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      Everything went according to plan until Bea actually drove the stake into the monster’s heart.

      Sneaking in with the catering crew was smooth as warm butter, using the right bathroom on the fifth floor to change was no problem. Even fixing her hair to cover the top end of the stake and touching up her makeup was no hassle, though it caused a moment of mourning when she dumped the supplies. A necessary pang, since she couldn’t be weighed down, but it was such a nice color kit.

      The red dress—low neckline, cap sleeves, tailored to hide the stake down her spine, strings of red crystals hanging in rows to match the Roaring Twenties costume theme—did its job, and the monster had zeroed in on her just exactly as Beatrice Dunlevy had hoped.

      Even getting the monster alone was almost revoltingly easy. Bea had been so doggedly unobtrusive for over four long years, it was a relief to slip into something pretty and the resultant self-confidence had a near-magical effect.

      Maybe it wasn’t precisely ‘near’. After all, the world held Mothmen, little green men, and bloodsucking monsters like the one collapsed under her in a mirrored elevator. Why not magic as well?

      “That was for Jared,” she whispered, just as she had in so many dreams. No feeling of vengeful triumph, just simple nausea because the stake had gone in with the firm, crunching sound of biting a very crisp apple. All her practice in the meatpacking plant paid off, though she did have to brace both feet against the elevator wall, cracking one of the mirrors.

      The monster—all six-foot-something of lean, sandy-haired fiendishness masquerading as a reclusive businessman—obligingly collapsed, and truth be told she hadn’t been entirely ready for complete success.

      Bea had expected a blood fountain, a baring of fangs, a screaming hiss or puff of dust like in the movies or the stories circulating on tightly controlled dark-web forums. Something, anything other than the monster just...sprawled akimbo, reflected endlessly on polished glass. A soft mechanical chime sounded, the doors finished closing, and she had to reach the panel in time because getting caught in a box with a dead body was not in the plan.

      Despite all the evidence her brother and Don had collected, Beatrice was suddenly, terribly unsure if she’d killed an actual monster. Which would mean she’d murdered a human being, an entirely different ethical dilemma.

      Don’t panic. Stick to the goddamn plan. A cold, calm voice spoke up inside her head, and as usual, it sounded like so much like Jare she flinched. The motion rolled her off the monster’s body, her hip hitting blue industrial carpet hard enough to bruise; she was scattering red crystal beads everywhere.

      Cop forensics were going to have a field day with that.

      Come on, Bebe. You had a good plan and executed the biggest chunk. Freeze now and it’s all over.

      Her shoulder hit mirrored wall just under the buttons, another impact hard enough to hurt through a fluffy cotton padding of shock, and she used it as leverage to get numb feet underneath her. For a moment she’d been certain the monster was going to shake off the stake and bite her, drain her like a juice box, and her extremities weren’t entirely sure how that had not happened.

      “Right kind of wood after all,” she heard someone whisper. The cracked, singsong little voice was her own, and she would be able to laugh about that later, how all the arguing over what the stake should be made out of had landed on the proper choice. Considering it had only happened after Bea literally threw up her hands and told Don to just flip a fucking coin, get whatever, she wasn’t the one with the fucking folklore fetish.

      Besides, I’m stronger than I look. She blindly muscled her way to standing, peered at the panel, and punched the roof access button. A private box, going all the way up to the top floor where she suspected ‘Chris Everly’ had a penthouse, given how the blueprints they’d been able to get their hands on were arranged.

      So much research was useless until it came time for one tiny, critical detail to save your ass. The elevator began to rise.

      Bea gingerly braced one red Saratrava stiletto heel between the monster’s legs; he’d really fallen in the best way possible, and his arm had somehow ended up underneath her stupid head so she didn’t get a concussion from banging the floor. All in all, she was luckier than she had ever thought possible, and maybe all the bad stuff before was so this particular moment would pay off? That was an interesting philosophical⁠—

      Ohshit did he twitch?

      “Jesus!” Her shoulder hit the wall again, hard; she slid down, landing on one knee with a fresh deep crimson-purple flare of ignored pain. Her heart wouldn’t stop pounding. She finally decided he wasn’t moving, it was only the elevator’s motion and her eyes playing tricks.

      Criminals got jumpy after a murder; she could now confirm monster hunters did as well.

      Another pleasant mechanical ding, the elevator just doing its job, and the doors opened with a businesslike whoosh. Bending over to tug the monster’s legs straight was unpleasant since it made the rest of the body rock slightly, but the limbs were still supple and the longer she could put this box out of commission, the better. Lead time to escape was a priority—were there cameras up here? Didn’t matter, she was undoubtedly captured on a few, getting into the elevator with ‘Chris Everly’. Still, so far as she and Don could tell there weren’t any electronic eyes in the private lift, and that was a bonus.

      Now she had to get out of the building with a minimum of evidence. Bea staggered from the square of golden light spilling onto the roof, Saratravas making soft sweet sounds, bead-strings swaying. Frigid October wind moaned between HVAC hoods and other hunched metal shapes; this high up the rush of air was probably constant even on calm days.

