeared to go limp. Whether it was fear or affection, Ernest had clearly decided to accept that his life was in our hands.

      I wished I had faith in his judgment, but there was no time for self-doubt. We’d spent a lot of the night on hunting, and soon, the sun would rise. If Deborah and I didn’t find shelter before that happened, Ernest would be left in the care of little more than two twin piles of ash.
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      It took a long while (so long, I began to mentally mark spots with soft-looking soil in case we had to go back to the burying plan) before Deborah and I finally stumbled upon a small cave in the side of the mountain. The opening was easily wide enough to slip through, even while carrying Ernest, and it appeared deep. A moment’s examination showed a slight bend in the cavern’s mouth that led farther in, partially obscuring whatever lay inside. That didn’t hinder the scent of the occupant, as we were both keenly able to smell that something was already inside. Even Ernest whined a little as we drew closer.

      “Bear.” The word said it all. Deborah recognized the scent of the cave’s owner, a creature we’d have to contend with if we wanted to hide in the mountain’s depths.

      Overhead, the sky was already beginning to grow gray. We didn’t have much time left. Searching for another cave was out of the question. There was still enough dark remaining to bury ourselves, though we’d have to rush. Ernest would, of course, be fully on his own. All in all, the cave was unquestionably the superior option . . . assuming we were willing to fight for it.

      “Just the one bear?”

      “As far as I can tell. He’s got a potent musk, though; it might be masking others.” Information, but no guidance. It seemed Deborah would stick by her role to the very end.

      “We’ll go in, staying on this side of the bend. Maybe the bear’s asleep and won’t notice us if we don’t go in too deep.” It wasn’t cold enough for the creature to be in hibernation, not by a longshot, but there was still a chance the bear had eaten well and that it would snooze throughout the day. It was worth hoping for, at least. “And if he does notice us, then we’ll drain him like we did the others until he’s too tired to try to fight.”

      Deborah shook her head. “Not we. You. This is your survival, Fred. Teaching you to hunt was one thing; helping you safely take down a bear is another. You want to do this without killing, then you have to be strong enough to do it without killing.”

      That was a slightly more terrifying prospect, but it wasn’t as though I hadn’t anticipated the possibility. Ultimately, it changed nothing. The best way for all three of us to survive the day was by hiding in that cave. I dearly hoped that the bear would stay put, or that I’d be powerful enough to subdue it by myself, and tried desperately not to think about the fact that none of that might prove to be true. There were no sure choices, no certain paths. The best I could do was the method I’d stuck with since I first became undead: pick the best option available and try like hell to keep everyone alive.

      Deborah and Ernest went into the cave while I grabbed a few good-sized rocks and boulders and stacked them in front of the entrance. There was no sense in taking more risks than necessary, so I did my best to construct a makeshift door in the time I had remaining. While it was far from perfect, it did succeed in blocking a large chunk of the opening, which I hoped would be enough to keep any stray rays of light from reaching us.

      And then . . . the sun rose. We didn’t see it, of course, hidden away as we were. But Deborah and I could feel when the sun came up. Our minds grew a little less sharp, our bodies a tad heavier. We were able to sleep now, not that either of us would. A vampire in the night was a thing of monstrous beauty, yet in the daytime, we were vulnerable. We knew this instinctively. No one had to tell me to avoid sunlight after I’d been turned. I knew it the first moment I saw sunlight from within the shadows after my change. I could see death in those lovely rays, and I steered clear.

      For a while, that was all that happened. The sun was up, we were hidden, and the door of rocks kept us concealed. Both Deborah and I could hear the bear breathing deep in the cave, rhythmic and steady, the sound of something huge lost deep in the land of dreams. Part of me wanted to go scout ahead, see just how large our roommate was, but I didn’t trust my stealth skills nearly enough to take the risk. If I woke the bear, I might cause the very confrontation we were hoping to avoid. So we sat in silence, save for the occasions when Deborah would pull out a small bottle of water and give Ernest a drink. I had no idea why she’d brought water along, or where in her vest she’d hidden it, but I didn’t waste much time on the issue. Deborah was a person who prepared for seemingly every possible situation; after a certain point, it was no longer surprising. Oddly, it did make me wonder if she and Arch had gotten a chance to chat yet. I had a feeling they might get along well, given their penchants for being prepared.

      “How am I doing?” The question popped out of my mouth some time into our hiding session, though it was impossible to say how long. A culmination of curiosity and boredom as we waited for the sun to pass. “In terms of the assessment, I mean. Sorry, I’m probably not supposed to ask that, although perhaps you can at least tell me whether or not I’m allowed a progress report?”

      “You can always ask,” Deborah replied. “The answer you get depends on the person doing the assessment. Me, I’m happy to share information so long as I don’t expect it to influence the eventual outcome. On a personal level, you’re doing fine. I like you, Fred. You’re good to your underlings, you care about your clan, and you genuinely try to find the best solutions to a situation, rather than the bloodiest. If you were just a regular vampire, a newly fanged child finding his way in the world, there would be no issue. But you assumed a role of leadership decades before you were ready. I don’t think either of us needs to pretend that we don’t know that.”

      I nodded, already aware that the motion was superfluous. Deborah was spot-on. We were both keenly aware that I’d taken on quite a bit when I founded the House of Fred, more than I had realized at the time. While it was hard to look back and see what I could have done differently, that didn’t immunize me from the consequences of my actions.

      “I’ll need to spend more time with the others of your clan,” Deborah continued. “That’s how these things work: I determine your competence as a vampire, and as a leader. Both can grow with time and training, but the Blood Council needs to be sure you won’t sully the name of your kind in the meantime. You need a lot of work and growth before you’ll be a proper clan leader . . . maybe too much. There is one thing in your favor: from what I’ve seen and read, your clan is completely with you. No dissent, no coups-in-motion, nothing. The House of Fred is a very unusual clan; however, they are also one of the most unified I’ve ever seen, and let me remind you that I have seen much. That’s worth something; whether it will be enough comes down to you.”

      Dire as the statement might have seemed, I was oddly heartened by the news. After demonstrating how little I knew about being a vampire, I’d been afraid that all hope was lost. Assuming Deborah was telling the truth, and she’d given me no cause to doubt her so far, then it wasn’t over yet. Even if my chances of success were abysmal, I’d been through too much to give up while there was still a possible path to victory. If hanging around my friends had taught me nothing else, it was that no loss or victory was determined until the very end.

      “I’ll do my best.” Not exactly a declaration of intent to come out on top, but it was the most honest reply I could offer.

      “I know. You’ve been giving it your all from the start. My concern is not your dedication. It’s whether your dedication—” Deborah’s words came to an abrupt halt as she turned, looking toward the bend in the cave. “The bear’s breathing just changed.”

      With a little focus, I could tell that she was right. Although we’d been whispering low enough that no one without enhanced hearing should have been disturbed, it seemed that some force had awakened our unknowing roommate. We could hear the speed of the new breaths coming in, the quickening of its heart as it began to stir, even the shifting of bones and muscle. I’d spent so much of the night leaning on my senses that it was hard to block the noises out; such a torrent of information was coming in that I could almost see the bear moving in my mind. Every tightening of muscle, every slow step along the cave’s floor, all of it was pouring through the filter of my heightened awareness. Did Deborah live her whole life with this kind of focus? No wonder she’d seemed out of sorts when our senses were suppressed. It must have been like having one’s sight instantly go from perfect to barely functional.

      “The owner of this cave is awake and moving. Even if it didn’t notice us before, there’s no way the scent of Ernest’s blood won’t catch its snout. If we run, we run right into sunlight and fry within seconds. If we stay, you’re fighting an aggressive, sizable animal in confined quarters. Don’t look to me for help. Tonight, I’m your teacher, not your bodyguard. This is your problem to solve.”

      Flight was out; we may as well lie down and let the bear eat us if our best alternative was running into sunlight. Fight seemed to be the only choice, although that wasn’t entirely true. Ernest was the most tantalizing tidbit in our midst. If we offered him over, the bear might be mollified with a meal, or at least persuaded not to try to eat the two things that bit back. I didn’t like myself for realizing that was even an option, but I needed to. I had to start considering all my choices, if only so I could consciously reject them. A leader who didn’t at least contemplate every available path might miss something vital. This was something I could control, a way I could improve for the sake of my clan.

      Of course, that didn’t change the fact that Deborah had given our wolf a name. Injured or not, convenient or not, I’d said I would see Ernest to safety. Keeping one’s word was also an important part of being a leader.

      “Take Ernest and pull back. I’ve got a plan.” Deeply wishing I felt anywhere near as sure as my voice sounded, I began to run, determined to catch my opponent before he could make it around the turn and spot the others.
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      My goal, despite how the circumstances might appear, was not to kill, or even needlessly injure, the bear. As I saw it, the optimal tactic available to me was to put into practice what I’d spent the whole night learning. I would drain the bear until it got sluggish and tired, and then carefully keep it hedged in until it fell back asleep. With luck, it wouldn’t recover until night fell and we were long gone. In its cave, the bear was unlikely to be disturbed, so it should have plenty of time to rest and recuperate.

      That plan seemed quite logical, right up until I turned the corner and got a look at what kind of animal I’d be dealing with. Listening well might have allowed me to picture the bear’s movements, but I didn’t have the context to discern its weight from sound alone. Once I ran into its line of vision, my perception of my opponent changed all too quickly. The bear was massive, with dark fur and a few visible scars on its forelegs. He was definitely male and visibly unhappy to find intruders in his home. There was no period of assessment, where we both stared at one another and took our enemy in. As soon as he saw me step into view, the bear swiped for my torso with a paw the size of a frying pan.

      It took me aback. I didn’t think bears necessarily defaulted to such aggression, but his brain might very well have registered me as another predator, one that required fighting off. I ducked, thanks more to reflex than skill, and scuttled out of the way, drawing his attention away from the turn in the cave. Keeping the bear focused on me would ensure he didn’t go mess with Deborah or Ernest . . . for now, at least. She hadn’t said so specifically, but I had a strong hunch that if the bear became her problem, it wouldn’t bode well for my assessment.

      Luckily, an intruder in his face trumped the smell of blood in the bear’s priority list. He turned as I moved, lumbering forward, offering me little room to maneuver. In open terrain, my speed would have given me a substantial advantage; even as a subpar vampire, I was still fast on my feet. The trouble was that this small area in the back was scarcely large enough to properly accommodate the bear. With both taking up space, there were limited places where I could dodge. And while I was certainly stronger than a human, the fact that I didn’t drink from other supernatural creatures meant that I was nowhere near on par with a fully grown bear, especially one of this size. In terms of brute force, I was absolutely outclassed. That was hardly new for someone like me, though.

      Ducking under another paw, and then rapidly retreating to get away from the bear’s snapping jaws, I tried to find a way to strike back. He’d already cornered me—running in either direction would result in taking at least one hit—and running on nothing but animal blood meant that I wasn’t sure how completely I’d be able to heal from the injuries he could inflict. If I got too hurt, used too much blood, then the Hunger would crawl back into my mind. Handling a giant bear with my full senses was tough enough; I didn’t want to imagine what would happen if I lost control. I’d probably get sloppy and end up in chunks on the floor before Deborah could go to all the trouble of finishing me off.

      The bear was stronger than I was, and my biggest advantage was functionally neutralized thanks to the environment. Except . . . speed wasn’t actually my biggest advantage. That was a tool, a useful one, but it wasn’t the thing I’d leaned on most in my life. No, that had always been my brain, a head that was built for calculation, patterns, and numbers. Not the greatest asset in the world, but it was mine, and I had to make use of it.

      Reexamining my situation, I realized that there was one avenue of potential escape I hadn’t considered, and it was one I felt certain the bear would not see coming.

      Leaping off from the ground, I applied my vampire strength not toward an attack, but rather to hurl myself up and over the bear. The height of the cave was the one part with space to spare, so I utilized it to flee those snapping jaws and swiping claws. I didn’t go all the way over; instead, I grabbed onto the skin along the bear’s back and pulled myself down, slamming roughly into his spine. With more time, I would have searched for the veins like Deborah had shown me, finding a spot to bite with the maximum yield of blood that could be safely tapped. Sadly, there wasn’t enough time for such intricacies now. I had to weaken the beast fast if I wanted to have a chance at survival.

      As quickly as I dared, I sank my fangs into the flesh along its back. Blood filled my mouth, and I drank, pulling as much from the bear as I could manage through a randomly selected spot. It was working, albeit slowly, but the bear didn’t seem to enjoy having some strange creature steal his blood. It began to lumber about, shaking roughly, trying to throw me off. I clung tight, digging my hands into the fur and gripping his skin for all I was worth. My enemy wasn’t dumb, and soon realized that I was too strong to simply buck off. He shifted position, lining up near a wall of the cave and rising onto his hind legs.

      I knew it was coming, but the first slam into the cave wall still nearly sent me sprawling to the floor. Blood loss or no, this bear had plenty of fight left in him. I could feel my back, still slightly sore from my plummet earlier that evening, bend and crackle as it was pressed against the rock. If I’d still been human, my spine would likely have been in pieces from that one blow. As it was, I drank faster, trying to compensate for the damage I was taking and tire out the bear before he could pull off too many more of those slams.

      The second one caused me to bite down harder, eliciting a small roar of pain from the bear. He hit with even more force on the third blow, catching me while I was adjusting my grip and nearly tumbling me to the ground. Somehow, I clung tight and kept drinking. This was all I could think of, the only way to end the fight without someone dying.

      To my surprise, there wasn’t a fourth attempt at a slam. Instead, the bear fell back to all fours and walked forward. It took me a few seconds to realize what was happening. To be fair, I did have a lot going on at the moment, so I think it forgivable that I failed to notice that the bear was heading for the turn. Once I did, however, it all clicked. The bear couldn’t shake the thing that was attacking it, so it probably wanted to run, and the only way out of the cave was back toward Deborah and Ernest. If the cave opening hadn’t been blocked off, I might have tried to let the bear escape, hoping that he would just barrel past the others. But with all those rocks in the way, there was little chance the others wouldn’t be caught up in the fight before the bear could get free. I couldn’t permit that to happen. This was my problem to solve, my chance to prove the kind of vampire I could be.

      Releasing my bite, I used my handholds to pull myself up higher on the bear’s back, working my way to his head. Those jaws whipped around, snapping at my arms, but between the poor angle and my exceptional reflexes, I managed to keep dodging out of the way. While this did make the job harder, it also prevented the bear from moving forward, so I was happy to deal with the inconvenience. Finally, I drew close enough, and when he next swung that snout around to try to chomp down on me, I struck the exposed side of his neck.

      Unlike biting down on the bear’s back, I didn’t have to work for blood this time. It came pounding out, the exertion of battle having substantially cranked up the bear’s heart rate. He roared in anger, the sound near deafening at such close proximity, but no matter how he craned his neck, I was out of reach. A wall loomed nearby, and he slammed me into it, a powerful tactic that only succeeded in driving my fangs deeper into his flesh.

      When the next slam came, I noticed it was weaker than the ones before. The bear’s movements were growing sluggish, too; his heart rate was starting to slow. We were nearing the point where I’d have to let go or risk killing him outright. Some part of me, the undead part that was being allowed to run more freely, wanted to keep going. It wanted to drain every last drop of this blood, inferior as it was. It wanted to never stop drinking, to roam the land and suck down all the precious blood I could find. Maybe someday, that part of me would have a purpose, just as I’d discovered a use for my hunting instincts since last night. Maybe someday, but certainly not in a cave with an innocent animal who’d done nothing worse than go to sleep in his home. We were the invaders, and I didn’t have the right to kill the creature just because it was in my way.

      Breaking off the bite, I licked the wound so he wouldn’t bleed out, and then hopped off. Landing on the other side of the cave, I stood, ready to react. This wasn’t over until the bear was down, and I paced as it staggered about. Only when it slowly lowered itself to the ground, deep rhythmic breaths of exhaustion slipping out, did I let myself relax. Even then, I remained perched, waiting for any sudden move. It took a full ten minutes of listening and watching before I felt sure enough to go check on Deborah and Ernest.

      They were right where I’d left them. Neither had moved so much as an inch. Either she’d had complete confidence in me, or wasn’t at all worried about dealing with a bear if it came for her. Probably the latter, if I was being honest with myself.

      “It’s done,” I told her, well aware she’d just heard the whole thing play out.

      “I noticed. Not bad, Fred. Sloppy and untrained, but what else should I expect from someone without practice? Still, there’s no arguing with results, and you certainly got the job done.”

      “And without killing.” I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to add something so obvious, other than that the words surged up from within me. Perhaps having to accept some aspects of what it meant to be a vampire was making me more determined to define the lines I still refused to cross. Or maybe I simply wanted her to know the kind of solutions I would always choose, even if other options were available.

      To my surprise, she gave a gentle smile in response. “Yes, without killing. Mercy is a fine thing, when appropriate. But as we wait for the sun to set, I want you to consider this: what would you have done in the same situation if I hadn’t taught you how to properly feed? Would knowing less, being weaker, have allowed you to find a safer outcome? Or is it only through owning your power and having your true options available that you found a way to show mercy? While you’re at it, imagine how much different that fight would have been if you were working with my level of . . . no, maybe just Lillian’s level of strength. Something to dwell on while we pass the time.”

      It wasn’t exactly resounding praise, but she also wasn’t pronouncing my failure. In situations like these, I resolved it was better to look on the bright side.

      While I still could.
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      It may not surprise you, dear reader, but after doing battle with a grumpy bear, the remainder of my adventure posed a comparatively minor challenge. When night fell, Deborah and I both made a run for it. Her car might have been around still, though she struck me as too calculating to leave such a thing to chance, but it also could have been towed away during the day. Rather than backtrack for a potential vehicle, I opted to trust in my own legs, which were feeling especially light after the glut of bear blood I’d swallowed. Less nutritious than human blood or not, I’d still had to down quite a bit to knock out the bear, and the effects of a full stomach were showing.

      Part of me wanted to pause and ask about where the blood actually went, since I was sure I’d consumed more than my stomach should be able to physically hold; instead, I kept my focus on the task at hand: getting home. Even with a body topped off on blood, it was still a long trek back to town, and even farther to Charlotte Manor. As it turned out, though, we didn’t have to go quite that far.

      Roughly a mile before we would have needed to leave the back roads and run along the highway, Deborah and I found our path blocked by a large SUV, a familiar pickup truck, and what looked like an El Camino with a paint job that shifted as I stared at it. No sooner had we paused to assess the vehicles than floodlights snapped on and doors were kicked open, footsteps flooding the night with sound.

      “Fred, are you okay?” I knew that voice. Looking up, blinking away the harsh light, I could make out a silhouette I’d recognize anywhere. After all, we’d worked together for some time when he was my assistant.

      “Albert? Why are you here? And why are you blinding us?”

      “Precaution. Vampires can’t be harmed by bright lights, but it trips their instinctual fear and clouds their judgment. We weren’t sure if we’d find you, you and Deborah, or just Deborah.” The voice gave away its owner’s identity as much as the cigarette smoke rising over the lights. “Since you’re safe, I guess we’ll extinguish these for now.” The lights died, revealing Albert and Arch—as I’d deduced—along with Amy, Bubba, Neil, and Lillian, all of whom were staring at me with concern.

      Deborah stepped up to my side, Ernest still cradled in her arms. “How sweet. They thought I’d murdered you and came out to seek revenge.”

      “Don’t be silly. That would be illegal,” Arch corrected. “We’re here because the head of a clan went missing, during the daytime, and his people were concerned. Amy proposed she whip up a tracking spell, and I saw an excellent opportunity to train my charges in the art of hunting down a target. Our goal was always to find Fred and ensure his safe return.”

      A glimmer of a smile danced like a passing shadow on Deborah’s face, then vanished just as fast. “Time has allowed you to hone many skills, Agent, but don’t forget which of us has had more of that resource. For the sake of convenience, I will choose to believe you. Just remember, if I do decide to kill this man, I will be perfectly within my rights to do so. If you move against the Blood Council for retribution, you do so without the weight of the Agency behind you.”

      “Which is exactly why we were looking for Fred, not you,” Arch countered. There was a strange tension between these two, something like respect and enmity. For the first time, I wondered who between them was actually the more powerful: Deborah, or an agent like Arch or Krystal. Despite all her strength, Deborah had set up this assessment in a way that ensured she wouldn’t have to fight them. From someone else, I might have assumed that meant she was weaker, but Deborah probably would have taken the same precautions even if the enemy was as comparatively defenseless as I was. She took zero unnecessary risks.

      While those two were busy sniping at each other, the others ran over to me. Their worry was touching, but it had a better target than me at the moment. “Bubba, Amy, I need your help. I was learning to hunt, and I accidentally injured a wolf in my first try. I’m assuming one of you knows something about treating this sort of wound, or has connections to someone who would?”

      Gently, I took Ernest from Deborah and handed him off into the thick arms of Bubba, who cradled the wolf like it was made from glass. “This feller looks rough. Busted leg, maybe some bruised ribs judging from the breathing. He’s got a good amount of recovery in front of him, but if we stay on top of things, he should live.”

      “Thank goodness.” I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t known if we were actually saving the poor creature’s life or merely prolonging its suffering, so it was welcome news to hear Bubba’s diagnosis.

      “Don’t it figure, we come all the way out to save you, and you’re out here hauling around a wounded animal because you feel guilty for feeding on it.” Bubba stopped, looking up from Ernest to lock his gaze on me, his eyes narrowing. “Hang on, this was your first feed? You mean first feed of the night, right? I know you buy most of your blood, but you must have sipped off someone alive before.”

      I cast my mind back through the years—just to be sure I wasn’t misremembering anything. “I had to bite Quinn at the safe house, but that doesn’t really count as feeding, and I took a drop . . . or two from people here and there. Never right from the vein, though.” My tongue nearly slipped and announced that I’d had a drop of blood directly from Gideon. Deborah might very well already know that, as she certainly seemed dialed in on my life; however, that was no reason to draw attention to the incident, especially since that was part of the events that had led to my silver immunity.

