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      Becoming a bloodsucker had fixed her knee problems—which was, so far as Simone could see, the only good point.

      Well, there was also not needing bifocals, plus her tinnitus had outright vanished. The resultant sensory sharpness was a curse in its own way since there were so many things she would rather not see or hear. Especially when she got through the door of yet another boot-scootin’ shithole and found that, as dismally expected, the entire bar stank to high heaven and there was another vampire present.

      Five bucks to you, Barry. Her finder would be thrilled that his sucker-map algorithm was still tiptop. If it was indeed computer wizardry and not some kind of low-level psychic whatsis, which Simone did not quite rule out.

      There was a whole lot she refused to disbelieve these days.

      She gave every pair of peepers under cowboy hat or faded baseball cap plenty of time to take in her arrival, then stalked across a slightly sticky floor with a little extra strut in her Levi’s. Each light bulb hanging in a dust-crusted fixture seemed to have at least two flies perambulating lazily below and the corner jukebox was a knockoff Wurlitzer currently thumpwailing some generic Hank Williams clone. All the boots in the place were just as run-down as her own deeply vintage Tony Lamas, except for the brand-new glossy black numbers with shiny toecaps worn by the vampire at the end of the bar.

      No doubt the locals thought he was just a weekend-rodeo stranger; his camouflage was as good as her own. The vamp stared over his brown glass bottle of domestic pisswater like he couldn’t believe another bloodsucker would have the temerity to walk into this dive.

      Sandy-gold hair flopping over his forehead, check. Those narrow, close-spaced hazel eyes, checkity-check. Her sense from the blurry security camera footage was correct, too—he felt like a young one, and looked like he’d been bitten in his late twenties.

      Honestly once she’d hit her late forties everyone looked like a baby. Of far more interest were the dark, microscopic flecks on his denim jacket and the quickly snuffed crimson pinprick in each pupil.

      Well, I’ve certainly got his attention. Which was never a problem; vampires seemed a gregarious bunch, despite what the forum posts said. Of course, she probably had a leg up by being a fellow bloodsucking evildoer.

      The dry spot at the back of her throat scratched, lightly. “Whiskey, please.” She tried a polite smile on the grizzled, plaid-jacketed bartender, whose bushy greying eyebrows twitched in what could have been surprise.

      Me too, buddy. Here she was, plain old Simone Deschants of Trenton City, looking well over thirty years younger than her actual age and fitting into her college jeans as well. It was a miracle, Lord have mercy—but the price was steep.

      “Uh.” The bartender’s pupils were blessedly human, dilating as faded blue irises shrank. He seemed nice enough—sad, yes, but that was to be expected in a place like this. “What kind, ma’am?”

      Asking for the most expensive firewater would be showy, and too much for her slender budget as well. She had to remember who she was, despite the…

      The fangs. And the thirst, and what it made her do. “Good old JD’s, please. Thank you.”

      She turned as the bartender busied himself, letting her gaze rove, marking the position of every critter in the room. Mostly male, only two waitresses—both with the type of high, crunchy hairsprayed bangs she hadn’t seen since high school, Christ this place was a time capsule—and a couple ladies in what was their going-out best, including large bright plastic earrings. She even caught a breath of drugstore perfume from a blonde in an embroidered chambray shirt, who was staring owlishly at this new babe on the block.

      For a moment Simone actually felt pretty.

      Except she wasn’t in search of booze, a line dance, or a cowboy to take home for riding. Her business was with the man-shaped thing at the end of the bar, the monster staring fixedly in her direction—and those spatters on his jacket, all but invisible to human eyes.

      Not to her, though. And she could smell it, red and iron-rich, stroking that terrible, insistent patch at the very back of her throat.

      Blood.

      Four packs left in the fridge, she chanted inwardly. It wasn’t going to be enough, but maybe she could get more once she was out of this pissant burg.

      God knew she’d done far more difficult things in the past few years.

      So she gave the barkeep a crumpled bit of legal tender, told him to keep the change, and held the other vampire’s gaze as she downed her whiskey, exhaling softly afterward as the brief alcohol sting faded. Christ, she couldn’t even get drunk nowadays, though lots of the others acted like blood itself was pure-d Everclear.

      Once again she was grimly unsurprised that booze didn’t ease that fucking dry spot. Nothing did but the red stuff, and even the bagged variety only imperfectly.

      The vampire at the end of the bar was trembling. Oh, that wasn’t visible to the normal folks, either; the liquid in his bottle barely moved, a few bubbles shaken free of smooth glass sides. But he stared at her like he’d just found new meaning in the universe, and Simone wondered why they all acted so oddly. Was it just because she was perpetually new in town? Did they get bored looking at normal people’s faces?