      At least it wasn’t raining. Yet.

      If ‘Chris Everly’ wasn’t a monster, what kind of guy would bring what he thought was a completely drunk stranger all the way up to his penthouse? Sure, she’d flirted him into it, but that wasn’t an excuse. Bea was well within her rights even if he was just a date-raping piece of shit. When they arrested her, she could claim both insanity and self-defense, especially if a defense lawyer would use the footage from Jared’s house. Your Honor, my client had reason to believe the victim was a vampire.

      A brand-new legal precedent; she’d go down in history.

      You know he’s not human. The evidence was incontrovertible—the property records, the pictures, the yellowing newsprint Don and Jared had pulled up when researching ‘Everly’, the records from the monster’s previous lives—always rich, always strange, the whole Chicago thing, disappearing after a bloody mass murder—and to top it all off, the security footage from just outside the stable.

      After Jared’s death Don was more than convinced, though Bea was pretty sure he never thought she’d actually go through with this part of the plan.

      The wind was a wall of knives. Teeth chattering, she groped along concrete facing, her dyed-black hair doing its level best to cover her face. The two silver clips were long gone—had she dropped them in the elevator?

      Don’t care. Keep moving. Bea’s fingertips found a vertical metal handle. She yanked with terrific strength, absurdly afraid that this next-to-last part of the plan had somehow gone wrong, and nearly went flat on her ass when the fire door opened easily.

      Unlocked after all, because monthly inspections were due any day now. Another case of Beatrice paying attention to minutiae other people considered boring, though there was nobody nearby to be amazed at her halfass criminal prowess.

      The learning curves for supervillains and monster hunters were no doubt steeply parallel. Bea choked on a small, forlorn laugh. No matter what else, she’d accomplished this much. Her brother was avenged and she’d removed a great evil from the world.

      Hadn’t she?

      The stairwell was dark as the grave and cold as fuck, though she was distinctly relieved to get out of the wind. Bea’s palms slipped on chilly metal banister as she felt her way down, so feverish the thought of crouching to rest her forehead against it sounded wonderful.

      “Keep moving,” she mumbled, echoing Jared’s voice in her head. “Just keep moving, that’s the thing.”

      The stake had gone in cleanly. All the way through, though? Or could you just wiggle it into the pericardium and that was good enough? The ribs were the bitch, really. She could make a little song about that—a blues number, a lone guitar giving a chop or two behind her while she wailed about practice sending big sharpened dowels into sides of half-frozen beef.

      You must have done it right. Maybe he’ll poof once the sun rises—does that door face east? Worry about that later.

      Descent took far longer than she ever could have imagined, the lightless well full of murmuring echoes. Bea counted stairs and landings as best she could, feeling along the wall side of every turn with her right foot. Eventually she nearly tripped over the backpack, and the thought that she might break her own fool neck falling in the darkness was so grimly hilarious she crouched, clinging to the banister, and broke into a fit of sobbing laughter which did not echo only because she buried her mouth in the crook of her elbow, muffling the sound.

      She’d practiced changing with her eyes closed, but it was a different thing entirely to perform while shivering, listening to the wind rattling a fire door several flights above, and expecting at any moment the blare of alarms—or worse.

      You’re half-naked in a stairwell after murdering something that looks like a man, dare I ask what could be worse?

      “Easy, you smug sonofabitch,” Bea whispered. “That door opening.”

      The trouble was having to know stinking little green men in loincloths and centuries-old bloodsuckers with dark eyes, sandy hair, and a penchant for three-piece suits existed. Once those became facts, all sorts of other things started to sound plausible, from Sasquatch to aliens, Hookhand to staircases in the woods. Bea buttoned her jeans and let out a shaky sigh of relief. Her knee stung—she’d scraped it somehow, either in landing on the elevator floor or tripping over a monster’s legs.

      Really, the way the guy dressed was painful. Too young to be so retro, though if you didn’t know he was a bloodsucking monster she supposed it would have been kind of charming except for that haircut. Even the conversation had been nearly flawless—he was a helluva flirt, though with a laughably East Coast prep-boy accent, and Bea had been surprised at her own wisecracks, the lingering eye contact.

      Her college friends would be proud; Sami and Felicia had given her endless lessons in how attractive self-confidence could be, how she didn’t have to shoot herself in the foot by assuming no guy would ever want Jared Dunlevy’s silly little sister. She’d done both her former besties proud, catching a monster’s eye, pretending to be fascinated, reeling him in.

      All while the cold iron of hatred burned her chest and her heart triphammered, seeing that unmistakable profile again. Even if she hadn’t glimpsed him crouching over Jared’s body in person, she’d gone over the footage from the camera mounted on that post outside the old deteriorating stable so often his face was burned into memory. He was a little different in living color, but that just made it easier to pretend, to play the game.

      Girl, you’re one hell of an actress. He bought it...a little too well, but he bought it.

      That was the problem. It had gone without a hitch, almost as if he understood the plan. Every conversational turn, every shy smile, every half-simulated gulp of domestic white wine served because the pre-Halloween party was for business networking instead of real fun, all had been perfectly answered. Like a well-rehearsed dance number, as a matter of fact.