      For his part, Bubba seemed far less concerned with the shift in words and more with what I was actually trying to say. “So, this wolf was the first time you tried to drink straight from another creature’s veins? You must have been starting with a full belly then, right?”

      “I was famished, actually,” I admitted. “Part of the training required wearing me out first. Does this influence the treatment of Ernest?”

      Amy snickered from her place at Bubba’s side. “You named the—no, never mind. Why am I surprised? That’s a silly thing to be surprised over, especially with you.” She leaned down and looked into both the wolf’s eyes, eliciting a strange whimper from Ernest’s throat. Apparently, he saw something in her gaze he wasn’t sure of. “No, the more impressive feat is that this wolf is alive at all. Pretty much every vampire kills their first prey. Between the instincts and the thirst, they don’t know when to stop. It’s part of the reason why new vampires are especially dangerous.”

      “Fred had something of an advantage,” Deborah pointed out, letting things with Arch settle and joining our conversation at last. “He’s much older than most vampires when they first feed; Fred has had years to learn at least some self-control, rather than just days. We also worked with animals, whose blood lacks the intoxicating flavor of a human’s and is therefore easier to stop drinking. Still, I can admit achievement when I see it, and Fred did display an especially strong will when it came to holding himself back. Self-denial is arguably the most powerful aspect of his personality.”

      It was hard to parse how much of that was a compliment and how much was a backhanded insult, so I didn’t try to unknot it. We’d been out here for a long time, and I was more than ready to head back home. First things first, though. I went through a brief procession of hugs (or a handshake, in Neil’s case) and reassured everyone that I was okay. I didn’t particularly lie for Deborah, but I framed the whole incident as what it had been: a lesson. Yes, it was one where my life had been on the line, yet it was a lesson all the same. Deborah had promised to educate me, and I couldn’t honestly say she hadn’t. Our day out had taught me a tremendous amount, both in what it meant to be a vampire and on the methods I was using to lead my clan. I wasn’t quite ready to start downing dragon blood or hunting therians, but I also couldn’t deny that some of what she’d said held weight. I’d been able to show that bear mercy because I knew how to stop it without resorting to murder or breaking limbs. Power in itself didn’t make someone deadly; it was how that power was applied that mattered. My entire group of friends had been living examples of that for as long as I’d known them, and I’d been too dense to notice.

      Eventually, it was time to head back. As the others worked to load Ernest carefully into the back of Arch’s SUV, Deborah sidled up next to me. While it was hard to know what to expect from her at any given moment, I had a hunch she wasn’t going to try to murder me with this many allies close at hand. “Do you remember what I said earlier, Fred? Systems fail, countries fall, and in the end, all you can rely on is yourself? I’d like to make an amendment to that. You should also be able to count on your clan. That’s why we started forming them, back in the beginning. So we could have other ageless beings in our life, people who understood what it was to walk the world eternally. Not every clan lives up to that ideal; in fact, these days, relatively few can even begin to approach it. The House of Fred, however, came for you within hours of your disappearance, ready to fight a member of the Blood Council if they had to. Whatever else I determine about you, as an individual, I want you to know that I hold your clan in high esteem. I wish more of our leaders could inspire such loyalty.”

      The words were kind, and meant more to me than I’d have expected, but I also knew that Deborah was wrong. It wasn’t me who inspired that loyalty; we’d have all done the same for any of our friends that had suddenly gone missing. I wasn’t an exceptional leader. I’d simply made friends with exceptionally good people. I lacked the energy for that kind of discussion, though. The weight of everything I’d gone through in the last day felt like it had landed roughly on my shoulders. Giving a perfunctory nod in acknowledgment, I made my way over to the pickup. Deborah, I noticed, had chosen to ride in the back of the SUV with Ernest.

      As Bubba’s truck roared to life, I dearly wished I had the ability to sleep at night. A good nap would have allowed me to put some mental distance between myself and everything that had happened. Nocturnal hours were part of being a vampire, though. And if the last twenty-four hours had taught me nothing else, it had certainly shown me how much of a vampire I really was.
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      It was the knock that signaled that my night would take an unexpected turn.

      After our fight with the murderous mage Kevin and a day hiding in the woods to tap into my baser instincts, life had somewhat settled down. In my line of work, things were never completely peaceful, of course; and while I did have to deal with a new client who lived in a ring of trees surrounding a lake, as well as settle a budget dispute between two feuding ogres who co-ran a construction business, those cases were resolved without much fuss. In truth, outside of odd locations and appearances, they may as well have been normal accounting work.

      I’d even heard from Krystal a few times. I wasn’t sure where she was or what she was doing—the whole thing was being treated with the utmost discretion—although I got the sense that she was on some sort of magical quest. Whatever tasks the fey had charged her with clearly weren’t easy, or quickly resolved, but she seemed to be enjoying herself. For people like Krystal and June, this was probably the equivalent of an adventurous vacation, much like mountain climbing might be to more mundane folks. In other words, the sort of vacation I tended to avoid as skillfully as possible.

      The night of the portentous knock, Krystal was on my mind; we’d gotten to speak earlier in the day, and I had a sense that things might be wrapping up for her soon. All thoughts of my fiancée fled from my brain at the sound of that knock, however. Why was a knock such a big deal? Simple: because no one knocked on the front door of Charlotte Manor. She was a bed and breakfast as far as strangers knew, which would be the equivalent of knocking at a hotel. Of course, many in the parahuman world were in on Charlotte’s secret, but all of them would either know to just walk on in or were keenly aware of how unwelcome they would be within her walls. While there was a small chance it might be a devoted magazine salesman pushing his work well into the evening, the odds were staggeringly in favor of parahuman shenanigans.

      Lest you think me paranoid, I was not the only resident to reach such a conclusion. From the parlor, Lillian and Arch emerged. They sometimes liked to sit and chat about centuries past. I still wasn’t sure how old either of them were despite having listened in a few times; the best I could manage to deduce was that both had been alive during the tail-end of the 1800s. Beyond that, it was anyone’s guess.

      Arch held up a hand, stopping me from advancing further down the stairs, and drew a gun from within the unassuming folds of his clothing. He peeked through a window, then looked upward toward the ceiling. “Charlotte, we’ve got a man in a business suit on your porch. No telltale parahuman traits. Can you give me any further information?”

      “He’s shown no supernatural abilities since arriving here.” The version of Charlotte that wore the dated dress, the one I tended to think of as her default form, appeared behind Arch. “He drove up, emerged from his car, walked to the door, and knocked. I can detect trace amounts of magic now that he’s so close; however, it’s a spell designed to cloak other magic, so that may not be helpful.”

      “More helpful than you think. Fred, where’s your bodyguard?” Arch asked.

      A pale blur raced down the stairs, halting at my side. “I’m here, I’m here. Boring stuff for weeks, and the minute I try to relax in a bath, something interesting has to happen.” Deborah was clad in sweat pants, a t-shirt, and a shockingly fluffy robe, her hair wrapped up tightly in a perfectly twisted towel. For having just leapt from the bath, she’d put herself together quite well.

      Checking his gun, Arch shifted his posture so the weapon would be concealed behind his back, and then opened the door. “Can I help you?”

      From my position near a window, I could just make out the figure bowing stiffly outside. When he spoke, his voice had a slight accent to it, though not from any region I could readily place. “I have come to seek the services of Fredrick Frankford Fletcher, on behalf of He Who is Mighty, the Scion of the Skies, the Slayer of Aktrigon, the—”

      “You’re here for Gideon. I recognize the titles.” Arch didn’t quite ease the grip on his gun just yet. This was strange. If Gideon wanted something, he could have called himself, or used someone like Bubba as a go-between. We had mutual friends. Why would he reach out using a stranger? The simplest answer was that he wouldn’t, and it was a trick, but the mere fact that Arch hadn’t shot this man signaled that there was a reasonable chance he was telling the truth.

      At the sound of Gideon’s name, our visitor startled, then bowed again for no reason I could discern. “Yes, I have come at the command of our glorious King of the West. In his infinite wisdom, he has laid this task upon me, that I might find Fredrick Frankford Fletcher and deliver unto him the Great Dragon’s business proposal.”

      Without leaving his post at the door, Arch angled an eye in my direction, silently inquiring if I knew anything about this. I gave a shrug. It was news to me. Then again, if this man was here to discuss a proposal, I obviously wouldn’t be clued in as of yet. That was the point of business proposals: to bring others on board.

      “Did Gideon give you any sort of proof?” Arch asked. “You’ll understand if we’re cautious. You wouldn’t be the first to use a famous person’s name for your own means.”

      “Of course!” Hurrying, the man reached into his suit jacket pocket—a motion that made Arch’s gun twitch—and produced a sheet of paper that he handed over.

      Arch scanned the page once, then gave it to Lillian and nodded in my direction. She brought it over for me to read, though it almost wasn’t necessary. The moment I saw that it was written in crayon, I knew that it was real. What forger in the world, even one aware of Gideon’s situation, would think to write a note from one of the most powerful creatures in the world using crayon? It was the sort of casual display of indifference and power that served as Gideon’s true signature. Still, I perused the note; there was no such thing as being too thorough. It read:

      “Fred, if you’re reading this, I assume the lackey I sent made it to you in one piece. The formality is a necessary evil this time, since what I’m doing requires that I put everything through official channels. I won’t say more here, lest the note fall into the wrong hands, but knowing your friends, I assumed they would demand proof this is all really from me. Unlike that day in the cage, you’re the one in charge now. Listen to the proposal and make your decision.”

      If I’d had any lingering doubts, his mention of the cage confirmed that the note had truly been authored by Gideon. Only he and I knew what had happened inside the magical structure another dragon had built to imprison the King of the West. He’d poured his magic through me, using me like a puppet to break the enchantments and had fundamentally altered me in the process, to say the least. After all, it was that experience which had left me immune to silver.

      “It’s Gideon,” I declared, tucking the note away in my pocket. I would burn it later, just to be safe. The less said about the incident with the cage, the better. “Let him in. Charlotte, can we use the dining room for a meeting?”

      “Certainly. Dinner isn’t for another hour, and I can push it back as needed. I’ll prepare some light snacks and finger sandwiches in the meantime.” Charlotte vanished—or rather, her human avatar did. The real Charlotte rarely moved, save for when she felt like rearranging her structure.

      I stepped over to the door, taking Arch’s spot as he slipped out of view, Deborah right on my heels. “Hello there. I’m Fredrick Frankford Fletcher. May I ask your name?”

      “I am Gadspur, loyal servant of the King of the West and the emissary trusted with his missive to you.” Gadspur bowed again; from this angle, I could detect a slight bulge on the back of his suit jacket, right around the shoulder blades. The glimpse was too brief to figure out what the lump was, and besides, it was rude to stare.

      “Gadspur, why don’t you come in and we’ll show you to the dining room. I’m very curious to see what made Gid—er, the King of the West send you over.” Using Gideon’s formal title wasn’t something we generally did, but today I’d make an exception—partially because Gadspur seemed more comfortable speaking about the dragon in formal terms, but also for the sake of Deborah. Though she knew that we were connected, I much preferred her to think my relationship with Gideon was purely business. The fact that we were . . . well, not quite friends, but closer to it than most outsiders would guess, could complicate things. The less familiar we seemed with the King of the West, the better.

      I just had to hope that whatever business he wanted wouldn’t nullify that perception beyond repair.
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      “The Jewel of Temecula.” I read the words again, something familiar wiggling in my brain. “I know that word. Isn’t that a town in Alabama?”

      Lillian shook her head. “That’s Tuscaloosa. Temecula is in California.”

      “Yes, this job is only for the Jewel of Temecula; the Scepter of Tuscaloosa has yet to be found, as it was stolen thirty years ago.” Gadspur’s explanation served only to leave me with more questions, but I put them aside for the moment. There was business to attend to.

      After sitting down in Charlotte’s dining room, Gadspur had opened his briefcase to reveal . . . a lot of documents. Not quite the thrilling revelation I’m sure the others were hoping for, but I considered it a welcome sight. I’d half-expected a small dragon to pop out of there, or perhaps a magical blade we were supposed to sink into some evil creature’s chest. Instead, I got exactly what Gadspur had promised: a business proposal.

      The deal was relatively straightforward. Gideon wanted to hire Fletcher Accounting Services to act as an escrow holder for a deal he was in the process of making. Apparently, he’d located an item for sale that he desired to purchase; unfortunately, neither he nor the seller fully trusted one another. As a neutral business entity, we would take possession of the Jewel of Temecula upon Gideon issuing a deposit for half its cost. After that, we would bring it to Gideon, at which time, he would make the rest of the payment.

      I was tempted to ask why he didn’t go fetch it himself, but I already suspected the answer. Part of it would be for image: a mighty dragon was hardly expected to run his own errands. On top of that, however, it was likely a safety precaution. When Gideon used his power, he wasn’t known for being gentle. If something went awry and he had to fight, to truly do battle, then anyone or anything nearby could easily be engulfed in the damage. The one time he’d been encouraged to let loose was against a fellow dragon, and the only reason the site of that encounter had not been destroyed was because Sally was within its walls. Without Richard’s daughter to temper his fury, there was quite literally no telling how much havoc Gideon could wreak.

      “The proposal is straightforward, and the terms are generous.” I was underselling it quite a bit; if these were the terms Gideon would pay merely for delivery, then I didn’t want to imagine what he might be shelling out for the item. “However, I do have one central concern about this job. Why me? Or rather, why my company? Surely Gideon has contacts with more experience at this sort of thing, so why is he paying a firm with no history in such work?”

      Gadspur didn’t seem perplexed by my query; he didn’t even fidget. Now that I was paying attention, I realized that Gadspur barely seemed to move at all, unless he was speaking. When he did shift, his motions were stiff, deliberate, as if he took constant and great care. “The Jewel of Temecula is an item of great might, with many powers, but not all of them are desirable. One aspect of its magic is an aura of temptation that draws all living, sentient beings to use it. Normal humans lose control of themselves, try to steal the Jewel and wield its power for themselves. Anyone without proper magical training would, of course, be incinerated by such magic, yet the next person would still try to use it even if they’d witnessed the destruction. Beings of great willpower and intellect, such as the King of the West, can resist this temptation, though it is impossible for most mortals. As a member of the undead, your kind are not susceptible to the Jewel’s temptation, Mr. Fletcher; that is why your company was chosen.”

      Not quite the explanation I’d have predicted, but it did make sense. If Gideon needed a company he could trust, who also happened to be staffed by the undead, then Fletcher Accounting Services fit the bill. Technically speaking, we had yet to employ anyone other than Undead Americans: Lillian and I were both vampires, and Albert was a zombie.

      I was concerned about the notion of taking Gideon’s task while being observed by Deborah, though. While she was as nice as one charged with determining my life or death could reasonably be, I wanted to keep her as far from Gideon as possible. The closer she got, the greater the risk my secret would come out.

      Unfortunately, I also couldn’t risk turning the job down. Even setting aside the fact that denying Gideon a favor was a dangerous position to take, I felt obligated to accept. If the Jewel of Temecula was so powerful that Gideon not only wanted it, but was willing to jump through all these hoops, then it wasn’t something I wanted to see turned loose upon my city. Another company might be willing to take the job, but they wouldn’t have a member of the Blood Council with them. Should something go awry—and when dealing with Gideon, it was best to assume it would—then Deborah had a better chance of fighting off whatever challenges we might face than nearly any other parahuman in the city. Her presence was no doubt part of why Gideon had contacted me to do this: he knew she was here, and he knew she was powerful. To use my situation to his advantage . . . well, that kind of cunning was exactly what dragons were known for.

      “Does the client have any limits on how many of us can facilitate the transfer?” I asked. As a team, this might be doable, but if the seller wanted me to come alone, we’d have an issue.

      “While they did not specify a body limit, they will be expecting only a single vehicle,” Gadspur explained. “So long as your team does not exceed that, I cannot see why there would be any objections. Safe delivery of the merchandise benefits all who are involved.”

      One vehicle. That was actually more generous than I’d hoped for. Assuming we borrowed an SUV from Arch, we could convey up to six people comfortably. We likely wouldn’t even need that many, since the only vampires here were Deborah, Lillian, and myself.

      “We can work with that. When does the client want to meet?”

      “Midnight.” Gadspur managed to look a touch sheepish, as though even he knew how clichéd that time choice was.

      “Right, but midnight on what date?”

      “This one. Tonight.” Gadspur tapped his hand on the table, as though he worried we wouldn’t get the meaning from his words. “The Jewel of Temecula will draw many interested parties once it is in the open. It is being brought to Colorado right now, and from the moment it arrives, until it is in the hand of the King of the West, it is in danger. The faster the transfer is done, the safer the situation will be, and so the Great One has released information to no one until tonight, the evening of the transaction.”

      That was cutting things tight. My schedule for the evening wasn’t crammed, but there were things to do. Still, I could shuffle my plans as needed for a task this important. It would have been rude not to check with the others, though. “Lillian, Deborah, do either of you have issues with doing this tonight?”

      “I can make it work,” Lillian replied.

      “I go where you go,” Deborah added.

      To my surprise, Arch checked his watch and grumbled something that sounded like satisfaction. “You said midnight? Good. Based on the meeting location, that should give him enough time to get here before you need to head out.”

      All eyes turned to the agent, who looked up expectantly, fully aware that we’d be staring. “I’m sending Albert with you. He and Neil have been doing a lot of training under me, but there’s no substitute for actual field experience. Although they’re a team, there will be times when they get separated or have to tackle separate challenges, so this is an excellent chance for Albert to get more experience under his belt. Unless there’s a reason you wouldn’t want a weapon of destiny at your side during this job?”

      It was strange to picture Albert, the Albert I’d known and worked with for years, as anything other than my cheerful assistant, but he’d been diligently working with Arch since leaving my employ, and it would be silly to assume he hadn’t grown or changed in all that time. True, he still seemed like the same old Albert when he was in Charlotte Manor; however, I’d been with Krystal long enough to know that there was a difference between being at home and being in the field. Agents, and those training alongside them, let different parts of their personality show depending on the situation.

      “No objections from me. Albert is a trusted friend and is always welcome. I hope we won’t need that sword, though.”

      As he pulled out his phone, Arch chuckled darkly under his breath. “I remember when I was still naïve enough to have hope.”
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      Our few hours of preparation time flew past. In what seemed like mere moments, we were piling into one of the rotating SUVs Arch seemed to keep around for Agency business. Deborah insisted on driving, and no one tried to fight her for the opportunity. I took the passenger seat, in case anyone was watching for me, in particular, to make sure we were who they’d been expecting. That might seem like a stretch, but if the seller knew the name of the company Gideon was sending, then one quick search online would turn up general information about me, including pictures; I figured it was best to err on the side of caution. Besides, Albert needed the extra space in the back seat, given that he had a sword resting in his lap.

      My former assistant had shown up roughly fifteen minutes before it was time to depart, and despite the fact that it had only been a few weeks since we last saw one another, I almost didn’t recognize him. As I said earlier, zombies don’t change naturally: they’re animated corpses and therefore done with things like aging and growth. However, a skilled necromancer could use their magic for bodily alterations on corpses, dead or undead, as necessary, and when I caught sight of the slight widening of Albert’s shoulders, I suspected that Neil had been helping him add muscle. That wasn’t what made Albert look so different, though. No, that honor went to the twin shifts in his hair and wardrobe. Gone was his shoulder-length hair; Albert had trimmed his mane into the bed-head looking mess that was popular these days. Less to grab in a fight, I presumed. He’d also traded in his usual ensemble of jeans and a t-shirt for dark, functional clothes, a few charms that glittered with an odd sheen, and some protective gear here and there. It wasn’t how he dressed when we were hanging around Charlotte Manor, but then again, this wasn’t a night of leisure. We had a job to do.

      Thankfully, the physical shifts seemed to be the most major changes in Albert. He still greeted everyone cheerfully and had his usual grin slapped into place. The only behavioral difference I could spot was that he moved with more grace, and more carefully, than he had before. Not a bad change, to be certain, but still one that I took careful note of. As the leader of his clan and a friend, it was my responsibility to keep an eye on Albert. So long as he was happy with his life’s new direction, I wouldn’t intervene. That was what mattered most. If ever that stopped being true, I needed to be ready to help guide him in a direction that would suit the man he was now, not the man I remembered my assistant being.

      Conversation in the car was sparse. There wasn’t much to say at this point: we were going in with all the information we had, and until we arrived, there wouldn’t be anything new. Mostly, we listened to the radio and stared out the windows. All of us felt the impact of our keyed-up nerves, though we had no reason to be scared yet. If someone was going to try to attack or rob us, it wouldn’t make sense to do so until after we had the Jewel of Temecula. Unless a criminal was planning to impersonate us (which honestly just seemed like far more trouble than it would be worth, especially if they were already strong enough to deal with two accountant-vampires, a member of the Blood Council, and a zombie wielding a weapon of destiny), then there would be no reason to not just wait until we had the item, and then kill us.

      “Hey guys, before we get there—and I’m sorry if this is a silly question, but—why do they call it the Jewel of Temecula?” Albert piped up from the back seat as we exited the highway and approached our destination.

      It wasn’t a silly question at all. I’d been wondering the same thing since hearing the name, but since it didn’t apply directly to the job, I’d been holding off on my curiosity until we made the delivery to Gideon, expecting that only he would have the answer. As it turned out, I had underestimated my bodyguard.

      “When America was founded, it wasn’t just humans who rushed to explore and conquer as many parts of it as possible. Parahumans were here too, remember, and we went to work uncovering lost or hidden artifacts that had been squirreled away throughout the millennia. Some of the items found were complete mysteries, all knowledge of them or their creators lost in the sands of time. For those, the discoverers generally named the items after the locations where they were found. Thus, a gem found in the Temecula Valley became the Jewel of Temecula.”

      “Doesn’t tell us much about what it does,” Lillian noted. “I’ve always thought that was part of why they used that naming convention. Fewer people will try to steal a Jewel of Temecula than the Gem of Mind Control, or the Orb of Endless Money, or whatever magic this one houses.”