      Doesn’t matter. Naturally vampires were more visibly different to her now; she could see the matte-poreless skin, the wild shine to their eyes, the gloss of their hair. Regular, happy ol’ people had imperfections, pimples, scars, bedhead, wrinkles.

      It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t just, it wasn’t right. But there was nothing she could do except her self-chosen job, so Simone simply gave the bartender another half-apologetic smile and headed for the door.

      She knew the other vampire would follow.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t quite a one-horse town—eight stoplights, the nearest hospital reachable by half-hour highway drive, three churches and four honky-tonks on the main drag. Outside the imaginary village limits, grassy plains stretched westward until purple mountain majesties decided enough was enough and put a stop to that nonsense, thank you very much. The wind sweeping across miles and miles of almost-nothing tasted like grass, cows, wildlife, an occasional tang of balsam or river, and forever. Hard diamond stars glittered endlessly, but she had no time for beauty or philosophy because the bloodsucking fucker was mean as well as fast, and her claws might have a hard time getting through his skin.

      Sure, he was ‘young’—but now that they were both on the move it was clear he was a bit older than her, which seemed to make the bastards far more difficult to deal with. Her only hope lay in the fact that he was also weirdly uncoordinated, almost too excited to fight properly.

      Every bloodsucker she’d interacted with went shaky-psycho when they got close to murder, and Simone didn’t have time to think about why she seemed to have missed that boat.

      It could be a function of accumulated age? Or maybe she just didn’t notice her own altered perceptions. Both horrifying prospects, to be sure.

      Getting her prey to the town limits was simply a matter of running fast enough; a carefully chosen gully yawed to her right, precisely on schedule. She plunged into its arms, twisted in midair, bounced from side to near-vertical rocky side, dodged half-seen or merely sensed obstacles, and when he attempted to hit her from behind she was almost, almost surprised.

      But not entirely, and she had a bit of experience nowadays when it came to ripping up vampires. Plus, visiting this very ravine right after dusk had given her a good idea of its layout—not to mention the tangle of abandoned barbwire rusting comfortably in its crooked elbow, perhaps deposited by a long-ago flash flood.

      She dropped flat just in time; the blond bastard sailed right over her into the mess. A yip like a surprised coyote, followed by a thrashing and a sweetly metallic scent.

      More blood. Vampire blood.

      Okay, he’s not so old as I thought. Great. But she couldn’t wait around for a motherfucker to die of tetanus.

      He stagger-streaked from the iron cobweb-tangle, arms outstretched and claws out. Her own fingernails were extended—tough, razor-sharp, and more than ready.

      The hardest part was shoving away a lifetime’s worth of training—you can’t do that, girls don’t hit people. Use your words. Be nice!

      Fortunately, her body’s hateful new instincts knew what to do. She just had to get out of the way.

      Plus, before catching a bad case of vamp-itis she’d been on the downhill side of fifty and the rocks of a bad divorce besides. There wasn’t a lot of nice left in Simone Deschants, taking her maiden name back in a big way and dodge-weaving close, left hand flickering to open up a big ol’ steaming rip in the monster’s guts.

      During each and every fight she remembered the thing that had infected her, how it had screamed when morning sunshine filtered through the church basement window. She heard those cries once more as she tore at the drunk-staggering bloodsucker, ducking and bobbing, claws ripping over and over until finally, eventually the wet rot racing through its tissues turned to glittering dust.

      Another monster went poof, caving in as she caused more damage than preternatural flesh could heal until nothing was left but irritating iridescent particles, grit working itself finer and finer into every crevice. Simone backed toward the gully’s wall, rubbing her hands together frantically, shaking out her hair, and finally brushing at her clothes with maybe a little more force than necessary.

      The grainy stuff itched, but only briefly. Worst of all was the way her conscience dug its spurs in. Maybe this guy had been attacked one night, turned just like her, and was only trying to survive. Maybe one day Simone herself would go nuts from the thirst’s constant scratching and have to be put down like a rabid dog.

      She leaned against the ravine’s wall, ribs heaving though the fight was indisputably over. “Sorry,” she heard herself whisper, over and over. “Sorry, I’m so sorry, I hope it’s better now. I hope you’re at peace.”

      A crowd of dry, twinkle-giggling stars watched avidly from overhead, along with the low-hanging, evil-grinning gibbous moon. Neither cared about her silly little emotional pangs. Good ol’ Ma Nature was beautiful, sure, but she was also a stone-cold bitch. Maybe vampires were simply an evolutionary niche, biology getting day-drunk and deciding to have a little fun.