      She tied the hightop black sneakers by touch, stuffed the Saratravas into the backpack atop the crumpled dress, and followed them with the bra. If she was going to be arrested or chased down the stairs by an angry bloodsucking thing, she would at least die unconstrained.

      Get moving. She closed her eyes, breathed a quick Hail Mary fulla grace like Don was always doing, and stood, settling backpack straps over her shoulders. Her thumb found a black plastic switch; she pressed it, heard the click loud and clear. When she opened one eye, cautiously, she found the flashlight worked.

      The single small beam of light did wonders for her nerves. Even the far-above fire door’s rattling was somehow muted, driven back by the fact that she could now see painted concrete, the rough antislip strips on the stairs, the dimensions of the landing she had thankfully not fallen off.

      You’ve got this far, you’re doing great. Let’s go.

      “Get this circus rolling,” she whispered, and set off down the stairs. Only forty more floors to go, then she could slip along a short corridor to another set of elevators—for internal business-tenant travel, and bound to be far less luxurious than the one she’d allowed herself to be ‘persuaded’ into when the monster said, Would you like to see something special?

      Well, she had. In that the night was an unqualified success, amen and yes ma’am, as Jared might say.

      Bea gasped in great jagged gulps, black rubber waterproof flashlight in one aching fist, her other hand wanting to convulsively squeeze the banister every few steps. She forced her fingertips to glide, counted to twenty over and over inside her head, and struggled to get her lungs under control so she wouldn’t be wheezing in the next elevator she had to endure. She felt a lot like throwing up.

      But it was done.
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      It had been many a mortal year since Lukas had felt even mildly...interested. The hawthorn stake was a thing of beauty, and she had applied it with no little force. He eased the sharpened, oiled point free, inhaling softly as ageless flesh reknit, and hoped he had done well.

      It would have been churlish to laugh, either at the quaintness of the method or the obvious enthusiasm with which she deployed it. The lady wished him dead; very well, he would temporarily play along. A gift only he could grant, the first of many.

      He had almost lost control as her body slithered free of his, almost moved to protest the separation. Had listened to her fumbling passage, held himself perfectly still and unbreathing, body and mind both in abeyance. A hunter’s trick, waiting until certain of prey’s temporary escape.

      Anticipating a reunion was bittersweet, for she would be startled at his reappearance—possibly enough to do herself some harm. Yet it had to happen soon, for he was uneasy at letting her wander. She had achieved her goal, very well.

      But why? And with such an intriguing weapon as well.

      The lift’s floor was scattered with red crystal beads fallen from her dress. Lukas brushed at his suit—what little claret escaped him had been reabsorbed, but the damage to his shirt was highly visible. Good thing it was a costume fête; he wondered if he should return. The mortals would be drunk enough not to question his reappearance and he could feed very nearly at will.

      His true teeth stirred vaguely at the thought, but the scent of her still filled his nose. He found he did not wish to drink, save from a certain perfumed chalice bearing that marvelous bouquet.

      Why on earth do you want to kill me, beautiful girl? He had been enjoying himself far too much, Lukas supposed. Such purity of purpose was rare, no matter the era. More than that, he was very nearly drunk with joy.

      A leman, walking fearlessly up to him as if she knew her own impossibility, her own absolute pricelessness. He had never thought to find such a creature before calcification took him; he had settled for staving off the numbing with single-minded determination.

      Lukas let the elevator doors close, touched the button for his private floor, and patted at his pockets. There was his main phone, in its rubbery shockproof casing. Such ingenious toys they had these days.

      “Sir?” Wrenfeldt’s dry, careful voice through the ear-speaker, very welcome indeed.

      “The lady in the red dress does not appear to be a journalist. She’s somewhere in the building—see that her exit is unobstructed, step up surveillance.” Lukas considered the beads, decided to simply leave them be. He could track her, certainly, but it was sometimes best to allow hounds a bit of hunt as well. “I want to know where she goes, what she does. Half-hourly reports.”

      “Yes, sir.” Naturally this was well within a dogsbody’s capabilities, especially with a well-oiled edifice of money and safety to aid the operation.

      One wasn’t supposed to call them dogsbody anymore; to Lukas’s mind the currently fashionable term was far more insulting, so he chose to use neither aloud. “Protection is the first priority, invisibility is only slightly behind.” He paused. On the other end of the line, Wrenfeldt waited, perhaps mystified but ready to obey. “I am going by the suite for a spare suit.”

      “Shall I…?”

      “No, simply watch the lovely little rabbit run, my friend.” He really should have personally investigated her, instead of accepting Wrenfeldt’s assumption that a pesky mortal journalist was suspicious enough to believe something about the demimonde. A capital error—how many others had he committed? For the first time in centuries, Lukas was entirely, wholly awake. “And take some nourishment, if you have not in the past few hours.”

      “Yes, sir.” A smothered chuckle—so, Wrenfeldt was in a droll mood tonight.