      A slight rattle from the back announced that Albert had adjusted his position, shifting the sword. “Huh. So the Blade of the Unlikely Champion isn’t the only arcane object with a super-vague name.” He shook his head ruefully. “I’ve spent the last couple of years trying to understand what the heck that title is even supposed to mean and have gotten nowhere. There are just too many potential interpretations.”

      “Telling you something that leaves you knowing less than you did before . . . sounds to me like a mage named that weapon.” There was a slight edge to Deborah’s voice with that comment, although it could have been because we were drawing near to the address we’d been given.

      The location didn’t look like much: an old warehouse with a stone wall and a steel gate to keep trespassers out. Only when we drew close did I catch the small details that marked recent renovation. A patch in the wall here, new hinges there, all tiny giveaways that this place wasn’t as derelict as it might seem. As our vehicle drew close to the gate, someone stepped out from behind the wall, flashlight in hand. They were clothed in a black ensemble complete with a ski mask to obscure their face. The beam of light came through the windshield, stopping on first Deborah, then me, before clicking off completely. The stranger stepped back out of view, and seconds later, the gate began to slowly part down the middle. We took the cue and drove forward, guided into one of the warehouses by the flashlight of our gatekeeper.

      As we pulled in, the doors sealed shut behind us and more bodies came into view. There were at least a dozen people here, all of them dressed in dark, tactical clothing and built like they could find their way to the gym while blindfolded. They waited, tensely, as we piled out of the SUV one by one. I half-expected someone to make noise about Albert’s sword, but curiously, not a single person mentioned it. Perhaps they were expecting those of us who would transport such an item to be armed, or maybe Neil had worked some magic to keep the weapon from drawing too much attention. Whatever the cause, no one said a word as we slowly exited the vehicle. Only when we were all out did a voice finally rise.

      “Fredrick Frankford Fletcher, of Fletcher Accounting Services. You are prompt. I respect that. You may call me Sebastian.”

      The fellow who spoke had been tucked away behind some old boxes, and unlike the others, his ensemble boasted a bit of flair. A charcoal gray suit was wrapped around a bright emerald shirt and adorned with a matching pocket square, topped off by a smiling face with just enough laugh lines to denote experience. The salt-and-pepper temples helped the impression, as well. His most important feature, though, was the briefcase clutched firmly in his right hand.

      “At Fletcher Accounting Services, we strive for precision in all things. Punctuality is just one aspect of that. May I presume that case is our package?”

      “You may.” Sebastian walked across the cracked concrete floor, coming right up to me, and held the case aloft. “Do not open it unless there is a dire need. This case has been specially crafted to shield and hide the Jewel of Temecula. It cannot recreate the wardings of a vault designed for such a purpose, but it will at least ensure that every mage in the state does not suddenly sense a spike in magical power.”

      Standing a few feet away from us, Deborah piped up. “It is customary to inspect the goods one is being charged with delivering prior to taking possession of them.”

      Sebastian glanced over at her and did a double take. “My goodness, what is the Prudence of the Blood Council doing here? Gideon truly went all-out on security, I must say.”

      That caught me off guard, but there was no time to interpret or ask for an explanation, as Sebastian was already responding to a different question. “On this occasion, the case is the package. Right now, four other people are handing off four identical cases to other teams within the city. Only I and Gideon know which one is the real vessel. If you’ll recall your hiring documents, there should have been mention of increased security procedures. Call him if you’d like, but he’ll merely be annoyed by the interruption. This is the delivery we’ve arranged. You can open the case if you want; just be prepared for the consequences if what it contains is, as they say, the real deal.”

      I reached out and accepted the briefcase from Sebastian’s outstretched hand. “That’s quite all right. I don’t see any reason to compromise Gideon’s security. If there’s an issue, we all know that Gideon is more than capable of sorting it out and ensuring whoever is at fault is held accountable.”

      It was a threat, albeit a small one. Sebastian surely knew that if he tried to swindle the King of the West, there would be dire consequences. If he was desperate enough to take that gamble, then no amount of poking around from us would change his mind. Better to accept the job as it was, get clear of here, make the delivery, and allow Gideon to deal with any problems in his own way. We were only contracted to handle the escrow, and I did not intend to let us be pulled in any deeper.

      “Go ahead and load that up, but we can’t let you leave until—” Sebastian was cut off by a ding from his pocket. He pulled out a phone and looked it over, muttering in some language I’d never heard before; from the tone, it sounded like a whispered vulgarity. “I swear, he does that on purpose. I just don’t yet know how. Good news: the first half of the payment has gone through, so you are free to leave. Get that to Gideon so I can have the rest of my money and be out of this town. Oh, and before I forget—” Sebastian snapped his fingers, summoning a flash of emerald green fire and smoke that cleared away to reveal a crisp white business card. “If you should ever need anything not freely available—be it goods, information, or other—do feel free to give me a call. Sebastian Selkirk, acquisitions specialist extraordinaire.”

      He didn’t wait for me to respond or offer my card in return; Sebastian was already walking away by the time I looked up. It was for the best, anyway. Now that the clock had started, I was more than ready to get out of here. With luck and good traffic, we could be at Gideon’s within a half hour. The sooner this briefcase was out of my hands, the better.

      My team piled into the SUV. Deborah fired up the engine and gunned us back out through the gate with exceptional skill I hadn’t expected. As she accelerated toward the highway, I laid a careful hand on her shoulder. “Don’t speed. Don’t draw attention to us in any way whatsoever.”

      She didn’t dismiss the suggestion outright, though her face grew skeptical. “Given that there are five potential targets out there, and the real one is presumably shielded, I’d say speed is our best bet. If we can make it there before we get targeted, then we minimize all other risks. I’ve got the reflexes to outdrive any cop or potential accident we might encounter.”

      “That would be a good point, except that we can’t afford to take even that minor of a risk. The other four briefcases are fakes.” I gently patted the leather-covered rectangle resting in my lap. “There is absolutely no doubt in my mind that Gideon gave us the real package.”

      4.

      No one was sold right away, but Deborah did agree to drive more conservatively until I fully explained myself. As we cruised toward the highway, I laid out the steps to what, from the outside, must have seemed like quite a wild leap of logic.

      “It’s a lot of smaller factors linked together that gives it away. For example, we know Gideon needs someone really powerful, willful, or undead to not be tempted by the Jewel of Temecula, right? Well, Gideon doesn’t strike me as the type to casually trust the power or will of non-dragons. That means he would most likely use undead for the deliveries. Aside from us, the only other local vampires are the Turvas. So either he used a clan he doesn’t trust, or he brought in outside help, the kind that someone might notice when they suddenly showed up in town. Our team is the most low-key, trustworthy, and local option he has. Plus, based on what most people know about our company, we’re the weakest. Trusting strong enemies to overlook seemingly powerless foes strikes me as a very Gideon kind of move.”

      Lillian piped up from the back. “Fred raises an interesting point. The man who handed off the briefcase to us wasn’t undead—we could all tell that much for sure—so either we got a fake, or Sebastian was powerful enough to resist the magical temptation all on his own. Deborah, do you have any insight on that?”

      “He recognized me, but called me by my title rather than my name. That suggests he’s old, if nothing else. I haven’t publicly worked under my professional persona in quite some time. I’ve heard whispers of his acquisitions business before, but we’ve never dealt in person. Based on the way he carried himself and his scent . . . yes, I suspect Sebastian might very well have been capable of dealing with the Jewel of Temecula, at least in a warded case and for the short time that transaction required.” Deborah slapped the horn as a sedan suddenly tried to merge into our lane with neither warning nor signal. She refused to yield. For a moment, the sedan kept moving; only upon the realization that she had no intent to move did it return to its own lane. I really hoped this vehicle had some sort of armor or reinforcement; otherwise, Deborah was being very cavalier with our transportation.

      “That does give Fred’s theory weight,” Albert chimed in. “If someone important made our drop, then it’s more likely we have the real gem.”

      Much as I wanted to take the help, I unfortunately had to bring up all relevant information. “Assuming we actually met with Sebastian. It might have been an illusion, or some other kind of magic, for all we know.”

      “No, he was real. You’d have spotted some of the telltale signs if he wasn’t. We’ve both still got mage blood in us; even though it’s faded, you should still be able to see magic. Did you not notice the sheen on some of Albert’s accessories?” Deborah never took her eyes off the road, but made to nod at the back seat, which resulted in some brief, but humorous, contortion. “Those are enchantments. We’d presumably see it from the briefcase, as well, except for the fact that the enchantments placed upon it are built around hiding the presence of magic. Point is, we definitely got the real Sebastian, which means you might be correct about—do you hear that?”

      As Deborah trailed off, I listened harder to the world around us, instantly picking up on the noise she’d mentioned. There was no mistaking the sound of a helicopter flying through the sky. Normally, I would have presumed someone rich was doing a tour of Winslow, or that a local hiker was being rushed to the hospital. I lacked such optimism tonight, and as I caught sight of the distant spinning blades against the dark night sky through the windshield, my hopes slipped even lower. I was never one to study vehicles with passion—military ones, even less so—yet even I could tell the difference between a recreational helicopter and one designed for war. This chopper was black, sleek, and carried visible guns on both sides. I could only see it from so far off thanks to my vampire senses, but at the pace it was moving, it didn’t seem like it would take long to catch us.

      “Anyone here with some historical knowledge know if the Jewel of Temecula is especially sturdy?” I asked weakly.

      “Nigh indestructible, from what I hear,” Deborah replied.

      “Which means it would be easy to blow up the car we’re in and sort through the wreckage, rather than deal with three vampires and a zombie with a sword.” Lillian had reached the same conclusion as the rest of us, capturing the dangerous situation in succinct words.

      I looked to Deborah for guidance, only to find her looking back at me. Shit. Even now, she was sticking to her guns. I had to solve this problem or likely be killed by my inability to do so. “Okay . . . let’s think this through. There’s a chance the helicopter isn’t after us, but based on how it’s moving steadily closer, let’s call that a pipe dream. Assume, for now, that they’ll definitely attack us. That means we either get fired upon while we’re on the highway and surrounded by cars, we get off the highway and are fired upon, or we try to ditch the SUV before they catch up.”

      “If they don’t yet know it’s us, they will once we start driving like a crazy person trying to get away,” Lillian pointed out.

      “But if they shoot us while we’re like this, the number of civilian causalities could be huge,” Albert countered.

      It was like having an angel and a devil on each shoulder, only they were a zombie and a vampire in the back seat of a car. Still, it was helpful to see things laid out simply from time to time. They were both right, and that made our course of action immediately clear.

      “We can’t risk the lives of innocent people for our errand. The whole reason we took this job was because we didn’t want wanton destruction in Winslow. Deborah, get us out of here. Find the nearest garage, or overhang, or what have you, and we’ll ditch the SUV. I realize they’re probably tracking the Jewel somehow, but maybe changing cars will buy us time. It will at least get us isolated.”

      “You’re the boss.” Deborah jerked the wheel to the right, slamming into the hood of the sedan that had tried to forcibly merge a few minutes prior. While I was ninety percent sure there had been enough room to get over without hitting the other vehicle, we’d have to address that another time.

      She made it to the exit without trouble, but the helicopter was getting closer. Enhanced senses meant that we’d gotten a lot of warning about the approach; however, we were still a car on the road versus a machine in the sky. Time was never our ally in that race. Gunning the engine, Deborah took us over some orange cones that were meant to halt preemptive merging onto the feeder road, and then slammed another hard right to get away from the highway entirely.

      We hadn’t yet made it to downtown, thank goodness, and were still out in the lesser populated areas around Winslow. Unfortunately, lower population meant less traffic, which removed the need for conveniences like parking garages. Our best shot was a used car lot, or any area with enough cars for us to ditch our current SUV. It wasn’t an insurmountable task, if we’d a little more time. Sadly, we were still a car against a chopper, and much like a human versus a vampire, there was really only one way that engagement could end.

      “Based on the way they’re hovering, I think we should expect them to open fire soon.” Deborah made the announcement rather calmly, almost worryingly so. “They may just have guns, in which case, this machine can probably withstand fire for a little while. If they have missiles, that’s another story. Either way, I’m sure you don’t want to lead a firing helicopter toward town, so what would you like to do, Fred?”

      The SUV was a loss; there was no getting around that. With few other cars nearby, our only option was to go it on foot for a while. We could hide in buildings, use the shadows, and effectively stay unseen as we made our way to town. They might still be able to track us, but at least, without direct line of sight, they would be less likely to fire down randomly and put humans at risk. They’d have to come take the case in person.

      “Is there any way we can safely get out of here without the helicopter noticing?” I asked. “Any and all ideas are welcome in this brainstorming session. We have to ditch the SUV and make a run for it, at least for now, but I’d rather not take gunfire in the process.”

      “We’re about to pass under a bridge.” Lillian leaned over the center console and pointed ahead. “If we jump out while they’re over it and shut the doors behind us, they might chase the car long enough for us to get away.”

      “Not bad,” Deborah said. “I’ll jam the accelerator down so it keeps moving; make them think we’re making a run for it. Just make sure you all get your doors. If even one is left hanging open, it will give us away.”

      I turned in my seat to look back at Albert. Zombies were strong in their own ways, but they didn’t have vampire reflexes. In fact, Albert was something of a klutz at times. To my surprise, I found a pair of eyes set with determination looking back at me. He knew what I was checking on, and I’d already gotten my answer.

      From her belt, Deborah produced a surprisingly large knife and leaned down, jamming it into the accelerator. At almost the exact same time, bullets began pinging off the top of the SUV, leaving miniature dents in the exterior of the cab with every impact.

      “High caliber. The roof won’t hold as long as I thought. Someone really went all-out on this one.” Deborah finished with the knife and sat up, making sure her seat belt was clear. Everyone else quickly did the same. The bridge was approaching fast. Not fast enough for my tastes, honestly, since we were still getting peppered with bullets from above, but fast enough that we needed to be prepared. The jammed accelerator helped the matter, as our speed increased the closer we got to the bridge. Deborah’s timing was perfect; it looked like we were speeding up in an effort to avoid being shot—which was technically true, just not in the way our attackers would hopefully presume.

      Then, all at once, the bridge was over us. Bullets died away as our adversaries lost their clear line of sight, and we all sprang into action. We jumped out of the vehicle, being sure to slam our doors shut behind us. I turned the moment mine was done, ready to aid Albert if needed, only to watch him successfully leap out and shut his door in a single, well-trained motion. It was easy to forget that while Albert had been burdened by certain limitations when he was my assistant, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t improve over time. Sometimes, even I needed to be reminded that we were more than our parahuman natures; we also had the skills and work we put in along the way.

      As the SUV hurtled out from under the bridge, we all turned, ready to race in the opposite direction. The explosion hit before we’d had a chance to move more than even a few simple steps. A wall of force and heat slammed into our backs, driving us to the ground. Shock hit me as badly as the actual impact; I’d thought Deborah was being overly pessimistic when she mentioned the idea of missiles. Obviously, I was mistaken. Whoever was after us certainly seemed to be playing for keeps.

      And to make the situation worse: they’d just blown up our distraction.
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      “Don’t run.” In the escape, I’d ended up beside Albert, who gripped my shoulder as I started to move. “They aren’t chasing the car anymore, so they’ll see us if we run out the other side. If we’re lucky, they haven’t realized we got out just before the explosion. They’ll have to land to collect the Jewel. Once they start to come down, they’ll lose visibility on the other side of the bridge. That’s when we run for it.”

      Concise, tactical, and obviously correct; Arch’s training had definitely begun to show in my former assistant. Albert always had a knack for seeing things through, but this was a level of critical thinking I’d never expected from him. Then again, I hadn’t ever really pushed him to find his limits, let alone urged him to break through them.

      Across the covered stretch of road, we could see Lillian and Deborah nodding in agreement, smart enough not to yell their response to Albert’s assessment. As they began to make their way over, a spotlight cut through the night, landing on our flaming vehicle and splashing some illumination under the bridge, directly between the two halves of our group. The helicopter was landing—I could hear the change in noise in the rhythm of the blades—but they were coming down in front of our SUV. Once they were down, they’d have a direct line of sight into our hiding spot, and a light already shining there. Worse, we couldn’t risk crossing that area; any motion now might catch someone’s attention. We had a brief window of opportunity, and the wrong move would destroy it completely.

      Everyone moved before a word was said. Albert and I darted out from under the bridge and arced to the left, while Deborah and Lillian did the same going right. We all made it behind concrete pylons just as the helicopter dropped below the bridge, bathing the entire scene in glaring light. There was no way to run back to each other now, not without being spotted. Instead, I silently held up my phone and shook it, to which Lillian and Deborah both nodded. Speech was risky, since we didn’t know what kind of parahuman was chasing us, but the art of the pantomime always had its uses. We all got the message: split the group temporarily, then use our phones to meet back up. I pointed toward downtown, just to make sure they knew the general direction, and Lillian silently slapped her forehead while rolling her eyes with that same delineated flair that spoke to decades’ worth of practice.

      Rude, but I suppose the reaction did have some merit.

      Albert and I began to run, losing sight of Lillian and Deborah as they set off in the other direction. They would have to swing wide and take another route to avoid being spotted; although, if Lillian could come close to matching Deborah’s speed, they’d catch up in no time. I didn’t need to worry about them, in life or in this particular situation. The larger concern was the fact that Albert and I lacked their centuries of experience, combat training, and were currently in possession of the briefcase everyone wanted.

      Part of me wished I’d had the sense to chuck the damn Jewel at Deborah before we got away, albeit a small part. This job was mine to complete; thrusting it onto someone else’s shoulders wasn’t an option. Besides, of all the tricks and techniques of vampirism, this was the only one where I was not deficient. I absolutely knew how to run like hell, and that’s exactly what Albert and I did.

      We raced along the dark roads, through sections of town too poor or deserted to warrant street lights. Once we got closer to town, where there were witnesses and traffic cameras, we would have to assume more mundane demeanors, but until then, we pumped our supernatural legs for all they were worth. Finally, as light became more abundant and we started having to hide from a growing number of passing cars, we reached the point where a pair of pale figures racing through the night would draw too much attention.

      “Albert, in all of Arch’s training, has he taught you how to hotwire a car?” This was not a question or skill I’d ever anticipated needing in my life—or afterlife, for that matter—but it was hardly the first one to surprise me with its newfound relevance since I became undead. “Perhaps we should borrow a vehicle to complete our errand, something common enough to blend in. We can return it tomorrow with a full tank and some cash on the seat as apology.”

      “Sorry, I’m not great with that stuff. Neil usually casts a spell or something. I’m supposed to be learning front line while he focuses on support.” Albert was visibly sheepish about not being able to help, though the feeling didn’t seem to last as long as I’d expected. He was back to looking serious once more and shaking his head within seconds.

      “Besides, we can’t risk taking another car. Whoever found us might have been tracking the gem somehow, or they could have learned what companies were hired to move the briefcases and hacked our cell phones, or any number of things. We don’t know how they found us, so we have to assume it might happen again. Knowing that they already fired a missile at a vehicle on a public street, do you really want to risk going back into traffic?”

      That was an excellent point. If we tried to use vehicles, we’d put others in danger. Of course, that was true to some extent no matter what we did; whoever wanted this jewel was incredibly motivated. Turning it over wouldn’t solve the problem either, given the supposed power of what we carried. The best path we had was to proceed on foot, keeping away from crowds as much as possible, until we could put this briefcase in Gideon’s hands.

      It probably said something about my life that the safest scenario I could envision was handing over an item of incredible power to an ancient dragon who had demonstrated at nearly every turn a casual disinterest toward most people’s continued survival. But Gideon was at least someone with propriety: he did his wicked deeds in the shadows. He didn’t fire on cars in the open streets. If I had to choose someone to take this, I would choose the devil I knew. Unfortunately, since she was off dealing with the fey, I would have to settle for Gideon.

      My pocket buzzed as I contemplated our next move, and I checked my phone to reveal a text from Lillian. I read it and then reported what she’d said to Albert. “Looks like they hung around to watch the helicopter team for a while. The good news is that, last they saw, the chopper was still on the ground. The bad news is that Lillian heard them radio out the news that our SUV was empty, so we should assume there are cohorts who might be on our trail right now.”

      Albert was already on his own phone, checking local maps. “Arch made us memorize good locations for meet ups in every place we’ve worked so far, and we used Winslow as practice. There’s an abandoned gas station a few miles north, on our way to Gideon’s. Nothing too near to it, and we can take some low-traffic streets to run there. I think that’s our best option for a meeting place.”

      “I’ll text Lillian the specifics.” This was a risk, of course. Someone might be monitoring our lines, or Lillian could have been captured, the enemy then using her phone to lure us into a trap. At a certain point, however, one has to say the hell with it and just move forward. Allowing yourself to be tied up by all the potential ways things could go wrong only resulted in making no progress in any direction. I should know. I spent my entire life doing just that. It had taken undeath for me to understand that, sometimes, poor action was better than none. It wasn’t a lesson I intended to require again.

      Besides, if these enemies were powerful enough to take down Lillian and Deborah, then they’d have no trouble dealing with us. This way, we either got our friends back, or met an enemy we’d had no hope of defeating in the first place. Whichever one happened, at least we wouldn’t be around humans. The very least we could do at this point was minimize the casualties.

      Albert and I set off once more, keeping a pace closer to that of humans—albeit very athletic ones—for so long as we were in view. I said a silent word of thanks to Neil for whatever he’d done to Albert’s sword; otherwise, we’d have stood out tremendously as we raced through the late-night streets. It was strangely peaceful, running along in the cool air, just me and an old friend hanging out for the first time in some while.

      “Your training seems to be going well.” I broke the silence, as we ran with little effort; neither of us had to breathe, so it wasn’t as though talking during a sprint was taxing. “Aside from the tweaking Neil’s done with your body, I can tell you’re working hard. Arch must be proud.”

      The beaming glow on Albert’s face threatened to give away our position. “Thank you. I’ve still got a long way to go before I’m on the same level as an agent, but Neil and I are giving it our all to improve. It’s like you told me, Fred: since we’re undead, we don’t change naturally. We have to find our own ways to grow.”