      Simone let the soft, frantic catechism of regret drain away as she braced herself against the ravine’s wall, calculating the hours left until dawn.

      Just enough time to get home and check in.
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      Taverns, hostelries, inns as a whole smelled far better than they used to, or perhaps his nose was simply dulled with age. Yet the wanderer hesitated before crossing the street, forcing himself to focus through the shifting, distracting kaleidoscope of night’s wonders.

      Neon signs buzz-blinking, shower-shadows of multicolored light competing with the lamps and blinking traffic-control devices. Arteries and veins of paving turning to dirt as they unraveled from the township-clot, starred at the margins with houses staring blankly at wonderful vistas of grass and weather. A cool breeze redolent of plain and mountain, thick with the ever-present tinge of car exhaust. Mortal heartbeats thundering through the mechanical cascade of pipes, buzzing galvanism, tinny music, chatter, and clatter; the song of wind through tall grass and quiet murmur of high-summer watercourses diving for shelter providing orchestral backdrop.

      The wilderness called; for a creature so old and frayed, solitude was an imperfect refuge at best. Yet that was better than the alternative. He almost turned to stride away before remembering his purpose once more—a stranger, an intruder tainting his current territory.

      The fractures and slippage weren’t so bad here. In mortal cities the crowding of prey was a constant quasi-irritation; in these lightly settled environs, however, he could visit a few isolated homesteads upon an eve, feeding carefully to avoid glut. Or he could simply linger unseen outside one of four taverns, harvesting the drunken, leaving them weakened yet still breathing. The effort of restraint helped fight the accretion of mental and physical dust upon his joints and brain-folds, hardening slowly to stone, but the wanderer suspected he might be too old to die in the usual manner of his kind.

      After all, neither the great fire of the Sun nor open flame itself could kill him. Hazily he remembered how he had discovered the latter fact and shuddered, his fingers driving into the crumbling concrete flank of what had possibly once been a greengrocer’s as he tarried in comfortable shadow, again attempting to remember why he was here, now, in this particular place.

      Intruder. He clung to the single word, the concept threatening to slip from a mental grasp grown increasingly clumsy—and worse, timorous.

      The process was accelerating. He would soon be too slow and absent to survive even a fledgling’s attack, unless mere reflex was enough to ward off such an ignoble end. An elderly, arthritic dragon, shambling through the dust-heap of centuries—no, a dinosaur, that was a good concept, meaty, endlessly interesting. Was he ancient enough to remember such beasts?

      It seemed likely. He remembered thinking the mortals’ steam-carriages were like unto wyrms, snorting and heaving, and fleeing at least one of the things not so very long ago. But no, there was another word for it—train, like a noblewoman’s dress or retinue, like teaching tricks to a dumb beast. In other languages the connections were different; he had to focus hard upon the current tongue.

      Once again the wanderer almost turned away. Later he might brood upon how close he had been to failure, true-death, the treasure whispering past his aching, clumsy fingertips. But at the last moment, recognition of the insult arrived once more—a trespasser, an interloper in the small realm of one who had survived open flame, by the thunderbolt, by the wounds of God!

      So he forded the street’s cracked pavement river and pushed at the caupona’s door…

      No. Tavern door, this was a watering-hole, not a sleeping-place. The close, almost-pleasant fug of mortal breath and yeasty inebriation puffed outward in a silken cloud. A golden thread buried in the breeze’s depth halted him upon the threshold, a long glassy moment between screaming chaos and a precious, crystalline moment of lucidity.

      What is that?

      Spice and night wind from exotic harbors, a hint of green sap and the faintest stinging touch of mortal alcohol. Sense-impressions flooded the fractured mess his brain had become, layering quick and deft as a master painter’s brush—a glance from wide dark velvety eyes, brown curls fragrant as cedar bark, a soft musical murmur he could almost, almost hear.

      The bartender drew breath to shout at a ragged scarecrow standing spellbound in the doorway; the wanderer’s attention fastened upon that stocky mortal, who wisely swallowed whatever he had been about to say.

      Marvelous, wonderful clarity. The smell was intriguing, enchanting, wonderful. Yet more than that, it peeled away a thick layer of accreted dust, sharpening every visual edge and burnishing the entire room from its slumped, wheezing music-maker—jukebox, that’s what it’s called—to the glistening blue-black flies under hanging lanterns abuzz with galvanism, the spotted mirror behind shelves of liquor to the worn, dust-creased boots of tired mortal males. Quite a few curious glances settled upon the wanderer; he wondered if his cloth were too anachronistic for even simple country folk used to keeping their opinions to themselves.