      Well, there were worse things. “Have the guest quarters in the penthouse cleared by dawn. Leave only the bedstead.” It was hardly a saferoom—the windows, for one thing—but could hold a mortal prize for a few days while Lukas made other arrangements. He considered further playing at absent-mindedness; it was often part of good rule, and served a double purpose. Underlings were not allowed to know of the ossification, though no doubt many dogsbodies had suspicions.

      Any ageless creature tended to become hidebound.

      “Yes, sir. Of course.” Wrenfeldt now sounded very nearly startled.

      “And make certain the linens are clean.” Because she is coming home. He allowed himself a single moment of reeling, impossible emotion at the thought, staring at tiny red glitters caught in blue carpet. Even deadened sanguinant senses were far, far more acute than mortal, but he had been peering through a thickening grey veil for quite some time now. His fangs still longed to burst free—had she harmed herself in the fall? No, he had cushioned her from the worst of it; still, she might be stiff and scraped. “That will be all, Wren.”

      “Very good, sir.” Still an amused edge to the words.

      Lukas quelled the urge to fidget, another rarity. Of course one had to move like mortals while in their company, only lapsing into uncanny stillness when entirely safe of witness, but he was almost…

      No. It was official, he was eager for the next event. Truly this was a time of miracles, and him still alive to feel wonder. The shackles were falling from his senses, and a thin thread of delicious scent stayed with him. There was only the faintest hint from a single carmine drop swelling upon her wounded knee, but it was more than enough.

      He had a blood trail, now.
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      As soon as Bea got inside the warehouse, she realized Don had been pacing. He’d also put coffee on, as if he expected to wait until dawn.

      Her knees went gooshy as she flicked the deadbolts, and the shivers wouldn’t go away even though it was perfectly warm due to the living quarters’ space heaters. A double row of crucifixes arranged along the wall stared agonizingly at her; even if walking past a wall of Roman tortures gave her the willies it was still necessary to believe in something.

      Besides, Don put those up, and he’d been at occult and conspiracy theorizing for a lot longer than her—almost longer than Jared. A little bit of Catholic couldn’t hurt, might even help, why not? Maybe that was the only reason she’d gotten this far. She redid the salt line just inside the door, carefully pouring a little extra from the blue Morton’s canister set on the otherwise empty shoe rack.

      “Jesus Christ.” A shadow swelled in the archway to the kitchenette, birthing a lanky man with chestnut hair sticking up anyhow since he’d no doubt run his hands through it several times since returning to the warehouse after dropoff. “You okay? You weren’t at the rendezvous, I thought...shit. How...what…”

      “Will you relax?” Suddenly Bea’s knees were fine again, the consciousness of having to pull herself together for another person grabbing like a big friendly python squeeze. “It went great, by the way.”

      Don Bertram looked like a teenager again when he cocked his head like that. “Define great.”

      “Can I at least pee and have some of the coffee I’m smelling?” Bea’s kidneys had been working overtime, probably due to adrenaline and other happy bloodstream chemicals. “In that order?”

      “Were you followed?”

      “Please, Don.” She was clear of tails, or at least she should be—why would anyone follow a skinny, unassuming woman in jeans, a pale pink baseball hat, and a shapeless green fatigue jacket? She’d looped around between two different trains and several short bus jaunts, hopping aimlessly, watching her own backwash with every trick she’d read about and practiced for four years.

      Nothing out of the ordinary. She felt invisible gazes on her all the time, sure, but that was just overactive imagination, which she was prone to in any case and besides, had to happen when you started hunting down monsters. There were enough problems in the world without her getting paranoid.

      “Well?” Don hopped from one loosely laced combat boot to the other; he really did look like an excited stork. “I’d ask how exactly it went down, but…”

      “That’s a dress I’ll never wear again, let’s put it that way.” She’d gotten rid of the gown, bra, and the poor beautiful shoes separately in different dumpsters; her backpack was empty save for the flashlight, a protein bar wrapper, and a few lonely red beads. Bea hobbled for the kitchenette, deciding her bladder, though complaining, could continue its service for a few more minutes. “And the world is now down exactly one bloodsucker.”

      “You…” He stopped halfway to the coffeepot, turning on his heels with faint rubbery squeaks. “No shit. You actually staked Christopher Everly?”

      “The thing calling itself Everly, yeah.” Her knees and bruised shoulder all throbbed, her kidneys ached, and the gurgle of Don’s coffeepot alternated between the most comforting sound in the world and a reminder of the worst day of her life.

      She’d been doing the bills when Jared took the dog out, and he’d groused about wanting to wait for a pot of java to finish brewing.

      Don’s fidgeting stilled. “What happened?”

      “Uh.” Bea stripped black knit gloves, rubbed her hands together. An excessively casual glance—she couldn’t see any blood, but she’d love to wash anyway. With very hot water. “Well, he fell down.”

      “What? He didn’t poof?”

      “There was no poof-ing. Unless he turns to dust at daybreak now that he’s dead.” She would have to check the blueprints to figure out if that elevator faced east. If it didn’t, hopefully everyone would assume it was out of service or that the ‘businessman’ didn’t want guests after taking a girl upstairs, and the body wouldn’t be discovered for a while.