      That sounded more succinct than the rambling wisdom I’d attempted to offer. But Albert had always possessed a talent for drilling to the heart of things. I was glad to see him so improved in so many respects—it lessened my worry that something would happen to him out there. Still, I also wondered about the young man who’d wanted so badly not to hurt anyone that he’d literally carved through the magic of a chimera. I hoped that version of Albert remained intact in there, that changing his occupation hadn’t dulled the inherent goodness that had always been a part of him. Ultimately, whether or not this happened would be Albert’s decision; only he knew the best version of himself to fit the future he wanted.

      The gas station grew closer, and the nearby property plots turned more barren. Some even bore faded “Coming Soon!” signs for projects that had never been completed. Winslow was going through something of an economic boom as of late, and part of me wondered how long these plots would be abandoned. By my estimates, this land would be quite viable within a few short years, especially if the city kept drawing in businesses at its current rate.

      Getting lost in real estate speculation turned out to be a mistake. As we drew near the gas station, the sounds of engines reached my ears. I turned in time to find three cars tearing down the road. They screeched to a stop directly in our path. Had they been waiting just out of earshot for us to arrive? Or were they tracking us and had exceptional timing? There was really no way to tell, and it was an academic concern, anyway. As large figures began to emerge from the cars, all with guns in hand, the “how” of the situation mattered far less than the “what now.”

      A sharp noise—the ringing of steel—pierced the night. I watched as the people by the cars grew tense; a few even took steps backward. Albert stepped forward from behind me, the Blade of the Unlikely Champion held steady in his grip. With more grace than I’d ever seen him display, Albert lifted the sword and pointed the tip directly at our attackers.

      “This man and his delivery are under my protection. Any who would do him harm must first pass by my blade. If you want the Jewel of Temecula badly enough to pit your strength against a weapon of destiny, then harden your resolve and attack. Just do not claim that you were not given fair warning. What happens next is in your hands, and yours alone.”

      It was a good speech: delivered with authority and confidence, the kind of warning that would have made me dash in the other direction. Our captors, on the other hand, didn’t share my appreciation for fine public speaking. They hissed something amongst themselves that I couldn’t understand, and then opened fire on us both.
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      Bullets hurt. If that seems obvious, then forgive the digression, but some people presume that just because a vampire’s body is hardy enough to resist injury, and heals at an exceptional rate, that the only pain we feel must be from exposures to such weaknesses as silver. That presumption is wildly incorrect. We do still feel pain; just on a lowered scale from what our human bodies could manage. A high enough caliber bullet, however, hurts whether you’re a vampire or not.

      The first round skimmed my right shinbone, taking a big chunk of calf muscle with it. Round two caught me in the gut, creating a hole in the part of my anatomy that was largely ornamental at this point. It was the third round that scared me the most, as it tore past my head close enough for me to hear the air being cleft. I wasn’t sure if having one’s head shot off counted as decapitation or not, and I really didn’t want to find out.

      Those were the shots that came near me before the barrier snapped into place, Albert having plucked a charm off his belt to hold aloft in his free hand. Instantly, a dark, crackling energy appeared between us and the attackers. I could still hear the gunfire, but none of the bullets were getting through anymore.

      “Neil made you some tools, I’m guessing.”

      “A few. Undead can’t use magic, but we can still activate magical items. These were in case we ever got separated, or had to work alone. They’re our first resource contingency.” Albert was moving as he spoke, tilting his head and adjusting his line of sight in spite of the shadow wall blocking our view. “Do you hear them, Fred? I think they’re breathing.”

      With a little focus, I confirmed that there were indeed labored breaths coming from the other side of the barrier. I could also hear hissing—a lot of hissing, in fact. Was it some strange dialect, or were these some kind of snake-people? Better to deal with one thing at a time. “Definitely breathing.”

      “Living creatures, then; ones with actual cardiovascular systems that wear out.” It was strange. Despite the fact it was Albert speaking, I could almost picture the words coming from Arch’s mouth. Albert had clearly been a very devoted student if he was even mimicking the older agent’s tone. “That means we can probably outrun them if we destroy the cars.”

      Looking down, I checked my leg to see that it was already healing. As one might have expected after my lessons with Deborah and the night we had planned, I’d stuffed myself on blood before the mission, just in case. That decision was paying off already; I’d just gone through two serious injuries and would likely add more before this was over.

      “I’ve never had to murder a car before. Any advice?”

      “In a minute or so, they’re going to give up their current position and try to come around the other side of the barrier. When that happens, I’ll drop the shield, and we both sprint forward toward their vehicles. They’ll fire on us, but as long as we’re fast and catch them off guard, we’ll be tough targets to hit. You should roll underneath, that will give some protection from their bullets, and then start breaking everything you can. Axles, especially; go for those first. Can’t drive without wheels. Stay there until I’m done, then we run around the gas station for cover and sprint with all we’ve got.”

      Sure enough, I could hear the shuffle of feet shifting position; the attackers were moving to try to flank us. It made sense. The barrier was just a wall, and if they came from opposite directions, we couldn’t hide behind it on both sides. Albert heard them, too, silently mouthing a countdown to me so I could ready myself. I braced myself on my good left leg, giving the right more time to heal. I’d have to run on it in the initial sprint, but hopefully, by the time we were done with the cars, it would be better.

      The barrier came down as Albert’s countdown concluded, and I was off. Bullets filled the air once again, but we were both moving too quickly for our opponents to easily aim at us. I did exactly as instructed, rolling on the dirty ground as I came upon the closest car, tearing my sweater vest as I made it under the sedan. It was unexpectedly peaceful, at least compared to the din of gunfire nearby, yet I couldn’t permit myself a moment of rest. Using my free hand—the briefcase tightly clutched in the other—I began to smash through the exposed underbelly of the metal chariot. First went the axles—which were not easy to snap even with my strength; I had more than a little determination helping me along. After that, I just ripped into things at random, tearing through the floorboards on more than one occasion.

      I could hear more gunshots, as well as people screaming and loads of hissing. Then I heard a heavy clunk from nearby, the sound of something far too large to be a body hitting the ground. Much as I wanted to look out, I trusted Albert. If he was confident he could deal with two cars, then he could. He’d have some kind of backup plan if he ran into trouble.

      My hand tore through something that was probably important, sending a spray of liquid down onto the ground. I didn’t recognize the smell, so it wasn’t gas, which was reassuring while also not terribly helpful. Mercifully, Albert’s rallying cry came seconds later, giving me the all clear to run.

      “Fred, I’m done. Let’s go!”

      Rolling as fast as I could in a prone position, I came up on the side of the sedan not facing the gun-toting thieves and was treated to a sight so impressive it gave me pause despite the dire situation. That clunk noise I’d heard turned out to be the sound of a car that had been cut in half collapsing into two metallic heaps. Albert had bisected one of them clean through, meaning he was either much stronger or the sword far sharper than I’d realized. The second of Albert’s vehicles had seen its trunk and rear wheels sliced away, a feat that would have been rather shocking if it weren’t being compared to its ruined twin.

      A stray shot brought me back to the moment, reminding me that this was indeed a two-part plan. Wrecking their cars was only step one: we still had to escape.

      Together, Albert and I bolted through a brief unblocked section of road before taking refuge behind the gas station’s corner. Working one-handed—and dearly thankful for all the overbearing superiors who’d insisted on keeping in constant contact during the high-profile projects I’d once had—I texted like the wind. I sent a quick warning to let Deborah and Lillian know that the gas station was compromised, and then shoved the phone back into my pocket. We could figure out more later.

      I heard the footsteps of our pursuers approaching, so once the text was done, Albert and I broke into a run once more. In minutes, we’d lost our tail. Whatever they were, they couldn’t match the speed and limitless stamina of the undead. We didn’t give much thought or heed to where we were going; we just kept running vaguely north, keeping to as many deserted stretches where we could really bolt whenever possible. Unfortunately, the closer we drew to Richard’s building (where Gideon was supposed to be waiting), the fewer those spots became, and when Albert and I leapt a bush to find ourselves in an outdoor strip mall packed with people sauntering between bars, we had to drop back down to human speeds. Drunks would dismiss a little craziness here and there, but some of them were bound to be designated drivers who would trust what they’d seen. Besides, in this day and age, nearly everyone had a camera, and while the Agency could handle that, Krystal had been very clear about how much of a pain it was when they had to.

      “I think we did pretty well.” Albert was already checking the street and store signs, getting a sense of where we’d ended up. “Not too far from our goal; maybe five more minutes if we run full-speed.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s going to be viable anymore.” Now that we were in downtown proper, the crowds were swelling. There were still a few barren areas between this strip mall and the bustling bar crowds hosted by a big-city downtown on the weekend, but not nearly enough. We’d have to move much slower, as well as go out of our way to avoid large gatherings of people. At this point, even if we didn’t know how, it was obvious the thieves were tracking us. At that thought, however, I had a realization.

      “Hang on. Let me check something.” I popped out my phone to find some new texts from Lillian. They’d both made it to the gas station, only to find bullet holes and nothing else, not even scraps of the destroyed cars. While that was worrying in itself, the fact that neither of them had encountered any issues did tell us one thing with reliable certainty: our would-be crooks had to be tracking the briefcase. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have known to pursue Albert and me exclusively; they’d have sent people after Lillian and Deborah, as well. On its own, that didn’t help much. We were still being hunted, and the method they were using to find us was the one thing we couldn’t get rid of. It did tell us that they weren’t monitoring the others’ movements, though, and that had potential.

      After a few more minutes of hurried texting, I tucked my phone away once more. To my surprise, Albert hadn’t been standing around while I typed. He’d apparently done a quick sweep of the area, probably checking for more ambushes, and his search had yielded some unexpected results. Tucked under each of his arms were neon-orange bicycles with a gaudy logo on the front.

      “Sketchy Doug’s Bike Rental. Why would you name a company . . . never mind. I know. The green rush.” Some of my state’s recent laws and tolerances had brought a new kind of clientele to Colorado as of late, and while I was happy to work with any company that acted ethically, dealing with these folks often required accommodating certain . . . quirks. Of course, they had virtually nothing on working with parahumans, so it was more occasional curiosity than inconvenience.

      “They’ve got a big station of these over by the cinnamon roll store,” Albert informed me. “A cheap rental fee and here we go, a faster way to get downtown that won’t draw too much suspicion. We do still have to rein it in, but we can get away with going quicker than we would on foot.”

      It had been many a year since I rode a bike; it was a habit I’d given up as soon as driving became an option. Still, it was skill that was famously unforgettable, so it shouldn’t be too hard to get back in the swing of things, especially if it got us to Richard’s—and Gideon—faster. I took one of the bikes from Albert and threw an unsteady leg over the seat.

      “Let’s get moving. With these, we should be able to make it no time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6.

          

        

      

    

    
      Forgive the vulgarity, but whoever said that one never forgets how to ride a bike was clearly full of shit. It is extremely possible to forget how to ride a bike, as I demonstrated exceptionally well while Albert and I made our way deeper into Winslow. After a little practice, I could hold the contraption steady while moving, but any of the more advanced techniques (such as turning) required an inordinate amount concentration and often ended in failure. It was only thanks to enhanced balance and reflexes that I avoided any tumbles as I pumped the pedals at dangerous speeds.

      If we could have used the main streets, we would have arrived quickly; however, the need for detours added considerable distance to our journey. Inconvenient as it was, there was no way we could risk luring the kinds of people who sprayed gunfire in the streets toward crowds of bar-hopping, downtown civilians. As we rode, I kept my ears perked, listening for any noise that might be out of the ordinary: helicopter blades, a loudly revving engine, gunshots, and the like. The trouble was that downtown Winslow came with lots of sounds all its own, which made my task all the harder.

      One thing we did have going for us was that I knew the terrain around Richard’s building quite well. If they were hoping to take the briefcase, and were aware of the direction we were coming from, then there was a section of streets and alleys not too far from our target that would be perfect to lay an ambush in. I should know: I’d been caught by one there a few years earlier. Only that time, I’d been the one seeking protection, not trying to fend off criminals from getting hold of a powerful artifact. What I wouldn’t have given to be faced with merely another disgruntled vampire hunter this time around.

      The trouble was that the area with the alley was not, in fact, the sole option for a place to lie in wait. It would also be possible to mount an assault outside of Richard’s building; a building that hosted a club in the basement on the weekend; a club that would be packed, with people still in line, waiting to get in despite the late hour. True, most of those patrons would be therians, and therefore not bothered by such mundane things as firearms, but we didn’t know that that would be true for everyone, or that the bullets being used might not include silver. Our enemies knew that they were dealing with undead, so it was a possibility.

      If we didn’t give them a chance to spring their trap prior to our arrival at the entrance to the club, we’d be putting innocent lives at risk. When viewed through that lens, it made our decision rather easy. We had to give them the chance to ambush us so they wouldn’t be able to or tempted to try again outside of Richard’s building.

      Albert and I readied ourselves as we pedaled our bikes down the final turn, nearing the alley where we suspected an attack would originate from. As it turned out, we were wrong.

      The attack actually came slightly earlier than expected, from one of the alleys I’d thought would be too narrow to host a group. I’d been right, but that didn’t stop them from sticking a single woman with an automatic weapon there to wait for us. Bullets whizzed past as we both poured on the speed, one of them catching my rear tire. I could feel it give, and hopped off the bike without delay as it crashed in a heap. That was fine; we were just about done with those, anyway. From the alley where we’d expected the attack to take place, a squad of goons stepped out, more hisses passing between them.

      Now, close up, I could see there were other unique things about these people: scales along their temples and hands, a yellow tint to their eyes, minor forks in their tongues when they spoke. Snake-people? Or therians who were reptile-based and in their half-breed form? There was no telling with the information I had on hand. All we knew for certain was that they wanted the Jewel of Temecula and were clearly motivated to get it. Given the situation before us, there was really only one option left.

      “Hang on!” I held up my hands, still clutching tight to the briefcase, as Albert skidded to a stop. We were facing a row of guns, and I could hear the woman from the prior alley moving into position to flank us. Albert’s wall wouldn’t work this time; we’d be taking fire from both sides. “We’ve been at this for hours, and it keeps ending poorly for both sides, so what do you say we try talking instead?”

      “Very well.” One of the thieves stepped forward, a bald one with a tattoo that led from his collar up to his temple-scales. To my surprise, there was no hint of hiss or sibilance when he spoke; perhaps it had been silly to expect such things in the first place.

      There was, however, some showmanship as he raised his weapon and took a very pointed aim right at me. “We didn’t realize the couriers were undead when we first started chasing you, but after that gas station business, we wised up, switched over to silver-based bullets. So why don’t you go ahead and toss that briefcase to the ground, and maybe you’ll walk away with all your limbs attached. How’s that for talking?”

      “Pretty good. Of course, generally, when one opens a dialogue, they do so with the hope of truthful exchange. Lying is not a great way to open things up.” I tilted my head back toward the woman who’d shot my tire. “Silver has a distinct smell, which none of her bullets gave off, and I don’t get any stray whiffs coming from yours, either. I know agents have a way of masking that smell unless it’s up close, and of course, there are magical options, but I doubt you have access to either, or that you would use them to stop two people who already know you’re attacking. Add on that you’re all clearly parahumans, as well, and the odds of you keeping your own weakness on hand drop even more dramatically.”

      There was a stretch of silence between us before the gunman shifted his aim, albeit slightly. “I guess you got me on that one. How about this, then? Drop the briefcase, or I’ll fire so many rounds into your head that it will absolutely count as decapitation, then I’ll leave you in the sun for good measure.”

      “See, now that, I believed.” My calm demeanor was likely infuriating to this man. Those with power generally bucked when they met someone who didn’t kneel or cower. In other circumstances, I would have been quite terrified, and in truth, I was hiding more than a modicum of fear as we faced off. I did have one thing to take comfort in, though: the sound of almost silent—virtually inaudible without the aid of vampire hearing—footsteps on the nearby roofs.

      You see, the upside to having been attacked around this area before wasn’t just that Albert and I knew where to expect it. We were also able to share that information, and in taking a circuitous route, we’d ensured that our allies had ample time to get into position. A text with a quick reminder and a general location had been more than enough to make sure they knew where to wait.

      “Would you like to hear my counteroffer?” I asked, patient and accommodating despite the gun leveled at my head. “I’ve informed my bodyguard that I’d like you to be taken in alive. If you set your guns down now, I promise to capture you with neither wounds nor injury. But if you insist on taking this to the point of violence, I cannot make the same assurances. Some injury will likely prove necessary in your subduing. For your own sake, I urge you to take the peaceful option. Throw down your weapons, and let’s see no more blood spilled tonight.”

      The thieves’ representative took a step forward, his finger inching toward the trigger. “You’re going to need more than a zombie with a sharp sword to take down all of us.”

      “Do not underestimate what this zombie can do.” There may have been a touch more firmness to my voice than was strictly necessary, but after what I’d seen Albert do that night, there was no way I’d allow someone to speak down to him. “Besides, Albert here is my friend, not my bodyguard. You’ll meet my bodyguard right about . . . now.”

      On my cue, Albert threw up the barrier between us and the bulk of the gang. I dropped low, avoiding a spray of gunfire from behind as I leapt backward, taking another bullet in the shoulder for my trouble, but easily getting my hands on our rear-attacker’s weapon. I jerked it easily from her hands, hurling it up onto the nearest roof, where it wouldn’t be readily accessible in a critical moment. She attempted to go for a knife, but whatever these creatures were, they didn’t match the raw power and speed of a vampire, even one using only a single hand. I took her blade from her and threw it away, as well. That led to her going for a pistol in her boot, which I snatched and tossed once more. Whether she was out of weapons or the will to fight, I don’t know, but she finally stopped trying to pull out her arsenal.

      “Big vampire, taking on one of us. Once that barrier drops, the others will rush over you like a coming tide.”

      Enough time had passed, but I listened carefully just to be sure. “Albert, go ahead and take down the barrier. Let’s see what that tide brings in.”

      The dark wall of energy faded to reveal almost the entire gang lying on the ground. I could make out a few snapped bones and smell a fair amount of blood, but everyone’s hearts seemed to still be beating. Lillian was making her way around with some zip ties—I had no idea where those had come from—cuffing wrists together as she went.

      Only the bald thief who’d been talking was still conscious, though he was on his knees before Deborah, who was holding tightly to his skull with a single hand. I already knew that, with a simple squeeze, she could turn his brain into paste, and that she would do so without hesitation if she deemed it necessary. Deborah wasn’t especially cruel or callous, like some of the vampires I’d met; she was pragmatic. If there was a bloodless solution, that was fine, and if murder was needed, she would accommodate that, too. In a way, that attitude scared me more than the over-the-top madness of Quinn ever had.

      “She is my bodyguard,” I explained to both the flummoxed woman I’d disarmed and the bleeding thief whose life was literally in Deborah’s hand. “And she is incredible at her job, as you can see. Don’t worry, though. Despite what you’ve done tonight, I asked her not to kill anyone unless it was absolutely necessary.” In truth, I’d added no such addendum—I just said don’t kill. But making them sweat a little could smooth out the rest of this process.

      “We fired a missile at you, shot at you, and were planning an ambush you obviously knew about, and you still ordered her to be nonlethal? You know, I’d heard there was some soft vampire running a crew around here, but this is just too much.” A hissing snicker came from his throat, and I noticed a careful look in Deborah’s eyes.

      This was a moment of importance. Whatever happened here would ripple outward, affecting my clan’s reputation. If we let them live, they would spread that tale. If we killed them all, rumors of that would trickle out, too. I couldn’t let word go around that the House of Fred was weak; that was dangerous enough on its own, and given that I was already under evaluation by the Blood Council, it could very well be a death sentence. Nevertheless, I wasn’t going to have them all slaughtered, either. If it was death or turning into a monster, I would choose death. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t use someone else’s reputation to my advantage.

      “You think I’m soft? Well, I suppose that’s true. As you can see, I’m not really the one to get my hands dirty. In this case, however, I think even one of your intellect can grasp the necessity of my mercy. As you well know, this briefcase isn’t actually mine.” I held it aloft, reminding him of what this night was truly about.

      “I’m but a mere courier, an escrow holder, for the King of the West. Now, you think letting you all live is me being gentle, when in fact, it might be the cruelest thing I could do. Consider the situation fully: you tried to steal from a dragon, and a very powerful one, at that. Do you think he’ll be pleased if I show up with a wagon of corpses? Certainly not. Gideon likes to dole out his own punishments. No, I’m not keeping you alive out of kindness. I’m doing it because the King of the West will react far more favorably if I arrive with captive thieves. When he’s finished passing judgment on your crimes, feel free to tell as many people as you like about how ‘soft’ the House of Fred is. Those of you who can still speak, I mean.”

      It was, in a way, passing the buck, but politics were as much a part of the parahuman world as blood-sucking and magic. Handing over one’s responsibility to a higher-up was certainly understandable, especially when that person was as powerful as Gideon. I’d have to make a call before we got there to ensure that Arch and the Agency knew that we’d be turning over prisoners, so Gideon didn’t actually do anything too bad to them. I hoped he wouldn’t, at least, not with Agency oversight as a mitigating factor. Then again, I didn’t really know what Gideon’s rights were in this situation. It was entirely true that, despite my best efforts, every threat I’d just made could very well come true. Maybe if we had some time to talk during the hand-off, I could convince him to show mercy.

      First things first, though. We still had a briefcase to deliver.
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      I left Deborah and Lillian with the gang of snake-people for several reasons. It was only prudent to have someone watching over them until they were in more official custody, for one. Keeping some distance between Deborah and Gideon was another. Most crucially, though, I left them behind simply because I had to. Gideon was an incredibly powerful dragon, and as such, he created an aura that turned vampires into a cowering mess. It was a defense mechanism, one I wasn’t even sure he could control if he wanted to. The only reason I was immune was that he’d given me a drop of his blood. I didn’t fully comprehend why that negated the aura, but when dealing with magic, one soon learns not to dig too deeply unless they’re in the mood for a splitting headache and less than helpful attempts at explanation.