      Layered against that beautiful, phantasmal perfume was the more-familiar intruder’s scent. Perhaps that was why the trespasser lingered? But if so…

      Well, you will simply have to kill him. Not a difficult task. His gaze roved the tavern’s interior, marking every living thing, and the mortals would never know how close they brushed against death that night—a feast before battle was always tempting. The golden thread was a frail fence and enticement all at once, drawing him away from such dangerous pleasures.

      She—the scent was unmistakably female—had lingered here for a short while, dyeing the air with beauty. A shudder passed through his frame; he turned, allowing the constant whistling wilderness-breath to sweep the door closed. Let this clutch of mortals live another night; there was time and enough to drink the entire continent dry if necessary.

      Later. Once he had run the most important prey of millennia to ground, and disposed of whoever now held her.

      Following a single auriferous thread, the wanderer stepped into the road, loping easily along painted yellow stripes. Buildings blurred to either side, and he plunged past the frail glow modern mortals used to hold back the night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Remember, remember, he chanted as he ran—almost unnecessary, since the evaporating waft of delicious scent waxed and waned, yet thankfully never quite disappeared. No attempt to mask at all, though the trespasser’s spoor was intermittent, showing some recognition of elementary safety measures.

      He could not tell if the strangeness was in his own looming unreason or the trail itself. Stars overhead sang to themselves in high tinkling voices, a yellow moon leering, gazing upon the earth’s teeming face with interest but no mercy. The trail veered, plunged into the mouth of a gorge, and only the angry reek of recent death stopped the wanderer from leaping straight into a rusty tangle of mortal iron.

      Not that it could have harmed him; his hide was ancient, more durable than daylight. But had he been so foolhardy his clothes would have been reduced to shreds.

      Now the wanderer could not remember what he wore, or whence the garments had been stolen from. A question literally immaterial; when he met the bearer of that wonderful perfume, he would no doubt seem a bit odd. What mattered was getting close enough to fill his lungs, let the fact of her presence sink in so he could think clearly for a few moments. The constantly fracturing mess inside his skull would coalesce, and he might even be able to remember his own name.

      The intruder to this territory had been less than cautious; this, the wanderer could understand. With that lovely, enticing, magical fragrance filling nose, brain, branching vein-channels, it was a wonder either of them had been able to run without stumble-staggering like new foals. No trace of whoever had killed the trespasser, which meant the valuable prey’s protector was old and canny—and yet, they had let her slip away?

      A sanguinant did not use their greatest treasure as bait. Never, never. It was simply not done; he knew that, as he knew little else about this confusing present time. So, a bauble slipping from a powerful grasp, temporarily adrift until reclaimed? Perhaps, yet her trail led from the gorge as well, still with no masking.

      How was it possible? The wanderer was missing something crucial, and would most likely die as he challenged another archaic, powerful sanguinant for the prize.

      If, that was, a creature like himself were capable of true-death. Was it accuracy, hubris, or further insanity to have doubts upon the matter? He had, after all, survived the fire.

      For once, remembering that terrible event did not distract him from current surroundings. Slipping between the whispering speed and nearly invisible mistform at places which seemed ideal for ambush, he was more alert than he had been in… oh, two centuries, at least?

      How long had it been, precisely, since the quaking riven earth, the walls of flame breathing like living creatures, the agony as their caress swept over him, robbing him of any claim to logic or sense? He knew not what day it was, what year according to which calendar, or even what this mortal country now named itself. The language of its inhabitants eluded him at the moment as well, yet the scent was working upon him in tremendous fashion, for he dimly sensed what he was missing. Great gaps torn in his knowledge, his reason, his very self, and he could not entirely blame a city soaked in flames.

      Those who lived long became as stone, physically and in all other ways. Unless…

      Unless you are strong enough to kill the protector of that scent. Why do they not mask her? Such a simple precaution.

      A cold, rational, sane thought, one he clung to as he ran.

      He veered down a gravel side-road, which widened to a small, irregular trampled space abutting the green skein of an aestival-vanished creek. The metallic scent of water was barely a drouth-choked trickle, and a large rectangular shadow loomed. The shape was possessed of wheels as well as two large night-blind eyes watching him, curiously insectile, glossed with starlight.

      Ah. Glass, front-facing. Along the thing’s flanks were irregular hints of golden glimmer.

      Candlelight? Here?