      “Will he?” Now Don stared at her, expectantly, eyebrows up and mouth slightly open. “They’re supposed to poof, even the ones who stroll around in daylight.”

      “You’re the expert, Donny. I’ve only just killed my first one and I’m not feeling too good about it, all right?” Bea shouldered him aside and stopped at the sink, twisting the water on savagely. Liquid handsoap claimed to be chamomile-scented; she’d picked it up two weeks ago on a grocery run, turning over the map of the Everly building inside her head, thinking about contingencies, wondering if crashing the costume party was an inspired good idea or the rumblings of insanity. “I staked him, he fell right down. Boom.” A splatter of swiftly warming water; she grabbed the nail brush and went to work lathering up.

      “Shit.” Don had gone the color of old cheese. “Wow. So…”

      “So now you go back to chopping cars and doing your podcast, I hit the road.” She might have to hide for the rest of her life, especially if they were both utterly crazy and she’d murdered a human being. “That was always the plan.”

      “Yeah.” Was it relief, crossing his lean, beaky face? He’d stubbled up quite a bit in the past few days, and the look suited him, though Callie might not like getting scraped. “It was. But, Bebe…”

      That was Jared’s name for me, not yours. At least he didn’t mispronounce it—Bee-tris instead of Bay-ah-tris—like strangers and spam calls did. Not that she’d had a phone for years, now. “Look, if you’re ever linked to the whole thing, a good defense lawyer will get you an insanity plea, or mild conspiracy-to-commit at most. You didn’t do anything really legally actionable, I made sure that was all me.”

      “Jesus.” He stared like she’d grown another head. “You...you really fucking...goddammit, Bea. You are the craziest bitch I ever came across.”

      “Not like it’s a surprise, you’ve known me since grade school.” She was scrubbing hard enough to hurt, Bea realized, and put the foaming nail brush down with an effort. Rinsing her hands only made them sting more, and she couldn’t be sure she’d gotten every bit of blood off.

      Though ‘Everly’ hadn’t leaked much at all. Just dropped, like a switched-off toy. The crunching sound when the stake went in, so different than a side of beef.

      At least I don’t have to work in meatpacking ever again. Though she might get desperate, who knew? The smell was awful, the cleanup worse. Still, it was comparatively decent money, long hours, and men generally left you alone when you were swinging one of those knives. Especially if you gave them a long, silent look every once in a while.

      She’d hated every minute, even if it turned her into a vegetarian and gave her perfect practice. Maybe she should’ve cut the monster up afterward, scattered the pieces?

      What, like you’re gonna revisit the scene of the crime? No use in dwelling on the past, Bebe. Jare had always said that last bit, usually when she had to come up with a practical plan to get them both out of trouble.

      “Things are different now,” Don said, giving her one of those looks she knew so well, and oh God but she had been hoping to avoid this.

      Be a bitch. It’s not hard. “Why? You’ve suddenly developed feelings for your dead best friend’s kid sister? Come on, Donny-boy. You and Callie are a better couple anyway, she at least feeds you.” Waters you and turns you towards the sun, too. All with that long-suffering look, but she never leaves.

      Sometimes Bea caught herself wishing Callie would find a less passive boyfriend just to teach Don a lesson. But it wasn’t any of her business. She’d been here to use his contacts and knowledge, ruthlessly trading on the fact that he’d been her brother’s bestie. She could vanish now, and he would be safe—if he could refrain from telling the world about this entire endeavor on his goddamn podcast.

      His listeners numbered only in the single dozen; the man was an encyclopedia of weird folklore and urban legend, sure, but with the on-air personality of a potato. He funded the whole affair with a variety of slightly criminal enterprises, most of which were logistical support for mid-level mobsters.

      All in all he and Bea hadn’t done too badly, and he’d come through with the catering job like a champ.

      He deserved at least some gratitude. Bea twisted the water off, grabbed for the already-damp sunflower towel hanging from a suction cup hook on the side of the fridge. Looked like Don had been doing a little Lady Macbeth action of his own tonight.

      Doing ‘favors’ for the local syndicates was a dirty business. So was monster-hunting. She was hoping ‘Everly’s’ connections with higher-echelon criminal elements didn’t mean they would dig very hard into his demise—or disappearance, if sunlight took care of that surprisingly muscle-dense body.

      “Will you at least have a cup of coffee with me?” Bless his heart, Don sounded nearly wistful. “It’s not like I’m stupid. The car’s gassed up and ready, like you asked for.”

      Bea turned, leaning on the counter, and tried a smile. It felt strange, as if her face would crack, but after a moment the sensation passed and the grin became genuine. “Clean plates and a full tank?”

      “If I go to prison it’ll be for something like that, I guess. Instead of accessory to vampire murder.”

      Bea almost winced. She didn’t like the V-word, it sounded hokey. Monster was much better, and universally applicable to anything going bump in the night. “Only if you keep doing it. Let it be like that one summer at band camp.”

      “Did Jare ever tell you…” He visibly decided to leave a hilarious story untold, for once. “Anyway, cup of coffee and you should have a protein bar too. You’ll adrenaline crash soon.”