      Getting in the building was almost worryingly easy; no sooner had we begun to approach than a crew of therians swept in from the shadows, ushering us past the front door and into an elevator. One of them even pushed the button for us before stepping back to allow the doors to close. We made our way up in silence, though not all the way to Richard’s home at the very top of the building. Instead, we stopped several floors lower, on the level where Gideon held his office. It hadn’t always been a space that belonged to the King of the West. In fact, it was the location another dragon had rented out to store the cage that had briefly kept Gideon captive. That was why he’d started using it, a not-so-subtle reminder that no matter who went against him, the King of the West always won out in the end.

      With Albert at my side, I gave a quick knock, and then opened the door. Perhaps it was a tad rude, but I was eager to have the briefcase out of my hand.

      “You’re running behind. I assume there was trouble?” Gideon didn’t sound especially concerned as he sat at his desk. A stack of briefcases identical to ours was piled up next to it. I realized he looked older than when I’d seen him last, though not aged to adulthood; he was showing what would have been a normal amount of growth for a child of his supposed age. It made sense. He was aging himself alongside Sally, and she wouldn’t be a child forever. In a few years, we might even have to deal with a teenage version of Gideon. I wondered if I could take a seven-year sabbatical to Boarback, Texas while he was going through that phase.

      “There was indeed quite a large amount of trouble, some of which still needs to be dealt with. You’ll know the protocol for that better than I do.”

      I’ll spare you all the retelling of the story you’ve just read. It wasn’t as thorough, anyway, since I was too flustered from nerves to properly recall each detail. The one key feature I will note was that Gideon seemed utterly unsurprised at every turn; not even the part with the exploding SUV got much more than a snicker. When I wrapped things up, he calmly stepped away from his desk and walked over, sniffing once, before holding out his hand. I started to hand over the briefcase, but Gideon shook his head.

      “Sebastian gave you a card, didn’t he? Hand it to me.”

      I don’t see any shame in admitting how confused I was as I dug into my pocket and produced the slender white card, depositing it in Gideon’s waiting hand. He took a deep sniff of the material and nodded. “Clever. Serpentiles are more cunning than most parahumans give them credit for. I’ll have to let Sebastian know his card-printer has been compromised. Someone slipped a very subtle enchantment on this . . . on all of Sebastian’s cards, I’d wager. If you know a renowned buyer is making moves for an artifact you want, and you’ve got the patience for a long game, that’s a crafty way to ensure you can track the delivery.”

      “Wait, how would they have known Fred would have one of Sebastian’s cards?” Albert asked.

      “Because Sebastian is relentless in pursuing new business. Ensuring that no one gets away without a card is, well, Sebastian’s calling card.” Gideon tapped one finger to the white rectangle and it exploded into a flare of green flame before burning away to nothing. “Now, I will take the briefcase.”

      Handing it over was like chucking off a hundred-pound weight. I felt lighter the moment it left my hand. Gideon walked the case over to his desk, popped it open, and pulled out a glowing purple gem roughly half the size of my fist. It radiated power, some of it flickering deep within Gideon’s eyes, yet neither Albert nor I could feel so much as a twinge coming from it. Whatever magic the Jewel of Temecula held, it was exclusively meant for the living.

      “Well done, Fletcher Accounting Services. Your payment for tonight will be deposited first thing in the morning. I’ll need to send Sebastian the rest of his fee, as well, along with a warning about the cards. Oh, and you needn’t worry about the serpentiles. I’ll have Richard’s people scoop them up for me. By the time you get downstairs, your friends should be freed up.”

      “About the . . . serpentiles, you called them?” I asked, trying to make sure I had the term right.

      Gideon was barely paying attention to me; he was too busy examining the gem from every angle. “I believe that was their name. Some mage accidentally summoned a small city of them from another world where humanity evolved from lizards centuries ago, and they’ve been lingering about ever since. I presume they wanted the Jewel of Temecula to bring forth more of their kind, maybe even as a gambit to overrun the humans.”

      My eyes may have widened just a touch. “Wouldn’t sending themselves back home be easier?”

      “Not all worlds are created equal, Fred, and not all societies take the same path. Sometimes, it’s better to be stranded in a new place than to stay where you were.” With a touch of effort, Gideon put his treasure back inside the briefcase and sealed it shut. “Hence, you can see why they’d prefer to bring more of themselves here. That’s part of why I snapped this up once it was on the market; some artifacts are too dangerous to leave in general circulation.”

      “And it’s safer with you?” I was surprised by the audacity in Albert’s voice, doubly so by the tender strain of doubt buried in his words.

      “Relatively speaking. Yes, I could use it to wreak terrible havoc, but I could also do that easily enough on my own,” Gideon replied. “A trinket here and a bauble there do not substantially change the scope of my power. If I haven’t destroyed an entire country by now, then at least I have a record of proving I can handle such responsibility. Besides, I am a dragon. It is our prerogative to hoard. Now, what did you want to talk to me about in regards to the serpentiles?”

      Right, I’d nearly forgotten that it was my question that had started this off. “I was going to ask if there was any way you could . . . not kill them all, I suppose. I know they tried to steal from you, and I understand that the Agency probably isn’t going to intervene thanks to protocol or treaties, but there has to be some kind of jail option. Even for crimes like theirs.”

      Having put the gem away, Gideon’s entire attention fell back on us, a fact which carried a weight of its own. “I understand what you’re asking. Your request has been heard, Fred.”

      A small sliver of relief shot through me, until I parsed those words more carefully. “You’re still going to kill them, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe. Depends on how useful they are to me alive. Subjects for magical experiments are always useful, and I haven’t gotten to work on many serpentiles.” Gideon stepped closer, and his voice became slightly, slightly gentler. “I’m not going to swear their lives to you, or even their wellbeing. I can only say that I will not be any crueler than I deem to be strictly necessary. Harm will serve a purpose. That’s the most I can offer.”

      That was all I was going to get, and honestly, even this much was nothing short of amazing. Gideon must have been in an incredible mood, or else he was lying. I had to take him at his word, however. Even if I wanted to interject myself into the way this played out, I couldn’t. I didn’t have the political, physical, or social leverage to impact whatever came next. Gaining mercy for the serpentiles would have required strength I simply lacked. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen the wisdom in Deborah’s advice, but this occasion struck the point home especially hard.

      There wasn’t much else to say, so Albert and I took our leave. It was much too late to intrude on Richard and Sally, so we didn’t try for a visit. Instead, we rode back down the elevator, only this time, we were greeted by a single therian. He ushered us out of the building, where we found Deborah and Lillian already waiting.

      “My goodness, that was quick,” I remarked.

      “Mr. Alderson must run quite the tight ship. His therians were exceptionally well-coordinated, although I did note that they didn’t seem nearly as skittish as usual when dealing with vampires. Some even greeted Lillian by name.” Deborah didn’t seem bothered by these facts, but that didn’t mean I could trust her tone.

      “Richard is a friend and a client, as are many of his underlings. Lillian and I work with them here and there, and so familiarity happens, especially since one of their pack is also a member of my clan.”

      “Ah yes, Mr. Bubba Emerson.” Deborah started to walk away from the building, leading the rest of us along. “It’s quite interesting, really. We’ve tried to ally ourselves with therians many times through the millennia, sometimes it’s even briefly successful, but the fact that nearly all of us see them as food eventually causes a rift. Yet not once, in all of those prior times, have I seen an entire tribe of therians show such trust and comfort around our kind. Doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened, of course, just that I wasn’t witness to it. What you’ve built here is certainly fascinating. Strange, but fascinating.”

      I wanted to interpret that as a positive; however, there was no way of knowing just what Deborah had meant by any of it. Maybe it was a hint she wouldn’t kill me. Maybe it was assurance that I’d at least die for creating something unique. Deborah was both too experienced and too subtle for me to figure her out so easily, so the most I could do was keep trying my best and hope I’d showed enough potential to stay alive for another day.

      Two large vehicles, black and bearing government plates, pulled up to the curb right next to where we stood. Out of the one came Arch, and from the other came Bubba. Amy stuck her head out the passenger-side window.

      “We called for a ride while on our way here,” Lillian told me. “Thought that after a night like this, nobody would want to sprint all the way home.”

      “Lillian, remind me of this at the next performance evaluation. You are clearly in need of a raise.” I slipped into the car with Arch purely because I knew he wouldn’t initiate conversation, while the ride with Bubba and Amy would be raucous fun. We did have reason to celebrate, after all: we’d gotten a major artifact into safe(ish) hands without a single innocent person getting hurt. The only non-serpentile who’d been injured was me, and those wounds were already gone.

      As we pulled away, I looked back up at the building where, right now, the thieves were probably being lined up in front of Gideon. He’d agreed not to be pointlessly cruel, and dragons largely seemed to be practical creatures at heart, so at least there was a chance that some of the serpentiles might survive. It was a minor comfort, true, but it was all I had to work with.
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      Things calmed down after the incident with Gideon and the serpentiles, or at least remained at a level of excitement significantly beneath exploding cars and shoot-outs in the street. Life truly didn’t seem as lively, although some of that had more to do with what was missing than a lack of trouble. Krystal had been gone for nearly six weeks by this point, and while we were still talking at semi-regular intervals, her absence was beginning to take a toll.

      Not on our relationship, as we were well-accustomed to dealing with some distance here and there; it was a part of her career that I’d known I was getting into when I popped the question. No, the toll was on life around the manor in general. Without Krystal around, there was less trouble to be stirred up. We didn’t have anyone convincing Charlotte to serve carbonated red wine during dinner, or firing off shots at the makeshift target range in the rear of the house at all hours of the night, or bursting through the front door yelling in either urgency or the hope of alerting us to raccoons having a “cool” brawl outside. Strange as it may be for someone like me to romanticize the idea of chaos, opposites do attract, and life without Krystal was reminding me of why I’d grown to love those strange behaviors as much as the woman who did them.

      When the day finally came that Arch joined us at our evening meal and delivered the news that Krystal’s task was almost over, it required all the discipline I had not to cheer. Lillian muttered something about it having taken her long enough, but from the glowing smile on her face, I could tell she was excited about the return. Only Deborah had a subdued reaction, and it turned out that she had good reason for it.

      “So soon? That’s quite a turnaround, given the number of tasks she was handed. I must say, I’m impressed by Agent Jenkins’s efficiency; it appears her reputation was well-earned. Unfortunately, that means my time with all of you is drawing short. I’ll have to render my verdict before her return.”

      I glanced around the table, but no one seemed especially taken aback by the news. “Krystal might not be . . . happy about the idea of me being judged for my worthiness as a vampire; however, I don’t think she’ll interfere, especially not when you’re here in an official capacity. She might get involved in the actual carrying out of the order if you opt to kill me—since you’ve researched her, I’m assuming that’s not a surprise—but she’ll let you do your job until then.”

      “Remember, Fred, it’s not a coincidence that I came here when I did,” Deborah explained. “My job was to see how you hold up on your own. That was why I waited until Agent Jenkins would be out of the picture for a prolonged period of time. Her presence influences you, as one would expect from a good partner. I wasn’t tasked with seeing how you do as a couple; I was here to evaluate you as an individual. I trust you can understand why that was necessary.”

      When we’d first met, I probably wouldn’t have gotten it. I didn’t understand Deborah yet; I didn’t comprehend the weight of the untold years that burdened her. She wanted to see how I would do alone, because, when one took a long-term view of things, that was how she expected me to end up. Eventually, the ones around me would die or leave, and I’d be on my own in charge of those who remained in my clan. I was the lone element she could count on being present in my life, so I was the only one Deborah had to ensure was capable of handling leadership. It wasn’t a philosophy I was sure I agreed with, but I also couldn’t say it was inherently wrong. In the end, it didn’t really matter how well I understood the situation. My comprehension wasn’t required. Only Deborah had to know exactly what was going on.

      “She’s not back yet,” Arch reminded us. “They want Fred to meet her for the final phase of her trial in two days’ time. I’ve been tasked as your official escort in and out of the Hollow Woods, since an agent is needed to access our entry points.”

      “I assume bodyguards are still welcome?” The way Deborah said it, the words didn’t feel like a question.

      “Normally, no, but it seems the representative of Krystal’s trial was unexpectedly fine with you tagging along. They didn’t even seek compensation for the exception.” Arch wasn’t one to put too much of any emotion in his voice, so the threads of suspicion in his present tone stood out in glaring relief. Besides, I was admittedly not the most educated man when it came to dealing with the fey, and even I knew they weren’t the sort to give any ground without reason. I’d heard a few legends that negotiations between dragons and fey could last decades, which was part of the reason those species rarely interacted with one another.

      Deborah finished chewing her bite of prime rib before delicately wiping her mouth. “I wouldn’t imagine Hellebore has any reason to object to my presence. After all, we’re old . . . friends might be the wrong word to use when discussing one’s relationship with a fey, but there is an amount of mutual respect between us. She was even kind enough to give Agent Jenkins a particularly long and time-intensive set of tasks so that I could have as much time as possible in making my decision.”

      In dealing with Deborah, it was easy to get lost in the polite banter and shared purpose, to momentarily forget that the person we were speaking with was very old and very powerful. She had survived countless eras and centuries for a reason, and it wasn’t simply her raw strength. Deborah planned, thought, schemed, and prepared. That was who she was, and she’d never pretended to be anything else. That was why the news didn’t shock me; rather, it felt like finally seeing the last letters in a word-search. Everything snapped into place, and I realized how obvious it should have been from the start.

      “You sent her away. Probably to ensure you could get me to sign on to this whole endeavor in the first place.”

      “To be clear, Agent Jenkins was always going to have to do this if she wanted to get married,” Deborah corrected. “You already knew I had coordinated with the fey. Is it truly a surprise that we also had her tasked with an especially lengthy set of assignments? We simply waited for a useful opportunity and utilized it to its full extent. It would have been beyond us to convince Agent Jenkins to endure such trials of her own volition. In a way, Fred, you are the one who presented us with this opportunity. Until you proposed, she didn’t seem to care much either way. You sent her on this quest; we merely made the most of it. And one could argue that removing an agent we don’t trust to follow the laws was a protective measure for her as much as it was for us. The Agency is not a tyranny: they have rules, too, and consequences for ignoring them.”

      Logical, well-reasoned, and perfectly spun. I’d expect nothing less from one of Deborah’s explanations. Much as I wanted to be angry at her, the source of my irritation wasn’t actually the situation as a whole. I could see Deborah’s side of things; I understood why she would make those moves. In her place, I might well have done the same, as this was the method least likely to result in any violence. No, the flecks of anger I felt centered solely on the fact that she’d forced Krystal and me to spend more time apart than was strictly necessary. In the context of two ageless lives, six weeks was a pittance, but I’d started to fear that the end could come sooner than either of us wanted. While she was a skilled agent, I was an accountant getting in more and more over his head.

      Anger and annoyance wouldn’t have done me any good, however, so I let both feelings fade into the background. There were much larger issues to concern myself with at the moment. “Arch, can you give me a rundown of what we’re looking at? Why am I supposed to attend, where is this Hollow Woods, what is going to be expected of me when we get there, and are there any pitfalls I need to watch out for?”

      I almost didn’t catch it, but a stray glance had me looking at Arch just as his eyes flicked between me and Deborah. He thought she was rubbing off on me. Maybe she was, in some ways. I wasn’t entirely on board with Deborah’s dichotomy of power and weakness, but I also wasn’t quite so terrified of growing stronger anymore. There was one place where she’d undoubtedly left an impact, and that was in my view of planning. Deborah had been spot-on about me going into situations with far too little information or forethought. I was the weakest member of my group, and while I didn’t mind that in itself, it meant I needed to be that much more prepared for any kind of trouble.

      “I can’t help with any of the ceremony stuff,” Arch said. “The fey are both strict on tradition and big on improvisation, so it fluctuates. There has to be a fair trial for this sort of situation, but what exactly the trial entails is up to the fey who oversees it. As for pitfalls, just be careful what you say and never make a promise around a fey if you can at all avoid it. Although they aren’t as pedantic about deals and language as dracolings, oaths are something sacred to them. It’s why Krystal has to jump through all these hoops to get out of a simple engagement.”

      That was good to know. I wasn’t necessarily one to go around making empty promises left and right, but the mere fact that we were being called to deal with the fey suggested that they wanted something from us. I’d be sure to watch my language until we knew for certain what that was.

      After a bite of his cooling dinner, Arch continued. “Hollow Woods is easier to explain. There are places in this world where our lands and the fey lands bump against each other. Crossover points, if you will. Our meeting spot is one such area, almost a neutral ground. The Agency keeps all known locations under lockdown to ensure that no innocent humans wander through by accident—hence why you’ll need me to enter. That works out well, though, as it saves me the trouble of having to find a reason to tag along.”

      With a mock-gasp, Lillian pressed a hand to her mouth. “Why, Arch, are you going out of your way to come with Fred? Careful. You keep this up, and people might catch on that you actually care a little under that gruff exterior.”

      “Pure pragmatism,” Arch countered. “If Fred dies, then I have to deal with a furious Krystal on the warpath. That seems like the sort of position that will occupy more time than I’d like to give. Besides, I’m not going along for him. I haven’t spent this long training two new prospects to send them into the fey lands without guidance.”

      I knew who he meant, of course. It was immediately obvious. What was more puzzling was why Albert and Neil would be coming along to these Hollow Woods. Luckily, Arch didn’t force me to wait long for an explanation.

      “You all kept going off on tangents before I had a chance to finish explaining, but they don’t want Fred, the person. They want the House of Fred in attendance. That means all members, or it’s an insult to the fey. By the treaties, you aren’t obligated to honor their request for your attendance. Krystal, on the other hand, is still under their thumb until this trial is rendered complete.”

      That was a complication I hadn’t expected, although perhaps I should have. More members of my clan in play meant more leverage for the fey to use against Krystal, if that was the route they intended to take. Without meaning to, I glanced over at Deborah, who was waiting for my gaze with a smile. We had two days’ time until the meeting. How much preparation could she have made in that time? More importantly, how much was I capable of?

      “Let’s call everyone in. They get to make their own choices on whether or not to attend. I’m not going to ask them to walk into something this dangerous without it being their decision.”

      “If it’s for Krystal, they’ll show,” Lillian said.

      “Even so, it’s important that we ask.” That was the easy part, the logical next step. Now, I had to figure out what we might be able to prepare that the fey wouldn’t see coming. “Also, let’s reach out to the Clovers, Asha, Richard, and ask Amy to call up Cyndi. Anyone who might have insight into dealing with the fey gets tapped as a consultant. Once we have a decent idea of what we’ll potentially be up against, we can start making plans.”

      “Not going to call upon the mighty King of the West?” There was more than a simple question in Deborah’s words, but I didn’t have time to worry about it just then. Whatever her problem was, she could get in line.

      “Gideon isn’t generally the helpful sort, and I can’t imagine he would lower himself to serving as a consultant.” In truth, I knew he had no objection to the sharing of information, but the less close Deborah thought we were, the safer everyone would be. “We’re sticking with the people we know and trust, the ones who give a damn about whether we make it back alive. Let’s make some calls and get ready. Sounds like the House of Fred has an outing to prepare for.”
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      Lillian was right. Even before I’d explained the entire situation to them, every member of my clan was ready to plunge headfirst into the fey lands. Bubba jumped out of his chair so fast that he shattered it, though it was repaired before he sat back down, thanks to Charlotte. There was no hesitation in anyone in this group, not when it came to one of our own.

      By the time we set out, two days later, I was almost grateful to have something to do other than talk about the fey and strategies for dealing with them. Arch booked a pair of armored Agency SUVs, one driven by him, the other piloted by Deborah. In total, we had me, Deborah, Arch, Bubba, Albert, Neil, Amy, and Lillian, who was holding a small model of Charlotte Manor. The model had been Charlotte’s idea and creation, since she couldn’t very well attend in person. The fey were sticklers for the rules, but since the model was made from the same materials as the manor itself and enchanted by the Clovers to conduct Charlotte’s voice, we hoped it would count as her attendance.

      Despite the normally gregarious crew, our vehicle was largely silent as we made our way far from the town of Winslow and neared the Colorado border. I had wound up in the SUV with Deborah, Bubba, Amy, and Lillian. Neil had needed a lot of room in the other car to spread out and prepare his spells, plus Albert had to ride with his sword in his lap, which almost took up another seat. Everyone but Deborah had their eyes turned out the windows, minds on what came next.

      In our two days’ time, we’d done all we could: research on the fey, rumors of how these sorts of trials generally proceeded, any kind of protection we could prepare. Much like vampires, and most other parahumans, the fey had a metal allergy, only theirs wasn’t to silver. Their magic, their realm, was different than ours, so it reacted to a different material. Specifically, iron. Unfortunately, Arch had informed us that the fey would be checking for such substances when we entered the Hollow Woods. They weren’t keen on allowing iron into their realm, and with good reason.

      Being unable to walk in holding weapons of pure iron left us in a weaker position than we might have liked, although, in honesty, I was a little glad we couldn’t take that route. Strolling in with fey-poison in hand sent a very strong message, the sort that might completely remove diplomacy from the table. I still had hope that this might be resolved on peaceful ground. No matter how fearsome the fey’s reputation might be, we would still be dealing with just one person, a single being who might have greater compassion or decency than the rest of their kind. If that seems overly optimistic, do try to remember that in spite of the way vampires were viewed, I’d learned that some of them were quite capable of loyalty, kindness, and decency. If we could meet the fey equivalent of Lillian—heck, at that point, I would probably take a fey-Deborah—then there was hope the day would end well.

      Eventually, our vehicles rumbled to a stop. We were on a dirt road, miles from the highway and hidden from view by the local vegetation. In front of us was an unassuming concrete cube, a minimalist bunker that could have been left over from the Cold War. Arch walked up to it without wasting a moment, shoved a giant key into the lock, and twisted with some effort. The door gave way, creaks like screams rising with every inch it gave, until it finally revealed the interior. I’d thought I was braced for anything, but it turned out I was ill-prepared to stare into a small bunker and see an expanse of mostly barren trees stretching out in all directions.