      “Yeah.” She’d already scarfed one on the bus, despite a dry mouth and shaking hands. It sat uneasily in her stomach, congealed to rock, but the ballast was useful. “Maybe I’ll hit up a drive-thru on the way out of town, get some fries.” Not a burger. I know how those are made. “I’m gonna go get changed, and I suggest you burn what I’m wearing now.”

      “Just not with you standing up in it.” His Adam’s-apple bobbed as he swallowed, rapidly. “Right?”

      “Your comic timing needs work,” Bea told him, straight-faced, and headed for the bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later a strengthless yellow winter sun rose over the city, filling her rearview mirror with wavering gold as wet, heavily patched freeway hummed under the tires. The Nissan was a piece-of-shit sedan, paid for with the last cash remaining from her inheritance, but its innards were good, its wheels were new, and there was a whole American continent to lose herself in.

      She could work retail or under the table, she could stay off the radar...and any big city had to have a monster or two in its depths. Her first one was dealt with, so she had a notch on her belt. Now she knew how to slip around after dark, the proper questions to ask in headshops, grungy dive bars, and occult stores. She knew the difference between the marks of wannabe satanists, garden-variety obscene graffiti, and other weird bullshit; she knew how to find the one librarian in every system who holds the key to shelves where certain books are kept, and how to prove bona fides to a closed online forum of monster hunters.

      God, how Jared would have loved this shit. Growing up, he and Don bonded over Art Bell, alien abduction stories, and creepy films, going on Sasquatch hikes and exchanging weird comic books. The property on Noll Mountain, paid for with Jare’s half of their parents’ bequest plus the advance for his first book, was supposed to be part of his growing literary mystique. A writer has to have a good setting, little sis.

      Honestly Bea wasn’t sure what kind of setting living out in the Vermont sticks was, but Jared was the smart sibling. Her own niche was in practicality, getting the bills paid on time, dishes washed, laundry done. There was no need to really shine with ol’ Jare around, and after her first year of college she’d been grateful for that one eternal fact.

      She could do without the pressure. Just look at the way her hands were shaking.

      “The place was dirt-cheap,” she muttered, and cast around for sunglasses. No dice, so she flipped the rearview mirror; dawn was a goddamn headache. That was why he bought it, you think you can get that kind of acreage for a good price without something wrong? Something in those hills, there were stories going back at least thirty years. He walked right into his goddamn research material.

      Bea reached for the radio, hoping for some classic rock; she shouldn’t be mulling these things in the morning. They were nighttime thoughts, and she was running short on sleep and patience both. Gordon Lightfoot crackled softly through terrible, staticky speakers, and that was good enough. Just over the state line, she could stop in a slightly above-fleabag motel and get some rest.

      It was the last part of the plan. After that she had to sit down with a notebook and do some thinking. Plotting, Jare would call it, waggling his blond eyebrows. Gotta have a plot, Bebe.

      Well, she’d plotted her way into murdering a monster. You could even view it as having done some good in the world, so now she’d probably be run over by a bus on her way to fleeing the country. Or get into an embarrassingly short car chase, ending with a fiery crash and go figure, she wasn’t wearing clean panties.

      Laundry had become far less of a priority, the last few weeks.

      At least the news would probably not bother covering a police-assisted vehicular fatality, and might not even mention the disappearance of a reclusive businessman, even if he was a big wheel in behind-the-scenes money. When Don got going about how the government and corporations didn’t want anyone to know about the monsters, she had to admit he was unquestionably correct. He thought it was a conspiracy; Bea was of the opinion that people simply didn’t want to think or hear about unpleasant things.

      Not that anyone ever asked her opinion, except sometimes Jared.

      That was the thing she missed most, being able to talk to someone. Jare thought she was a plodding pedestrian thinker at best, sure, but her brother also couldn’t find his own socks in the morning and had gotten himself killed by a bloodsucking monster after months of daily torment by said monster’s little green henchmen.

      It was a day for helplessly going over things she didn’t want to admit had happened, apparently. Revenge was supposed to feel better than this. She was supposed to feel triumphant, goddammit, but it was just like losing her virginity during senior year of high school—minus the damp embarrassment of having to deal with the condom, at least. A big fat pile of disappointment.

      Ghosts had better be real, Jare. You’d better be watching this, and reconsidering some of your life choices.

      Not like it mattered anymore.

      Twenty miles over the state line she spotted a likely motel. Shortly afterward a woman with ID proclaiming her Sarah Monroe checked in, closed and locked the door to room 23, and headed straight for the bathroom to test the shower.

      The pressure wasn’t good but the soap was fresh and water unequivocally hot, so that was when Beatrice finally cried. Snot and tears both disappeared down the drain—when she was little she used to wonder if poo felt sad after it was flushed, bobbing up and down in stinking darkness—so she could be the tough bitch again tomorrow.

      She even tried a bit of singing, since Jared always swore it showed courage and confidence. It was going great until her voice broke and she realized she was warbling about wasting away in Margaritaville, one of Jare’s particular favorites.