      “You could have just given us the key,” Lillian said, while the rest of us stared inside with reactions that ranged from curiosity to shock.

      “Enchanted.” Arch’s reply was a grunt, although he seemed more annoyed than winded from hauling open the sizable door. “Anyone other than the agent who was given the key tries to use it, and all you’ll find on the other side is an empty bunker with a case of old beer. Getting back is easier, since we don’t have to worry about the fey wandering through.”

      The fey, I had learned over the past few days, were technically allowed to enter our lands, but rarely chose to do so. The fey lands were their home, and they preferred them to our realm; however, occasional crossover did occur. Sometimes it resulted in love, or at least sex, which accounted for the existence of half-fey like June and September Willowbrook. Their kind was rare for a reason, though. Mostly, the fey kept to their own lands and humans (along with other parahumans) stayed in ours.

      “Remember, swords and weapons stay holstered unless you have a reason to draw them.” I’m not sure I’d ever describe my voice as forceful, but on occasion, I could at least manage a passable veneer of authority. This was just such a moment. I wanted to make sure my entire clan stayed clear on our strategy. “We approach this with diplomacy first, and we will hold that stance for as long as we can.”

      They all nodded, except for Deborah and Arch—but then again, they weren’t members of my clan, so my instructions didn’t necessarily pertain to them. The most I could hope was that they would go with what the House of Fred had decided, at least for a little while.

      One by one, we filed through the door, making our way into the forest within. A wave of smells caught my attention first, the scent of flora that hadn’t been there seconds prior. Stranger still, several of these scents were entirely new, odors I had never experienced before in life or undeath. In the distance, I could hear creatures moving about as my ears reflexively listened for any potential threats. I also took note of the sound of metal jingling from not far off. Turning, I found myself staring at a pair of guards who hadn’t been there moments prior. Both were clad in gleaming armor, with vibrant blues and greens woven between the plating.

      In the past, I’ve described both June and her brother September (Tem, as Krystal called him) as inhumanly beautiful, their near flawless features touched by something otherworldly. With the guards, there was far more than a touch. They were so perfectly sculpted, they almost seemed alien. I had no idea what gender they were, or whether this variety of fey even possessed such a thing. There were many kinds of fey, just as there were many types of parahumans, and different types had different aspects and roles they fulfilled. These were apparently meant for speed or stealth, given the suddenness of their appearance, and I was sure they had ample more talents that we had yet to discover.

      One of them spoke, and with those words, I felt like there was a song in the forest, though no birds sang so much as a note. “You are the House of Fred?”

      “House of Fred, along with Deborah of the Blood Council and Agent Arch Davenport as escort,” I announced, using the same clear, respectful tone I did in most professional settings.

      “You were expected, and we welcome you to these in-between lands.” The speaking fey stepped slightly closer, giving us a careful sniff. “There is but one issue. A whiff of iron clouds the scent of that one. Not pure, yet iron all the same.” An armored finger pointed at Amy, who looked around briefly as though she were confused.

      Glancing down at her wrist, she thumped herself in the temple, then peeled off a small bracelet. “Sorry, got this as a gift a long time ago. I completely forgot there was iron in it. May I throw it back through the door to the other side?”

      Our speaking guard stood back and waited. Amy went ahead and chucked the bracelet through, then waited as Arch carefully pulled the door shut again, sealing us off from the world in which most of us had spent our entire lives.

      “With the iron removed, you may proceed.” The guard motioned behind him to where a path that hadn’t previously existed was winding along. “Follow this trail; it will lead you to your destination. Do not stray from this path. Hellebore has ensured that you may travel it safely. Step away, and no such assurance exists.”

      Both fey stepped back toward the woods and vanished from sight. I caught a slight jingle of metal as they moved, and then nothing. Given how much armor they’d been wearing, it was incredible that they could move so silently. Or perhaps they used enchantments. Anything was on the table now that we had crossed over into a land overflowing with magic.

      There was little to say as we walked down the path, Arch in the front and Deborah bringing up the rear. Our nerves were all on the edge, but Hellebore’s promise held true. Despite a few rumblings and loud thudding steps from within the woods to either side, nothing approached our path.

      We kept walking for quite some distance—it was impossible to tell how long with unfamiliar stars overhead, although the enormous moon did provide ample light for those of us who lacked night vision. I caught Bubba glancing up at the huge white half-circle in the sky, much larger than any moon I’d seen before. If it were full, would he be feeling the urge to transform? I wasn’t sure how this realm’s celestial bodies influenced us as parahumans, and I certainly didn’t plan to stay until sunrise to find out.

      Finally, we rounded a cluster of trees and found ourselves staring at what might once have been some kind of arena. It looked as though it had been plucked from a picture book of the Middle Ages, the sort of place where one might expect to find knights holding a tournament. Some of it was in disrepair to the point of crumbling, while other areas looked as though they’d been built the day before.

      “Strange things happen in these crossover points,” Arch reminded us. “When two realms with their own magic and rules smash against one another, unexpected outcomes can occur.”

      It didn’t completely explain how an arena had ended up here in various stages of disrepair; then again, I wasn’t sure there even was an explanation for that to be had. As I’d learned when negotiating with Cyndi last year, when dealing with magic, one had to accept the reality they were working with, rather than waste time hunting for an explanation that didn’t exist. The structure was here, the path led to it, and that was all we needed to know.

      We arrived, stepping through the open front gate and onto the floor of the arena. Weapons lined the walls—some new, some falling apart like the building itself. Seats dotted the raised areas around us, all of them empty. As my eyes scanned, I caught a hint of movement. Following the shadow, I found myself looking upon what I presumed to be a seat of power for whoever oversaw this place and its goings on. I made that judgment from the fact that it was visibly bigger than the others, and had a cushion rather than any gaudy, ornate decoration. Besides, once I found the “throne,” my attention was immediately captured by its occupant.

      She was tall, taller than any other fey or half-fey I’d met thus far. Her hair was white, and blue, and sometimes both or neither, and if that sounds confusing, then don’t even ask me to try to accurately describe the hues of her eyes. They were clear gems, perfect windows into the deepest days of winter, ice and snow and wind all condensed into a pair of irises. Her gown of silver and blue fit her well, accentuating more of the unnatural perfection I was growing to associate with the fey. From her perch, she looked down on all of us, and when she spoke, it sent chills through every one of us that still had warm blood in our veins.

      “Good evening, House of Fred. I am Hellebore, representative of the Court of Frost. Thank you for joining me on this sacred occasion. Please, ready yourselves. As soon as Agent Krystal Jenkins arrives, it will be time to start.”
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      “Start what, exactly?” I took a careful step forward, aware of Hellebore’s strange eyes watching my every movement. “We came at your summons as a show of good faith, but now that we are here, would you mind explaining why we were needed?”

      “You were asked here because you are the one she intends to wed, and your clan was brought along because they are an extension of you. Agent Jenkins has endured much to win her freedom. The burden for such a task must not be hers alone, however. Some tests must be faced together.”

      Ominous, but not a direct threat. It was about on par with what I’d expected. Even in myths, the fey were hardly renowned for their upfront nature. Still, Hellebore hadn’t directly said we were there to die or spill blood, so part of me was holding out hope for a peaceful option instead.

      I didn’t have to wonder for very long. Whether it was incredible timing or, more likely, some sort of magic, our arrival came a few minutes before a pair of women stepped into the arena from the other side. At a glance, I almost didn’t recognize either; they appeared wildly different than they had six weeks ago when we’d said goodbye inside of Charlotte Manor. Their clothes were unfamiliar and dirty, mud caked their faces, and Krystal’s hair looked to be a couple of inches shorter than it had been. It was also ragged, like she’d hacked a chunk away with a knife. June was hauling an enormous canvas sack with a dried red stain on the bottom.

      “Heart of a rampaging Winter Wolf, as requested,” Krystal snapped. “Now, give us the last task so I can go home . . . to . . . Freddy?” Her last words turned from fierce to stunned as Krystal took notice of us all standing around in the arena.

      I gave a small, reserved wave in her direction. “Hi there. Hard day at work?”

      That was about all I got out before she raced across the arena and slammed into me lips first. Under normal circumstances, I would have felt tremendously awkward about such an intimate display of affection in public, but I had missed her greatly, as well. So overjoyed was I to finally see Krystal again that my embarrassment at our display was merely uncomfortable, rather than crippling.

      After some time—enough for more than a few awkward coughs to be hacked out around us—she finally pulled back. “What the living fuck are you doing here, Freddy? And why did you bring the whole gang along?”

      Although the question was technically directed at me, Krystal’s head was already turning toward where Hellebore was standing, waiting to be addressed. “What’s the deal here? My business is my own, and always has been. I was the one who agreed to marry Tem; I’m the one who wants out of it. The trial is mine, Hellebore, aided only by the contract’s witness. My fiancé and his clan have nothing to do with it.”

      “What a thing to say. You’ve gone through all of this, so many dangerous tasks, so many perilous feats, all for the right to marry this man. Do you not think it fitting that he be asked to prove even a fraction of the same dedication?” Hellebore didn’t raise her voice as she responded; she didn’t need to. Despite the distance from us, every word was sharp and clear.

      Krystal kissed me again, gently this time, and whispered in my ear. “Don’t take this the wrong way.” Then she spun around, facing Hellebore with a furious glare, and took two heavy steps forward.

      “You’re wrong, Hellebore. I love Freddy, I truly do, but he’s not the reason I did all this. The truth is, I’ve known we were going to have this dance since the day I caught Tem cheating on me. I avoided it for a long time, because it was a part of my past I wasn’t ready to face. Freddy just gave me the push I needed to remember that one bad turn doesn’t define an entire life, especially when that life’s as long as ours. I’m the one who wants my full freedom restored. I’m the one who decides what person I’ll marry. And yes, I fully intend to marry the man I love, but make no mistake, I came here to fight for my freedom because it is mine, not because I suddenly had a use for it.”

      I could see why she might have been concerned; self-assurance was hardly one of my strong points, and there were many ways I could misconstrue that kind of statement. However, part of why Krystal and I worked as a couple was that we understood one another. She loved me dearly, but Krystal also loved her freedom. The idea of having part of it bound by the fey was never going to sit well. Our engagement was incentive to tackle something she was always going to have to do.

      “Well, that’s hardly a wild declaration of love, now is it?” Hellebore was unmoved by her words. I wasn’t entirely sure what it would take to move a being like that, and I truly hoped we weren’t going to have to find out. “Practical reasoning, though. It’s a pity you are so set on not wedding September Willowbrook. With a few decades to cool that temper of yours, you might have made a valuable asset to the fey.”

      A snicker rose from behind us, and with a shock, I realized the source. Arch, of all people, had thrown a hand over his mouth to cover the brief fit of laughter. After a moment, he composed himself and addressed the shocked stares of the group. “My apologies. I couldn’t help myself. The idea of ‘a few mere decades’ tempering an agent like Krystal . . . again, sorry for the rudeness.”

      It might have been my imagination, but I was pretty sure I saw a flicker of annoyance mar Hellebore’s features. Her inhumanly perfect face was hard to read, but I trusted my frustration radar. Given the crowd I spent my time with, there had been ample occasion for me to both hone and use it. Hellebore didn’t like being laughed at; she was proud. While that didn’t help me much in the moment, there was no telling what details might end up being useful down the line.

      “Yes, perhaps taming one like her in such a short time is ambitious. Luckily, ambition is not a crime in the Court of Frost.” Hellebore quickly recovered herself, and I didn’t like the gleam in her eyes as she stared down at us. “Very well, Agent Jenkins, you have requested an explanation, and I shall now provide it. For the final test of your trial, I wish to see how well you and your betrothed do when pushed to the edge. In the crucible of battle, one’s true spirit emerges. Let us see whether you two can stand together, or if you’ll fall alone. We both know I lack the necessary power to kill you outright, Agent Jenkins, but for this task, there is a special condition. If you are injured enough to call forth the devil inside, then your trial will be deemed a failure. Other than that, you need only survive until the onslaught is quelled.”

      “Objection!” June was at Krystal’s side in a blur; I’d forgotten how quick she could be. June might even be a match for Deborah’s speed. “The Court of Frost may not assign tasks that are impossible to complete. All tests must be passable; it is the law of our lands. You would demand she fight stripped of her powers? That is more than can be rightfully asked.”

      “Impossible?” Hellebore placed a hand on her chest, as though she’d been wounded. “What a ridiculous notion. Did I not permit her betrothed to bring forth the entirety of his clan? How can one argue that I have presented an insurmountable task by stripping one agent of her powers while filling her ranks with allies? I sense a therian, mages, vampires, even a weapon of destiny. The other agent, however, is not a member of the clan, and as such, will not be permitted to fight.”

      Well, crap on cracker. I’d really been hoping she would forget to exclude Arch, even if that was a flimsy dream. We did still have one ace up our sleeve, though. No sooner had the thought crossed my mind than Deborah piped up from my side, addressing Hellebore directly.

      “You know that I’ve been sworn to protect the life of Fredrick Fletcher until the Blood Council renders judgment. I trust there are no objections to seeing our evaluation process through to the end?”

      To my surprise, Hellebore respectfully nodded. “Of course. The Court of Frost recognizes the authority of the Blood Council. You may fulfill your duty and keep him alive as long as is needed. But unless I am mistaken, there is no such protection or assessment for the rest of the clan. They would not be yours to keep alive.”

      “Correct. The rest of them are fair game,” Deborah replied.

      “What?” I jerked around, meeting her eyes with a glare. “We had a deal. I submit to judgment, the rest of my clan stays safe.”

      She stared right back, waiting. Her silence forced me to search my memory, to recall the exact wording of the contract we’d signed. It never promised safety to my clan, only that the Blood Council wouldn’t be the ones to kill them if I failed my assessment. Hellebore wasn’t part of the Blood Council, but still . . . we’d been together for six weeks. Did she really not care at all whether the others lived or died? Or maybe it wasn’t that at all. Perhaps her hands were bound, just like Arch’s. If that were the case, she could have seemed a little less upbeat about it.

      “I see. You’ll keep me alive, but the rest are on their own.” Not ideal. Not ideal at all. We’d just had our strongest fighters either limited or taken out of the fight entirely. As it stood, the only agent working at full capacity would be June, and I didn’t imagine that even she could single-handedly protect this many of us. “I hope you’re feeling limber, Deborah, because I plan to do all I can to help my clan in whatever ways I am able.”

      My declaration was met with an unexpected smirk. “Good, Fred. That’s exactly the way a clan leader should think.”

      From the other side of the arena, I noticed movement. Something was coming through the same door Krystal and June had used. A lot of somethings, actually; many of them quite large from what I could make out. It was a strange menagerie: living flora, animated ice sculptures, human-shaped hunks of wood. I’d never seen an army quite like it, and unfortunately, “army” definitely felt like the correct word to use. There were so many of these unnatural soldiers making their way into the arena that I quickly lost count.

      “Magical constructs,” Krystal announced to the group. “Fueled by fey magic, with the same weaknesses and strengths, but not alive. They’re lifeless shells; it’s the same as breaking a training dummy.”

      A ripple of ease ran through the group. None of them had felt comfortable with the idea of casually taking a life; they wouldn’t have been in my clan if they were. Empty vessels, mercifully, were another matter entirely. Without moral conflict, they would have no need to hold back. It was a curiously kind gesture to make in our direction; I’d expected Hellebore to exploit our weaknesses. No sooner had the thought run through my mind than June’s words echoed in my ears. The task couldn’t be impossible; that was the law of the court. Forcing us to kill might have qualified as a step too far.

      Still, I was by no means happy with the situation. We were in a tight spot, and constructs or no, I wasn’t one with a proclivity toward violence. We had a chance, at least. The laws of the fey had given us that much.

      Safe on her perch, Hellebore raised a hand overhead. “The final task is simply to survive. If my conditions are met, Agent Jenkins will be released from her contract. If any of the limitations are violated, this task will be considered a failure and she may attempt another—after we clear away the dead, of course.”

      We all tensed. The fray was about to start, and there was no way of knowing what sort of madness would break out when it did. Lifting her hand a few inches higher, Hellebore’s voice came forth, burning in our ears.

      “The final task of Agent Krystal Jenkins’s trial before the Court of Frost begins . . . now.” Hellebore’s hand dropped like a stone, the army of constructs surging forward at her command.

      At the same time, I was just barely able to recognize a flash of metal before surging pain carved into my back. From the moment I’d first signed her contract, part of me had been waiting for Deborah to stab me in the back. I just hadn’t expected her to be so literal about it.

      And I certainly hadn’t expected her to use a silver dagger.
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      I had to make a snap decision. Either I played possum and left my clan to fight on their own, or I showed Deborah that silver didn’t weaken me like it was supposed to. Tempting as it was to hop back up and reveal my secret, there wouldn’t be any point to it yet. Deborah didn’t need silver to stop me; she could break my legs with as little effort as one would snap a carrot. This was symbolic, and until I understood what she was trying to accomplish, I couldn’t work around her. I would have the opportunity afforded by surprise exactly one time, and one time only. I had to use it carefully.

      Dropping to one knee, I let out a tense scream, but didn’t fully collapse. Deborah would have read every file; she would know about my silver-holding contest with Petre of the Turva clan, and so she would expect me to be capable of toughing out the pain to at least some extent. Turning, I tried to look as betrayed as possible. It . . . wasn’t much of a stretch, in all honesty. Despite our roles, I’d grown fond of Deborah. She was one of the few older vampires who had given me hope there was a way to hang on to my humanity even as I aged.

      “I thought you were my bodyguard.”

      “Oh, I still am.” No change in Deborah’s tone, no reaction to my expression. This was all just part of the job. “No wayward lump of animated ice will take you out of the fight. But I’m also here to assess you as a leader, Fred. It’s part of why Hellebore agreed to set up the final test like this. I’ve seen a lot from you so far. I know you care for your clan and your community as a whole. I know that, in terms of diplomacy and inter-parahuman relations, you may be capable of making inroads the rest of us would never imagine. I know your clan loves you, and trusts you, and would likely follow you right into hell if it were needed. What I haven’t gotten to see yet is how you handle real, deadly pressure. Can you lead them? Can you see them through to the other side of this conflict in safety?”

      She hunkered down, meeting my eyes as the sounds of nearby battle rose up. I could hear Neil shouting magical words, and the ring of metal as Albert’s sword came free. “For what it’s worth, this is usually the hardest task we give to the clans being assessed. Stripping a leader of their physical power forces them to lean entirely on the sense in their heads and the trust of their clan. Somehow, I think you might be better prepared to handle this than most of the others I’ve tested.”

      That . . . was actually a fair point. I’d never been one to lean on my vampire strength to see things resolved. While I didn’t have much in the way of tactical experience or strategic planning, I had faith in my clan. They were strong, each and every one of them. If this fight could be won, which seemed to be the case, then I knew my friends would find a way to do so.

      Looking away from Deborah, I assessed the battlefield. Krystal had pulled a gun and was blowing limbs off moving sculptures and humanoid plants, leaving them flailing on the ground. Not far off, June had produced a pair of daggers and was making short work of the enemies Krystal crippled. The two of them were coordinated and flawless, tearing a swath through the enemy’s numbers. I could only imagine what sort of destruction they could wreak if Krystal had been allowed to tap into her powers.

      Neil and Albert were clustered together, fighting nearly back to back. A shield of dark energy, like Albert had employed against the serpentiles, kept Neil protected while Albert swung the Blade of the Unlikely Champion for all that he was worth. The weapon was a potent tool, sundering any construct foolish enough to get within its path. Iron and silver were useful when the occasion demanded, but Albert’s sword was a power unto itself.

      Farther off, Amy was sitting atop a giant burning horse, lobbing bottles that exploded moments later into groups of constructs at a time. The steed—no doubt Bubba using one of Amy’s potions—stampeded around, crushing whatever he could beneath those powerful hooves. Ice shattered and plants caught flame as he thundered through them. Lillian was guarding his flank, darting about and smashing anything that tried to take a direct run at Bubba’s backside. Near them was Arch, standing patiently, the small model of Charlotte Manor safely in his hands.

      They were all powerful, focused, and dangerous. And they were losing.

      From my point of view, I could see more of the battlefield than they could; I could clock just how many of the constructs were rising back up, remaking themselves even after being wounded. I was able to track the swollen numbers of our enemy, see how many were pushing in on the pockets my friends had managed to clear. Soon, the army would overwhelm them. Maybe not everyone—there was real power here, after all. Some would find a way to survive. Unfortunately, that wasn’t good enough. I’d brought my entire clan here, and I’d be damned if we were going to leave without every last one of them.

      Our biggest problem was putting the constructs down for good. Albert’s sword took the life right out of them, and June was gradually slicing them fully apart, but too many were being injured instead of destroyed. We needed something to weaken them, to make every hit count all the more. There was only one substance that could do that for us: iron. I’d really, really hoped that it wouldn’t end up coming to this, but one doesn’t make contingency plans without the willingness to use them.

      “I had a hunch you might be involved in this.” My words didn’t seem to shock Deborah, and that was absolutely okay. Words weren’t the surprise we had in mind. “After all, you admitted to being friends with Hellebore and having a hand in Krystal being gone for so long. Because of that, we decided not to clue you in on every detail of our game plan for today.”

      “A wise move,” Deborah commended. “I hope you’ve made your secret tactics good ones. The tide of battle is not currently on your side.”

      “Then let’s change that, shall we?” I lifted myself a little higher on my knee, raising my voice to make sure it was heard. They were counting on me for the signal, trusting me to fully understand our situation before we exposed our secret. I hoped I was right, but even if I wasn’t, it was still time. Better to try and be wrong than simply wait for failure to wash over us. “Lillian, Albert, time for the arsenal!”

      My command echoed across the battlefield, followed quickly by Lillian muttering, “Shit, I knew he was going to say that.” She started to move, and as she went, I lobbed more instructions to the rest of our friends. We’d have to coordinate this if we wanted to pull it off.

      “Amy, steer Bubba toward Neil and Albert, then put Neil on Bubba’s back. Neil, defend for all you’re worth. Krystal and June, go help cover them; Albert is going to need room to work. Hurry!”

      Some part of me hadn’t really expected them to heed my words, yet they all did without pause. Each of them flew into motion, doing exactly as instructed. Even Krystal and June, though both looked thoroughly confused. They could tell we had something up our sleeves, even if they didn’t yet know what it was.

      “Bringing them all together in a single area. Consolidation of forces,” Deborah surmised. “Not a terrible thought, although it means the fey army only has to funnel their attacks onto one point. Your clan will still be overwhelmed.”

      “A bit of advice, if I may offer it to one so much more experienced. You know more about the world, about living as a vampire, about being a parahuman . . . honestly, there’s virtually nothing you don’t seem to be more informed about than I am, with the possible exception of tax law. However, on this count, you would do well to take careful note: you do not have a better understanding of what my clan can do. I know these people like family, and if you’re ready to count them out, then you truly don’t grasp just how dangerous they really are.”

      Deborah considered my reply for several seconds. “Good speech. Solid sentiment. But unless your clan can do something soon, those were nothing more than pretty words.”

      Everyone had finally managed to converge. Amy hurriedly yanked Neil onto Bubba’s back while Krystal and June carved out a small perimeter. In the center, Albert and Lillian had at last made it to one another. The time had arrived. As long as the others could hold the line, we had a chance.

      “Do you know what makes my clan so dangerous, Deborah? It isn’t just the bond that exists between us, though that is something quite powerful indeed. Nor is it the raw strength of our clan as a whole. I wouldn’t even consider our alliances with prominent members of the parahuman community to be our scariest aspect. No, what makes these people special is that they are strange, misshapen for the roles they were meant to fill. Any of them could have a more mundane life, align with the traditional power structures that would keep them safe. Instead, they threw their lot in with me, an accountant who has no business or experience leading any sort of organization, let alone this. That’s why they’re dangerous.”

      I could already see Albert lining up his strike. He would probably only get one chance to do this properly. After that, things were going to get much riskier than they already were, and that was saying something. He could do it, though. I had faith in Albert; I knew how hard he’d been training for a moment exactly like this one.

      “Because they’re followers?” Deborah asked.

      “Because they’re goddamn lunatics. Each and every one, crazy as the night is long. And that means they come up with some truly insane ideas.”

      With a mighty swing, Albert whipped his sword around and sliced cleanly into his target: Lillian’s stomach.
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      Deborah stiffened in a rare moment of shock. Finally, this was a move she hadn’t seen coming. I grimaced as I watched Lillian plunge her own hands into her gut, wincing through the pain to pull out the first of several plastic-lined objects. She tossed it to Krystal, who yanked off the plastic to reveal a small dagger. Instantly, the constructs around her drew back. They could already tell what the weapon was made from: iron. Dangerous, deadly iron had been smuggled into the lands of the fey.

      The tension in Deborah faded as understanding set in. “I see. You hid the iron inside an undead’s stomach cavity, where not even a fey’s senses would catch it. That was why Amy wore the bracelet when we first entered, to establish a reason why the faint whiff of iron might follow us, just in case. I suppose my question is how you knew Lillian would be the one still in play by this point.”

      “We didn’t. I’ve got a supply in my stomach, as well.” Thankfully, we hadn’t needed to do something as troublesome as swallowing the weapons whole. One of the many upsides to having a necromancer in the clan was his ability to work magic on the undead. A spell to put us under, and a few to put the tools in place, had made the process relatively painless. Of course, it was the kind of thing one could only do if they were willing to go under and trust their very life to a member of their clan. That was why I’d felt confident that it was a plan worth trying. As a rule, I’d found any strategy that hinged heavily on vulnerability and trust was one that few other parahumans seemed to consider.

      “Amy also had the Clovers enchant those bags to help mask the iron, as an extra precaution,” I added. “It was my very real intention that today would end without violence or bloodshed, but I’ve started to better appreciate the value in planning for contingencies.”

      Another toss from Lillian; this time to Amy. She’d only been able to fit four daggers in her stomach, but that was enough to equip most of our clan. Arch and Charlotte were on the sidelines; as a half-fey, June couldn’t touch iron; Bubba was an alchemically modified horse, and Albert already had the best weapon on the battlefield. That left only Krystal, Amy, Neil, and Lillian to arm. In the original plan, Arch had been expected to take a dagger while Neil relied on magic, but we’d been prepared to make changes on the fly to meet the needs of our challenge.

      Once the iron daggers entered my friends’ hands, the tide of battle began to shift. No longer were the constructs hobbling back up and reforming after crippling blows. One stab from the iron daggers tore the enchanted life from their bodies, sending them tumbling to the ground in heaps of ice and branches. The surging forces that had been set on overwhelming their opponents were suddenly forced to fan out in temporary retreat. Spread across the battlefield, it was a fight; clumped up on top of each other, it was a slaughter.

      “Not bad.” Deborah watched it all unfold with an analytical gaze, taking careful note of everything she saw. “Not bad at all.”

      “Well, it’s not on par with secretly smuggling a silver dagger in the same car as two other vampires, but I do like to try.”

      From her side, Deborah lifted a dark sheath into my line of view. I couldn’t quite tell what it was made of. The material seemed utterly foreign; though, if I had to guess, it probably fit the blade currently jammed inside my back. “Sheath made from dragon scales and enchanted by an archmage. Position and experience do have their perks.”

      While my eyes might have widened a touch at the words “dragon scales,” the sheath itself was far from shocking. I’d always known she had access to more resources than most of us could ever dream of seeing, and this whole fight had illustrated the depth of her connections. Deborah had enough clout to have the Court of Frost help her test a single lowly vampire. It was important to make myself remember that, even in complete victory, we would not defeat Deborah; we’d only pass her test. This wasn’t her trying to kill us, and if I ever let time or pride cloud that fact, I would be putting my entire clan at risk. I’d learned a great deal from her, much more than I’d ever expected, but there was no lesson that landed harder than the one Lillian had tried to tell me weeks ago: the Blood Council was terrifying, and not to be trifled with.

      On the battlefield, my friends had broken into teams once more. Krystal and June were a terrifying duo, stabbing and slicing in a whirlwind of blades. Bubba was still stampeding, only now, Amy was running behind him, finishing off the enemies he knocked down while Lillian guarded her rear. Albert and Neil were the ones who drew the most attention, however.

      Standing in the center of a crowd of constructs, Albert was swinging with all his might. At his side, Neil was doing his best with the dagger, but he couldn’t hope to match Albert’s power. I almost didn’t see it, the glance Neil shot over to the sidelines, to where Arch was standing patiently. That was it, a single look, to which Arch replied with a stiff, visible nod of the head. Permission. He’d just gotten permission to do something. The question was what?

      I didn’t have to wonder for very long. Neil reformed his magical barrier and dropped low, creating as small a target as possible. For an instant, I thought he was exhausted and trying to recover. Then I saw Albert begin to glow. At first, that was the only change; a sheen of light across Albert’s skin. Seconds later, he struck another ice-construct, only this time, he didn’t merely slice it. Shards of ice sprayed across the plant-monsters to its rear, the hit so hard it literally tore the living sculpture apart. That blow was much stronger than the ones that had come before, and Neil was only getting started.

      Every strike of the sword seemed to be stronger, and I soon realized that Albert was getting faster. His movements were so fast, in fact, so precise, that I was reasonably certain I couldn’t have tracked them using human eyes. What had seemed like an army assaulting a single duo minutes prior, now looked more akin to rats fighting a mountain. Not in terms of size—Albert hadn’t magically shot up to fifty feet tall or anything—merely in terms of power. I knew he and Neil had been training with Arch; I was fully aware of how hard both of them had been working, and even with all of that, I’d still grossly underestimated how much they had grown.

      The sword had been right from the beginning. None of us saw it. None of us would have ever guessed it. And yet, as I watched Albert cleave easily through a pseudo-leg as thick as a real tree trunk, there was no denying the truth in what lay before us: the Blade of the Unlikely Champion had unquestionably found the right person to wield it.

      “I miss this.”

      Of all the commentary I’d expected from Deborah, that wasn’t anything I’d imagined slipping past her lips. I wasn’t even sure she knew she had said out loud at first, until she continued.

      “Fighting for your people, shoulder-to-shoulder, willing to put everything on the line for one another, the terror of not knowing if you’ll make it out alive, the rush of evenly matched combat, the unconquerable fear of the loss. I miss pushing your limits and seeing the rest of your clan break beyond theirs. Enjoy this time, Fred. The youth of a vampire is chaotic, dangerous, and often deadly, but it’s usually the most exciting point of your life. When you get older, stronger, things slow down. Alliances and treaties mean battles have too many consequences, and the league you play in grows to accommodate far more deadly foes.”

      “If you’re really that eager to relive the past, I believe our clan has a few more empty spots we can fill. Although, I should warn you, as a rule, we’re a little more restrained in our violence than today. I can’t imagine that most of them would fight so hard if there was real life on the line.”

      “I know. That’s why they’re constructs,” Deborah said. “It must be possible for you to win, and after six weeks, I’ve learned your attitude toward violence quite well. In truth, it was one of the largest points in your favor.”

      From any other vampire, that sentiment might have surprised me. Deborah and I didn’t see eye-to-eye on everything, especially not when dealing with potential threats, but I could respect the way she viewed the world. I hoped she could respect, or at least accept, the way we did things, as well.

      Leaning down, Deborah grabbed the handle of the knife and jerked it out, putting it quickly back into its sheath. “I think you’re smart enough to stay put without this, so there’s no need to make you suffer. As for the offer, I’ll have to pass. I had my youth, and it was glorious. Going backward would be pure indulgence, and I’ve got too much responsibility for that.” She paused, looking down at my back more carefully.

      A sudden explosion drew both of our attentions away from Albert, who’d been hard to turn away from, and over to Amy. A huge circle of magical purple flames had appeared in her area of the battlefield, engulfing the constructs inside and turning them to water vapor and ash. Not content with just that, Amy pointed to another cluster of enemies. The purple fire struck out at them with what looked like a burning tentacle, setting all it touched ablaze. I knew that just because a mage specialized in one field—alchemy, in Amy’s case—didn’t mean they couldn’t learn other forms of magic, but this was beyond anything I’d ever expected.

      How had she pulled off a spell like that under these conditions? My eyes traveled to the ground where the circle of fire continued to burn, taking notice of the tracks winding their way around the purple inferno. Runes. What I’d mistaken for Bubba stampeding at random had in fact been him following specific, precise directions from Amy. He’d been etching runes into the dirt with his heavy hooves, building the spell slowly while storming through the enemies. It was the kind of technique that demanded incredibly high amounts of trust and communication, which made it the perfect tactic for the strange pair of friends who’d come up with it.

      “I don’t know what the standards for a clan are.” I rose to my feet with care, making sure that Deborah didn’t misinterpret my motions as me trying to defy her orders. “I know that I, as an individual, am not as strong as you, or Quinn, or Petre, or Lillian. But we, as the House of Fred, are not weak, and I’m fairly certain most other vampire clans of our age and size would not be able to do what you’re watching mine accomplish. Not without taking substantial losses.”

      There wasn’t much left to watch. Despite the difference in numbers, iron and teamwork had made quite a difference, to say nothing of the spectacles Amy and Albert had put on. If the agents had been at full strength—or capable of using the necessary weapons, in June’s case—I imagined it would have been an even shorter fight. In a way, I was glad Hellebore and Deborah had put those limits on us. It gave the rest of my friends a chance to show what they could really do when push came to shove.

      “There was never any question about the raw strength of your clan,” Deborah told me. “You have a prodigy necromancer teamed with a zombie who wields a weapon of destiny, one of the most brilliant alchemists in the nation, a therian willing to undergo magical augmentation, a sentient safe-house unlike nearly any other, and you topped it off by poaching one of the House of Turva’s top fighters. That’s not even including your allies: the King of the West, the head of the local therians, two internationally renowned enchanters, and what appears to be three agents, one of whom is training actual members of your clan. To be frank, the raw power of your clan is one of the reasons we undertook this examination in the first place.”

      That comment caught me by such surprise that words popped out of my mouth on instinct. “I thought the House of Turva made a complaint about us?”

      “Of course they did; you beat them fairly, so they turned to playing politics in an effort to snatch victory from the ashes of defeat. Happens all the time, which is part of why we made it clear the Blood Council wasn’t to be lightly drawn into such petty squabbles. But you and yours were a special case. What you see as a group of friends could be interpreted by others as the beginning of a revolution. A multi-parahuman clan is dangerous. Under the right leadership, with enough time and the right recruits, they could challenge existing power structures. Think about how you’d fight a gang of therians versus vampires or mages. If we had to fight your clan, or a stronger version of it, then the matter gets immensely more complicated. You represent a potential threat, and the Blood Council makes a habit of being on top of such things long before they turn into problems.”

      It seemed a bit of a stretch to imply that my clan could ever contend with an organization comprised of members as strong as Deborah, but when viewed with a long-term mindset, I had to admit it made a modicum of sense. Parahumans either died or aged, and most of the ones I knew would only get stronger the longer they were around. Nervous now, I glanced at her profile, checking for any telltale signs of attack.

      “I hope that, with all you’ve seen, you realize now that my clan, my friends, have no real interest in going down that route. All we want, all we’ve ever wanted, is to go about our lives in peace.”

      “Relax, Fred.” A hand patted me lightly on the back, near the place where the wound from the dagger had been. “It’s done. You showed forethought with the daggers, cunning in keeping me out of the loop, and leadership in the way you gave your friends direction while being wounded and stuck outside the battle. Yes, physically, you’re weak, but we could change that just by feeding you the right type of blood. Knowing how to think, how to lead, those are far more important factors to me. Anyway, at this point, I couldn’t kill you even if I wanted to.”

      I knew. Just from the tone. Even before her hand hit my back again, right on the place I’d gotten stabbed and with much harder force, enough to send me stumbling a step forward.

      “After all, as a member of the Blood Council, it would be ridiculous of me to kill off what appears to be the first vampire in known history who’s immune to silver.”
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      That was the sort of comment that very much demanded some follow-up discussion. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a chance to keep talking, as in the stands, Hellebore clapped her hands together once. Just that one gesture, and suddenly, the battle was over. The three remaining constructs collapsed, Amy’s fire burned out, Neil’s barrier vanished, and Albert stopped glowing. Even Bubba seemed to be turning back into a regular horse, and then, moments later, into a human once more. Somehow, Hellebore had swept all magic from the arena with virtually no effort at all. I could see why Krystal had opted to play ball with the fey rather than stick to her usual tactics of aggression and cursing. Against that kind of power, even she had to be careful.

      “The trial is finished. Agent Jenkins, while I do not condone bringing iron into our lands, I also did not expressly forbid its use; therefore, you have won the battle without violating any of my conditions. As a representative of the Court of Frost, I hereby release you from your contract of betrothal. You are free to marry as you wish.”

      Krystal was battered, tired, and had blood dripping from a wound on her temple, yet she still let out a whoop of pure joy at the news. When her yell had faded, she looked up at Hellebore and bowed, albeit slightly.

      “I accept the judgment of the Court of Frost and thank you for your time.”

      “Oh no, Agent Jenkins, it is the Court of Frost who thanks you.” Despite her construct army getting creamed, Hellebore didn’t appear to be bothered at all. If anything, she looked like a cat who’d stolen a songbird from its cage. “While having an agent in our hand was useful, favors owed by the Blood Council are worth far more to us. On that note, Prudence, I trust that you will honor your debts.”

      It was Deborah’s turn to bow, and there was nothing slight about hers. “No titles, please. I am here today as a bodyguard, and nothing more. But you can rest assured; the markers I offered came with the full consent of the Blood Council, and will be repaid properly when presented.”

      Now that I had the whole picture, my respect for Hellebore only increased. She’d set things up so that even if she lost her leverage over an agent, the fey would gain favors from the Blood Council. No matter how this day went down, whether we won or lost, Hellebore had come out ahead. That was politics and scheming at its finest; I could see why so many people feared the fey.

      “Very well, then. The trial has been concluded, and debts have been pledged or settled. The Court of Frost hereby releases you all back into the lands of humanity. Take that detestable metal with you. I will be quite cross if so much as even a scrap remains upon your departure.”

      Hellebore gave one final glance to Deborah, then vanished in a flurry of snowflakes. At first, we all stood frozen, waiting for some other threat or danger to rear its ugly head. Slowly, the truth settled in: it was over, and we’d come out intact. We started moving, and just like that, we became a crush of bodies all meeting at once. Hugs and cheers abounded as relief washed over us. Only Deborah, Arch, and June stayed out of the fray; the first two out of choice, June because she couldn’t get that close to our iron daggers.

      In the middle of it all, I found my way to Krystal. She picked up right where she’d left off upon arrival, planting a kiss on me that threatened to knock me from my feet. Happy as we all were, we didn’t celebrate for long. This was a foreign realm, with unknown dangers and magic. The sooner we crossed back over, the better. Within a few minutes of Hellebore’s disappearance, we were back on the trail heading toward the exit.

      By coincidence or design—I’ve never figured out which—Deborah ended up far away from me. She was still guarding the rear, but Krystal pulled me to the front, filling me in on some of her adventures in the six weeks she’d been away. Her journey was an incredible one, and I could scarcely fathom the kind of perils she’d overcome. It made for a wonderful distraction, as well, keeping me from brooding too much about what might come next for me.

      How Deborah knew was irrelevant—she did, and it would be easy enough to prove even if I could sow seeds of doubt, which felt like something of a long shot. After all, wounds from silver weapons healed far more slowly on most parahumans . . . and then I realized: that was the moment that had given me away. When she pulled the dagger out, my body did what it always does in such situations: it healed. As an experienced vampire, she would have absolutely known that my wound shouldn’t close that fast. Between seeing the injury heal and knowing about my contest of holding silver knives with Petre, it would have been easy to put the pieces together.

      The real question was what she planned to do with that information. Probably not death, not at first, especially if she planned to study me. Unfortunately, vampires could endure quite a bit before dying. She might even be able to halfway manage a dissection or its magical equivalent without crossing the line into permanent death. Taking a glance over my shoulder, I found Deborah’s eyes watching, waiting. She knew I was worried, and while there was nothing angry or aggressive in her expression, that wasn’t as reassuring as it should have been. Deborah was practical, not cruel. Even if she took no joy in carving me up, or handing me over to the Blood Council, it didn’t mean she’d hesitate to do either if she deemed it the right choice for the greater good.

      However, that same practicality was also my largest ray of hope, strangely enough. If it wasn’t efficient, if there wasn’t a point to cutting me open, then she wouldn’t waste time in trying. The fact that she hadn’t struck yet was also encouraging, although I had to entertain the possibility that she was merely waiting until we’d left the fey lands. There was nothing for me to do, though. My secret was out, and the ball was firmly in Deborah’s court.

      Since I had no control over the situation, I resolved to simply enjoy whatever time I had left. Taking Krystal’s hand in mine as she continued to tell me about tracking a Winter Wolf across a tundra, I tried to savor the moment. Most of the people I cared about were here, safe and happy. Should the worst come to pass, my bargain with Deborah would still be in effect. The others could continue on like this—sad for a while, perhaps, but they’d all have long lives ahead of them. Lives that would keep going, and be filled with new challenges, surprises, and joys whether I was there or not.

      Surprisingly, that thought turned out to be a larger comfort than I’d expected.

      Getting back to the door that took us home seemed to be a faster journey than walking to the arena had been. I don’t mean that in a “we were all happy so time flew by” context, either. Quite literally, there was less ground to cover, as though the trail had shrunken while we were fighting. My body tensed as we reached the exit, which, from this side, looked like a metal door someone had haphazardly jammed into a forest for no reason. This close to getting out, I found myself waiting for the other shoe to drop, for one final fey assault to overtake us.

      None came, and Arch yanked the door open without issue. Together, we all walked back out of the concrete bunker and into the late evening of our own world. Stepping across a magical border into part of another realm had certainly made for an interesting experience, but I didn’t think I’d ever been happier to set foot on Colorado soil.

      “I hate to impose, I really do, but would it be possible for Fred and me to take one of the cars back alone?”

      Deborah’s voice was calm, pleasant even, yet I grew still at the sound of it. She wanted to get me away from the others for this next part. That didn’t mean for sure that I was about to die, but it certainly wasn’t a vote of confidence.

      “Um, I just spent six weeks camping out in the fucking fey lands. If you think I’m not spending the ride catching up with my man, then you’ve obviously forgotten everything about being human,” Krystal snapped. “Also, hello, and who the fuck are you?”

      “Deborah is here representing the Blood Council; she’s been conducting an assessment on Fred since you left. Since the day you left, in fact.” Arch had taken the chance to light up one of his endless supply of cigarettes before we got into the cars, almost like he’d known there would be a discussion before departure. “If you were too distracted to catch it when Hellebore addressed her, Deborah is serving as Prudence.”

      “Oh, well, in that case, sure, I’ll happily let a member of the Blood Council drive off with Freddy in her clutches. Yeah, no, that’s not happening, and remember, I’m not under fey rules to hold back anymore.” Krystal’s hand dropped a little lower, that much closer to her gun.

      In response, Deborah raised her arms, reminding us that she was technically unarmed. “Relax, Agent Jenkins. This is simply a good chance for Fred and me to have a final discussion regarding his assessment and put the whole ugly matter to bed. The sooner the assessment is done, the sooner I leave, and isn’t that ultimately what we all want? I will even offer a guarantee of safety: Fred shall be delivered to Charlotte Manor completely unharmed and before sunrise. I swear it on behalf of the Blood Council.”

      It was a good offer, but Krystal didn’t so much as bat an eye. “Look, asshole, you don’t know me, but I’m not one to repeat myself, so step away—”

      “Krystal, it’s fine. I’ll go.” Interrupting someone was, of course, quite rude, but I couldn’t risk letting this spin out of hand. “Deborah has been acting as my bodyguard this whole time, and I’ve come through it safely. One last car ride isn’t going to hurt, and if it means wrapping all of this Blood Council business up, then I’m for it. We’ll be perfectly fine.”