      Which shut her up but good.

      A puff of steam as she opened the door to the room, attempting to fasten an incredibly flimsy towel around her chest, and Bea’s body froze before she realized both the bedside lamp and the slightly more anemic version wired to the dresser were burning brightly at max.

      I just turned the bedside one on, didn’t I?

      “Hello.” The monster she’d killed sat on the double bed, wearing a grey three-piece suit and leaning forward, elbows on his knees, a familiar wooden stake dangling loosely in his right hand.
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      Of all the things he could have said, it was by far the most banal, and an unfamiliar urge to explain rose in Lukas’s throat. “Might I ask why you stabbed me?”

      Now he sounded prim, not at all how he had intended this meeting to begin or proceed. Small talk had become increasingly difficult as he fought calcification, but Lukas had thought himself still possessed of more suavity than this.

      Still, one did not find a leman every day. Or every century, or every millennia; the exceeding value was commensurate with their rarity.

      The girl stared at him, her lush mouth slightly open. He remembered the green eyes, but not exactly how their irises were threaded with gold; he remembered the black dye on her hair but not the exact shape of her much-paler eyebrows. Each new discovery was a padded hammer striking his own pulse. Droplets gemmed her shoulders, the beautiful arch of her throat, her bare, shimmerpale legs. She’d twisted her freshly washed hair into one thin, too-small towel and wore another; he could only be grateful for whatever cost-cutting had decreed these precise dimensions to the cloth clinging upon such pleasing curves.

      As if he needed any confirmation, an unaccustomed lightheadedness swallowed Lukas whole. The scent was heavy, carried on steam, and a sharp wave of desire rose from the base of his spine, tingling all through arms and legs, sinking a claw into his lower belly.

      He was actually, painfully erect. When had that last happened? Wonderment hit him once more—a real, living, unbonded leman in close proximity. He was careful to stay very still.

      It wouldn’t do to startle her. And he did not wish the first time to be in this dispirited little lodging-house room, even if she were entirely tantalizing.

      Especially as the towel began to slip.

      That is...very distracting. Water clinging to fresh, damp mortal skin, those lips quivering slightly, the instant leap of a sweet-singing heartbeat, and that fascinating, mouthwatering, absolutely addictive aroma. The totality, the gestalt was overwhelming in the extreme.

      Just how calcified had he been? It crept up upon one, certainly, and⁠—

      “FUCK!” the lady screamed, whipping the towel free of her splendid litheness as the cloth upon her hair tumbled free, since she also rather violently lunged aside. Lukas watched, curious and appreciative, as her hands flickered, twisting sodden fabric, and her shoulder clipped a corner of the closet obtruding rather awfully next to the bathroom door.

      He was tempted to use the whispering speed, an initiating twitch denied. The movement was instinctive, a precursor to blinking across empty air and thrusting his hand between mortal flesh and the unforgiving wall. But that might...alarm her. Even dogsbodies sometimes had difficulty witnessing sanguinant reflexes, requiring a moment of calm attention to soothe atavistic prey-response.

      She didn’t appear to notice the impact, and the vivid scrape on her knee was another taunting reminder. Spotting her across the event space—Wrenfeldt had alerted him the moment she intruded with the catering staff—Lukas had planned on simply beguiling the journalist who was so interested in his business; according to Wren, her surveillance was very nearly professional enough to escape the notice of overlapping security details.

      He had thought her a new variety of paparazzi, but once Lukas caught her scent the entire configuration of the universe had shifted a few crucial degrees. Now he must consider her perhaps impelled by a variety of instinct, as some leman were rumored to have actively sought out pairing.

      It was a lovely thought. Was she as fascinated as her suitor?

      In any case, she had tried to ram a stake through his heart. He could appreciate that manner of feral affection, Lukas supposed; leman were so very uncommon, even a crazed specimen too precious to disregard or let wander.

      She froze, her throat working convulsively. Rosy nipples, an enchanting freckle high on her left breast begging for attention, glistening water-jewels caught in her secret curls, her adorable knees trembling, dainty bare toes incongruous against cheap dun carpet—Lukas enjoyed the view a great deal, but all the same it would be easier if she…

      He was in the thrall now, sanguinant responding to that maddening, wonderful fragrance, and his control rendered somewhat imperfect. He very much wanted the first time to be rather more comfortable, not to mention aesthetically pleasing, than this.

      “Come on.” A small, defiant whisper. She lifted the twisted, sodden towel in what could perhaps be considered a threatening manner.

      Was she actually inviting him? The pleasure of that prospect was overwhelming. “You would like me to approach you, then? I though I was doing passably well before…” He lifted the stake slightly, watched her gaze flicker to touch it, veer away. A brief light flared in those stunning eyes before fading, a shiver passing through her lovely frame.

      Perhaps she was cold? It was winter, and she mortal for at least a short while longer.

      “Creep.” The lady was breathing rather rapidly now, which caused her to shudder even more fetchingly. “Who takes a drunk date upstairs like that, huh?”

      “I thought you might not like others to hear our conversation. You’ve been watching me for some time, after all.” What do you want, hm? Tell me quickly.

      It was quite something to feel impatience again. To feel at all, really—now he was aware how agonizingly close he had brushed to numb, suffocating true-death.

      Her pupils swelled. She was alarmingly pale, really, and her marvelous warm musk held a tantalizing edge of raw yellow fear. The contrast only underscored its unrelenting deliciousness.

      “You killed my brother.” Did she think she was screaming? Her throat must be terribly constricted, and even this soft, strangled whisper was charming. “I’ll bet you don’t even remember, do you.”

      What? He had to halt and replay the last few moments inside his head, just to be certain he had heard correctly. Another rarity—to be so distracted, his control fraying as it had not since he was new in the Blood, a mere fledgling upon the steppe. I haven’t drained anyone to death in at least a century. Is it business, someone who lost a company? I would have remembered her face, if it were.

      Not to mention that scent.

      “Your...brother?” Calm puzzlement was best, he decided. “What was his name, then? Perhaps we may start there.”

      Apparently she did not wish to do so. Instead, the sublime creature who had staked him let out a rusty scream and lurched into motion, moving with a great deal of swift efficiency for a mortal. It was like seeing a colt astagger in a spring meadow; Lukas lost himself in further appreciation for a moment before rising, catching her wrist, and spinning her slight weight on its axis. Locking his other arm about her naked waist was perfectly wonderful, though the warm living weight clasped tightly to his own much more durable frame strained his control again.

      The stake hit the carpet.

      She was so soft. Pitching back and forth, kicking, hissing like a maddened cat, his new leman also loosed a torrent of surprisingly foul modern obscenities, delivered in a husky, enraged contralto which slid a pleasant rasp down Lukas’s back.

      If she did not cease moving so beautifully against his entire front, he was going to do something truly regrettable. He wanted the initial encounter performed correctly; a leman could indeed be broken, but that was hardly ideal. They were traditionally given the Gift immediately upon meeting, and perhaps he should do so.

      Ruthlessness was generally best. His arms tightened, his mouth next to her perfect, shell-like ear, and a whisper left him as the psychic pressure of quietus clamped upon a helpless mortal.

      “Shh, kitten.” He waited as her struggles slowed, inhaling deeply. Filling his lungs with the fragrance of an unbonded leman was contradictory, both powerfully soothing and tightening his every bloodstring. His groin throbbed painfully. “I am an animal, yes. But a considerate one; do not make this difficult for yourself.”

      She held out far longer than other, physically stronger mortals; the stubbornness was charming. Finally, though, his prize went limp, breathing deep, her eyelids fluttering dreamily.

      So, so tempting. Yet she was also so very thin, ribs and the high sweet curves of her hipbones clearly visible; fresh bruises lingered on fine, tender skin so pale the blue map of her veins begged for tracing with reverent fingertips.

      He had to move very carefully to lay her upon the bed, and could not take more than small furtive glances at the tableau while dressing her. He should have brought something of more quality, but the time constraint of chasing down the most valuable prey of his entire existence precluded any such nicety.

      A cursory search found her only luggage, a backpack, contained a change of clothes—no red dress, just denim trousers, T-shirt, a cheap dark-blue jumper. Indigo, a fitting color for such a prize, though no longer so expensive. He could not bother with the underclothes, since his hands were shaking imperceptibly and the thrall-throes mounting with each moment spent breathing her in.

      Yet he did pause while working a battered trainer onto her perfect, sock-clad left foot. Lukas’s head cocked, a faint brush at the edge of sensitive hearing not quite breaking the spell of his new, somnolent leman.

      How very odd. The attention was certainly malignant, but was it coincidence? This was a far too urban an area for such things. Had someone nearby angered the little excrescences? Lukas slipped the phone from his jacket’s breast pocket; at least he had changed his cloth and possibly made a good first impression.

      Wearing the same blood-spattered suit she had attempted to murder him in might have given the wrong idea.

      Wrenfeldt answered on the second ring, perhaps a little nervous at his master’s uncharacteristic behavior. “Yes, sir?”

      “Bring the car around.” Lukas had to enunciate carefully, for his fangs were achingly sensitive. “You have a bit of cold iron upon your person, yes?” Any dogsbody was taught such elementary self-defense against no few of the demimonde’s weaker annoyances.

      “Nail in my pocket, sir. As usual.”

      “Good.” Lukas found himself staring at her hand, laid gently against cheap pink counterpane. Her pretty fingers were slack, delicate knuckles wounded perhaps in the elevator; he would have to exercise far more care with this most enthusiastic playmate. The slight sound of invisible interest remained, a watchful, lingering bane.

      No matter. She was removed from the mortal world now; very few even in the demimonde’s higher reaches would interfere with a daywalker’s leman. He scooped up the stake, since perhaps it held some sentimental value. Had she attempted this with others of his kind?

      No, for she would have been taken. Even a fledgling, rendered drunk by the scent, would seek to hold such a gift.

      A few minutes later Room 23 was empty, outer door firmly closed, the light in the bathroom burning. Steam still hung in the air, slowly settle-swirling.
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