      I genuinely had no idea if that was true. Deborah would probably keep her word, since she’d sworn on the Blood Council, but that didn’t stop her from snatching me up the next time I stepped outside. The only thing I knew without question was that if this was going to get violent, I didn’t want any of the others getting dragged in. Better to take the ride and put myself at risk than take the chance of Deborah deciding to bring me in by force. If she did, the others would fight, and even if they somehow won, there would be casualties. That was possibility was unacceptable. I was the head of this clan; I was the one who should be put at risk.

      “Let them go, Krystal. She ran everything through the proper channels. She’s got the right to do this. And she’s smart. Deborah knows the kinds of enemies she’d make by going rogue on this, especially now that she’s sworn on her office.” Arch stubbed out his cigarette in the box he always kept for ashes, then pulled out a set of keys. “Going to be snug for the rest of us, so everyone get ready to squeeze in tight. Albert, you and that sword are riding in the back.”

      Slowly, warily, the rest of my friends piled into the first SUV. Krystal was the last to go, giving me a long kiss, followed by staring Deborah down for several seconds. “I’ve been doing nothing but hunting and fighting for over a month; don’t think I won’t happily keep it going for a few more days. Freddy, be safe, and get home soon.” One last kiss, this time to the cheek, and then Krystal finally got into the vehicle.

      Doors slammed, an engine revved, and the SUV drove off down the same dirt road we’d arrived on. With everyone gone, Deborah and I climbed into the front of our vehicle. Neither of us said anything until the seat belts were clicked into place and the engine was running.

      “So, what comes now?”

      “Now, we start at the beginning,” Deborah replied. “When did you first discover you were immune to silver?”

      I could have lied, pretended I was like this since I’d been turned into a vampire, but I really didn’t see the point. If nothing else, letting her in on the truth would show her how impossible a task it was to recreate the situation. How many dragons of Gideon’s power ended up captured? And how often would a vampire be in a position to help free them? Whether the truth would make me more valuable alive or not was impossible to predict. But at this point, honesty was all I had left.

      “I didn’t start out immune to silver. In the beginning, it hurt me the same as any other vampire. Something . . . happened to change that, though, something involving the King of the West.”

      It was one of the few times I’d seen a flash of surprise on Deborah’s face. She put the SUV in drive and stepped on the gas, sending us in the same direction as the other vehicle. “Sounds like you’ve got quite a story there, which works nicely since we’re looking at a long drive. Take your time, and tell me everything.”
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      It might have been the first time I’d seen Deborah truly stunned, let alone shocked into silence. The only sound after I finished explaining my incident with Gideon was the occasional squeal of tires or click of the turn signal. I didn’t try to push the issue: as long as she wasn’t directly threatening or killing me, I was happy to let her take all the processing time she needed.

      “If this were coming to me from anyone else, vampire or parahuman, I wouldn’t believe it. You helped to free a dragon, the King of the West, and in the process, he used you as a conduit for his will and power, the result of which is that you’re somehow immune to silver. That’s crazy, Fred. Pure, unrestrained crazy. Yet, somehow, I think you’re telling the truth . . . partially because you’re not a particularly adept liar, but mostly because I’ve witnessed the evidence with my own eyes. Insane as that story is, it’s matched by the proof I’ve seen. That a vampire can just . . . shrug off one of the most ubiquitous parahuman weaknesses in existence . . . it is just the silver, right?”

      “So far as I know, yes. Sunlight still stings, garlic gives me the usual reaction, and fire makes me skittish. I haven’t tried setting myself alight, staking, or decapitation yet, but I’ve got no reason to think they’ll be any different. I can be hurt; I’ve been injured several times since the incident.” Pausing, I debated over how far to take this. Deborah knew my main secret, and that was bad enough. There was more, though. The only question was whether or not I wanted to go all-in with my confession to a member of the Blood Council. Deborah might be my best shot at an ally in this, but that would be less likely if she found out that I was still hiding things from her.

      Ultimately, it came down to answers. I wanted some. I wanted to know what had happened to me; I wanted to know what else might be on the horizon. No one knew at the moment, true, but the resources and knowledge of the Blood Council made finding those answers a lot more viable. I couldn’t do this alone. I’d learned that lesson over and over since the moment I’d been turned into a vampire. Pragmatic to the point of ruthlessness though she was, Deborah wasn’t cruel. She didn’t kill without purpose, so I had to hope that I was worth more to her undead than fully dead.

      “There is one more thing. I’m sure you’re aware of my sire, Quinn, and his attack on an Agency base last year. During that time, he was using some collar that amplified his natural control as a sire to command a squad of innocent people that he’d turned. It didn’t work on me.”

      “Well, your sire is an unmitigated bastard, so I can’t say I’m too choked up over that part,” Deborah replied. “Although, it does make a certain amount of sense.”

      That was the first time anyone had used the word “sense” about my condition, so naturally, I was intrigued. “How so?”

      She took her time responding, changing lanes a few times to get past a small block of traffic that was slowing things down. Every move was fluid and perfect; Deborah knew where she would end up before she ever touched the turn signal. Things like this, like me, events that could catch her off guard, must have been rarer and rarer as the centuries wore on.

      “A vampire is a dead body animated by magic. Yes, we keep our minds or souls or whatever it is that can linger on in ghost form after a body dies, but at our core, that’s what we are: corpses held aloft by strings of magic. Legends say that the first vampire was the one who found the magic, who gifted it to those he felt deserved eternal life, and we’ve been passing it along ever since. We are part magic, part flesh. The flesh can be changed; use the right weapon and you can leave a wound that not even we can heal from.”

      “Like Quinn’s arm,” I said.

      “Precisely. So, if the flesh part of our equation can be changed under the right circumstances, then it isn’t reaching to consider the idea that our magical aspect can be influenced, as well. It’s never happened before, but we’ve also never had a vampire wander into a situation where a dragon needed to flood them with power. The magic of a dragon is already unpredictable. What you channeled must have left a mark of some kind behind that slightly changed the foundation of whatever it is that lets you continue living even though you’ve died.”

      I stifled a sigh, albeit poorly. So badly, in fact, that Deborah took notice. “Something wrong with my theory?”

      “Not at all. It’s the same one Arch and Krystal came up with after we discovered my change. My apologies; I didn’t mean to be rude. I suppose I was just hoping that you might have more insight or answers. That’s an unreasonable expectation, though; this is as new to you as it was to us.”

      We exited the highway, heading toward Charlotte Manor, and I noticed that Deborah was slowing down. It wouldn’t have stood out if not for her normally aggressive driving style. She wanted to keep talking; this discussion wasn’t over yet.

      “Trust me, we both want answers. And the Blood Council will, too. What you have is not exactly a game changer—there are plenty of non-silver weaknesses out there for us—but it is something a lot of vampires would do deadly, dangerous things to have. The good news for you is that until we fully understand your condition and whether or not it can be replicated, the Blood Council isn’t going to even entertain the idea of killing you, especially since you already passed your assessment. The bad news is that they’ll want to study you. Since you’re marrying an agent and officially aligned with the Agency, as well as the King of the West, I don’t think they’ll have the clout to force you into captivity, but there’s no way we’ll just let this go.”

      “It’s a free country, and Winslow already has another vampire clan living here. Let them move out here if they like. I do my business in the open; they’re welcome to watch all they want.” I made a conscious effort to sound calmer than I felt. This wasn’t the time to let on just how nervous the idea of even more vampires in my town made me. At least the House of Turva felt the need to play nice due to all the other parahumans around. Would the Blood Council have such compunctions?

      Deborah shook her head. “Not the kind of study I mean. But, as Prudence, it is my evaluation that taking you into captivity by force represents more danger than is wise. What you have, what you are, is fundamentally connected to the power of a dragon. That means the King of the West has a stake in this, and moving against his pawns often comes with a heavy toll. I think establishing a more cooperative relationship with a willing participant would make things easier on all of us. You get to keep living your life, and we don’t have to sacrifice thousands to Gideon’s wrath just to put you in a cage.”

      “If you’re more worried about Gideon than Krystal in that situation, then you need to spend more time with my fiancée.” It really wasn’t the time for jokes, but sometimes, you get through a situation using any tool that carries you forward. “I get your meaning, though. Either I play nice and we all get along, or I push the matter and throw us all into a world of trouble. Maybe it’s worth the losses to you to take me in, maybe it isn’t, but either way, people will probably end up hurt, or worse, in the conflict. That about sum it up?”

      “Nicely so.” Instead of turning down the road toward Charlotte Manor, Deborah took a slight detour, putting us in the parking lot of an old grocery store that had shut down. She didn’t kill the engine, though she did shift it into park. “I’ll do my best to shoot straight with you on this. Granted, I don’t have many answers to offer at the moment, not until I talk with the others, but I can still try to put your fears at ease. I’ll recommend that we do this peacefully, and the others will listen. What shape that cooperative effort takes is something we’ll have to figure out in time. As long as we’re on the same page, we can do this in a way that keeps everyone happy and doesn’t trigger a small war. Any questions on what little we’ve got so far?”

      I actually did have a question, one that had been bouncing around in my mind for a while. It wasn’t exactly on topic, but I wasn’t one to pass up an open opportunity for knowledge. “What is the Prudence? Sebastian mentioned it, Hellebore called you that, and you just used the word yourself. It’s a title, I take it. I’m just not sure of the context.”

      That drew a half-chuckle from Deborah, and her gaze momentarily softened. “You can be an odd one sometimes, Fred. That’s not the question most people would ask in this situation. Still, I made the offer, so I suppose you deserve a response. Those on the Blood Council have roles they serve, and titles to go with them. The exact wording has changed with time and language, yet the purposes of our roles have never shifted. I am the current Prudence, the member tasked with caution, planning, forethought, all the sorts of things you’d probably expect given our time together.”

      She raised her right hand, slowly closed it into a fist, and then began to raise her fingers one by one. “Prudence. Wrath. Pride. Wisdom.” There was a pause, slight but unmistakable, between those four and the final finger. “Control. Those are the five aspects of the Blood Council. Wrath is our version of a general; he oversees combat-related issues and drops the hammer when it is deemed to need dropping. Pride handles our alliances: diplomacy, image management, anything related to ensuring vampires are properly feared and respected. Wisdom is our researcher, both in terms of ancient lore and modern secrets—and yes, upon leaving you, he is the first one I’ll be calling. Control coordinates the other four, resolving disputes and leading the Blood Council overall. We all have a say in things, but Control is the one who breaks the ties. Those are the roles we all serve, and many of us have held them for a very long time.”

      Worrying though it was to discover there was someone higher up the ladder that Deborah would have to deal with, I was also intrigued to discover more about our ruling body. Besides, I’d learned to trust that Deborah wasn’t one to promise anything she couldn’t deliver on. If she felt she could smooth things over, then I would trust her.

      “One more question,” I said. “What comes next?”

      “In a general sense, I take you home. You reunite with that woman who was so happy to see you. You find a new bodyguard, since my assignment is over. The Turva clan shouldn’t be a major concern going forward, there was merit to the question of whether you were fit to lead so I won’t wipe them out, but they’ll still get some pain and a firm warning to steer clear of your clan. Have to make sure my fearsome reputation stays intact. As for future dealings with the Blood Council, being ageless means we’re not prone to jumping into things without giving all the angles proper consideration. Soon, you’ll hear from us. Just do your best to keep out of trouble until then. That’s what comes next in the long-term, mind you. In the short-term, we have a matter to settle before I take you home.”

      Digging into a pocket on her side, Deborah rummaged around before pulling out an empty bottle. Twisting off the top, she jiggled the glass container while meeting my eyes with a serious stare. “I’m going to need some blood.”

      The possibility had occurred to me, and at least she was asking, in a way. Vampires had blood—it made sense, since we were always drinking the stuff—though we didn’t have as much as humans. When wounded, my blood had always seemed thicker than the normal version, as though it was heading toward congealment but hadn’t quite made it yet. It meant we didn’t bleed much, even when injured, which was normally a good thing. Tonight, on the other hand, it was probably going to make this process much harder than it otherwise would have been.

      Slowly, I sank my fangs into my left forearm, creating a pair of holes inches below the wrist. Holding it over the jar, I watched as droplets of blood began to fall. I’d discovered last year when I chomped into Quinn’s ankle that the fangs of a vampire made potent weapons even against our own kind, so it didn’t surprise me when the holes I’d made healed more slowly than they would have otherwise. Even with that, it took two more bites before we got the jar to halfway full. I started to pull my hand away, but Deborah reached out and grabbed it.

      “One moment. This is the first question I’m going to get upon returning, so we may as well knock it out now.” She leaned in and licked the remaining blood from my forearm just as the wounds fully closed. I could see the darker red on her tongue as her mouth closed, followed by her eyes moments later. “Hmm. Tastes like normal vampire blood, which is to say terrible. Never drink from another vampire if you can help it. While what we’ve got is still considered blood, most of the nutrients are already gone, since our bodies absorb them. You can sometimes get a residual boost off whatever parahuman they last fed from, but it’s rarely worth the risk. This time, it’s unavoidable, since I have to test the obvious.”

      Before I could properly wonder what “the obvious” was, Deborah had pulled out her silver knife. Carefully, she carved a slice across the back of her left arm, crimson blood oozing out slowly across the dark canvas of her skin. “Nope, that still hurts like hell. I didn’t think it would be that easy, but I still had to check. We might still get answers from your blood, though; in the hands of our experts, I’m sure there’s plenty more to be unlocked. Don’t be surprised if we come calling for more, down the line.”

      “So long as I have time to regenerate it, I don’t mind.”

      Deborah shifted the SUV back into drive and took us out of the parking lot; true to her word, she was dropping me off at Charlotte Manor, as promised. We arrived to find most of my friends out on the porch, watching for my arrival. I could see that Krystal hadn’t even bothered to shower, despite the weeks of wilderness that still clung to her skin. We made eye contact through the windshield, and I noticed her hand never strayed too far from her gun.

      “You’re right about them,” Deborah told me. “They are indeed lunatics. But they’re loyal lunatics. They love one another, and they love you. I’ve seen many, many clans in my time, and you can’t imagine how rare it is for ones like this to come along, units founded on trust and support rather than fear and control. I’m glad I didn’t have to disband it.”

      “Thank you for that, by the way. Not sure I ever properly expressed my gratitude in the chaos of that fight.”

      “No thanks needed, and I mean that. I didn’t do anything. You, your clan, you all passed on your own merit.” Deborah reached over and popped my door open. “Time to go back where you belong, and I’ll do the same. Tell the others I’ll send for my van and things; I think tonight is best left to you and yours. It’s been an interesting six weeks, Fred. Thanks for keeping me entertained.”

      I took the hint and slid out of the SUV, shutting the door behind me. Deborah didn’t say any goodbyes. She just waved to everyone, then pulled out of the parking lot and headed back down the road. Her departure was as sudden as her arrival, and while I wasn’t quite sad to see her go, it did feel a tad strange. I didn’t linger on the sentiment for long, though. I had a whole clan waiting to hear the news of where we stood, and a fiancée I was eager to spend more time with.

      And then, once the celebrations waned, I was going to have to bring Arch and Krystal up to speed on our new situation. Somehow, I didn’t think they’d take the Blood Council being in on my secret nearly as well as I had.
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      “Of course she knows. As soon as she stabbed you with a silver blade, I took it as a given that she would piece the truth together. I told the others to expect as much during our ride home.”

      In retrospect, it really was my own fault for expecting Arch to be surprised. The man was an experienced, intelligent agent who’d had a perfect view of everything that happened from the sidelines. He was relatively calm about the development, which made an interesting counter to Krystal as she paced up and down Charlotte’s dining room. As it turned out, we were having this meeting first, and celebrating after. Work before play was the agent mindset at every turn, and it was one I generally agreed with, although a night off after what we’d been through might have been enjoyable.

      “At least the Prudence is the one who found out. She’ll be smart about the pitch, probably even stick to her word. Arch and I will lay some groundwork, too, just in case they try to come at us sideways. We’ll loop Gideon and Richard into the discussion to put some weight on it. Your secret might be out, but they aren’t going to come steal you away in the middle of the night. Not unless they want to see why Hellebore made a point of holding me back during that fight.”

      Krystal didn’t miss a step as she ranted, her gait graceful and precise as she stalked up and down the wooden floor. Finally, I rose from my chair and met her just before she was about to turn once more. It was a collision that turned into an embrace as we wrapped our arms around one another.

      “I’ll be okay. Deborah could have taken me tonight if she’d wanted to go that route, but it would cause them far too much trouble in the long run. As long as I stay cooperative, they have no need to push things. They get a subject to study; I get to keep living my life. That’s more or less the arrangement. And it works for all the parties involved.”

      “For now. Until they can’t replicate your condition, and it becomes a matter of having the silver-immune vampire under their thumb, a tool to deploy whenever the need arises.”  She pressed her head against my chest, clutching me tighter. “I won’t let them have you, Freddy. I’ll keep you safe. Burying both my parents was enough. I’m not putting my husband in the ground, too.”

      “No, you aren’t. But first, you need to actually get married, so you should probably focus on that.” Arch rose from the table, pack of cigarettes already in hand. “I’ll handle the Blood Council. The upside to being old is that I’ve got a lot of people who owe me favors. We’ll get things hammered out and make sure Fred has ample protection. You two have enough on your plate.”

      He didn’t even say goodbye before he left the room, heading off to the smoking lounge Charlotte had built within her walls especially for Arch’s habit. As he left, I heard a gentle sigh from Krystal. “Much as that man hates to show it, he’s kind of a softy, especially when love is involved.”

      Part of me wanted to ask if we were talking about the same person, but it would have been rude after Arch had offered to personally handle the negotiations for my safety. Instead, I decided to try to probe for more information by picking at the obvious oddity in her statement.

      “Why is he a softy for love?”

      “History. Or practice, maybe. It’s not my place to tell you Arch’s story, so you can either trust me, or ask him.”

      “I think I’ll just trust you.”

      Shifting our embrace, her face found mine, and we kissed once more. Perhaps it seems excessive, but after a six-week absence, an abundance of affection was certainly well-deserved. When we finally parted, my worries about Deborah and the Blood Council felt miles further off than they had an hour ago. “You know, Arch does have a point. Now that you’re home and that business with your old engagement is done, we should probably start planning the wedding.”

      Krystal pulled back from me, an expression of incredulity on her face. “Start? Freddy, we are way past starting to plan for a wedding. I’ve already got a few venues in mind, some vendors on my short-list, and a big chunk of the decorations picked out.”

      The look of surprise on my face gave me away before a word could pass my lips, earning me a knowing glare from Krystal. “Oh, what? Just because I shoot bad guys and kick a lot of ass I can’t be excited about my wedding?”

      “Less that, more the fact that you aren’t generally what I would consider to be a ‘planner.’”

      “I think you might be surprised to see how I function when on the job, but from a personal-life standpoint, I can see where you’re coming from. Besides, this is important to me, so I want it to be special. And I am very thankful that I’m marrying the kind of man who I know will be supportive and helpful with the process.” Krystal’s stare had softened as the mischievous smile I’d fallen so helplessly in love with curved across her face. “That’s a not-so-subtle hint that you’ll be pitching in on all of this, too. Later, I mean. Tonight, we’ve earned a break and a little revelry with our friends. Tomorrow, we’ll start on the wedding plans.”

      We kissed again, shorter this time, and it was my turn to smile when we parted. “That sounds lovely. And of course I’ll be there every step of the way. I love you, and I can scarcely wait to declare that in front of our friends and family.”

      “See, people keep thinking you get yourself needlessly into danger, but that answer right there proves how good your survival instincts are,” Krystal pointed out. “I’m holding you to that, so be sure you block some time out of that busy schedule of yours. I’ll try to keep our trips limited, but we’ll have to plan on at least two runs to Boarback—one to scout and one for the event, and that assumes that everything goes perfectly.”

      “We should plan for some redundan—I’m sorry, Boarback? As in, that town we visited in Texas a few years ago?”

      “Uh, yeah. Freddy, I’m an agent. Most of the people I know are parahumans, and getting that many of them together in one place is much safer if we do it in a town where they don’t have to hide. Then, when you consider dietary and environmental requirements for the various types of parahumans, and the fact that you’ll need a very specialized set of vendors . . . let’s just say that Boarback is one of three open settlements, and it’s a place where I’ve got connections and history. Of course that’s where we’re getting married, unless you’ve got a solid reason why we shouldn’t.”

      Her points made sense, and while I did love our town, the idea of gathering a whole crowd of parahumans in it made me skittish. Boarback was probably a better choice, for the mundane civilians of Winslow as much as the parahumans who would be attending. “The location is a logical choice, so I see your point there, but exactly how many people do we plan on attending?”

      “Well, weddings are big, social spectacles, and are generally viewed as important communal gatherings. In the parahuman culture, not inviting someone you know to that sort of event can be seen as disrespectful, especially for an authority figure like me. So that means that, between my coworkers, friends, frenemies, probably like three actual enemies . . . let’s just say we’ll be looking at the larger venues Boarback has to offer.”

      I shook my head, even as I had to fight back the urge to chuckle at myself for expecting anything different. “This isn’t going to be easy, is it?”

      “Obviously not. When is anything ever easy for us? We’ll just have to make sure we get a marriage that’s worth all the trouble.”

      “Of all the many, many things I live in constant fear of, that concern has never once entered my mind.” My response drew a rare blush from Krystal, and I savored the spectacle like catching sight of an eclipse.

      The sound of yelling broke our spell as happy cheers spilled from the parlor where the others were no doubt toasting to victory, not yet aware of the new potential dangers we faced. Together, Krystal and I walked hand-in-hand out of the dining room to join our friends. There was still so much to do, on so many fronts, but moments like these were what made the effort worthwhile.

      If I had learned nothing else from Deborah, she had taught me the importance of enjoying my life as it was while I could. Time was the one enemy none of us could defeat, and sooner or later, it would march on. I had to hang on to these moments, experience them fully, because one day, they would be nothing more than memories.

      And if that was the case, then I might as well make them good ones.
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