      It was a camping vehicle, he realized slowly, halting at the very edge of what had to be a place for locals to park when the creek was high enough to hold fish, or dabble toes in a cool flow. The scent was very strong; she had been resident some while. That realization peeled another layer of insanity from his encrusted mental processes, and the resultant jolt was almost as pleasant as the great gripping lungfuls of golden-brown spice he took in greedy gulps, waiting for her protector to show.

      Nothing. The night wore on. His senses, muffled by age and madness, whetted themselves with each new draught of scent. The distant murmur of her voice was just as he had imagined, a soft sweet song capable of enticing any sanguinant into the whirlpool, onto razor rocks. A desert wanderer would follow that whisper over the sands until the carnivorous flame-spirits feasted upon his bones; a fur-clad steppedweller would ride every horse he possessed to foundering in pursuit.

      Inside the vehicle, her muffled laughter, edged with something… anger? Disdain? He could not tell. The wanderer, now invisible even to those of his own kind, was patient. Each soft, controlled breath, freighted with her magnificence, was whetstone to a rusty edge. Perhaps he could gather enough sanity, enough flexibility to fight effectively when her guardian appeared.

      Yet why, why would any sanguinant announce her presence like this? Did they not grasp the risks? Impossible. Even a fledgling knew to conceal, protect, jealously shield such a nonpareil.

      Unless… was she alone? Which made no sense either, for who had meted out death to the trespasser? One of her kind did not engage in combat; it was simply unthinkable. No sanguinant would ever allow such madness.

      The vehicle moved slightly, rocking on rubber wheel-feet. A flimsy fortress indeed, and no hint of invisible seals. Either the wanderer was missing a critical element of the scene and her protector was even now stealthily preparing for the kill, or…

      Was it possible? It would be a miracle, an insanity in and of itself.

      Clicking, sliding metal. A rectangle on the vehicle’s side flung itself open, dim golden glow limning a slim shape. A bounce, a hop, and she folded down to sit on a low, handmade wooden stepstool, clearly accustomed to the maneuver.

      A cat poised to watch unwary prey would have seemed frenetic next to his utter motionlessness, breath and pulse both in abeyance, his own scent thoroughly masked. In fact, another of his age and experience might have sensed something wrong in a single frozen patch amid the flow of night, camouflaged in long grass and scrub bush greedily seeking the creek’s hidden damp.

      Between starshine and candleflicker she perched, lithe and graceful, long fingers rubbing at her nape under rippling dark hair just the color he had scented—cedar bark, matching the spice of her scent. Sandalwood, clove, cardamom, cassia, all rich and wonderful savours mixing to fill his mouth with the tingling honey-numbness of change and analgesic agents, his true teeth sliding free without a single betraying crackle of shifting bones. His eyes burned, dry and avid; suppressing the pinpricks of killglow required an effort of will he was unused to making.

      The wind, capering across miles of empty rolling grassland, wrapped him in her warm, enticing fragrance. Another layer of dust peeled from his perceptions; he marveled at how dull his senses had become.

      And oh, was she not superb? Wide dark eyes under winged brows, her cheekbones starkly shadowed, a sweet bow of a mouth drawn with some emotion he could not name, her slimness very obviously tense even as she sighed and gazed at the distant horizon.

      He realized the vehicle was deliberately parked to afford her quite the artistic vista, which bespoke some planning. And her thinness was not that of fashion; her scent held a faint edge of burning sugar, caramel turned too dark upon high heat. She was not properly fed, and no smoky screen of another sanguinant’s possessiveness hung upon that gorgeous, compelling aroma.

      Can’t be. His mind trembled upon the edge of fracture once more; the sensation retreated as he allowed another trickle of air past his nostrils. Even the most momentary relief was worth unending devotion; a sanguinant would pay any price, perform any feat to have unfettered access, to be near the source of that surcease.

      It simply cannot be.

      Yet it was. Sitting before him, in jeans and a soft, clinging long-sleeve shirt, an actual, unmistakable leman pointed her booted toes and sighed. “Fuck,” she said, conversationally—an old word, perhaps older than himself. He almost twitched, looking for her interlocutor. Or did she speak to herself, as the lonely were supposed to?

      He had, as the madness waxed over seasons and mortal years, babbled in the depths of night or cave. He had sung, hardly realizing the voice was his own, and howled during storms when the thunder-gods hurled bolts earthward. But she, she was too beautiful to ever know such things.

      “Might be a good idea,” she continued, softly, ruminative. A lovely voice to match the rest of her, a low restful alto, the sweetest song imaginable. “No harm in trying, I suppose.” A long pause, as she leaned against the vehicle and tipped her chin up, examining the sky. The lovely line of her throat—so tender, so exposed, a pleasant torment.

      Young. Barely fledgling. The sure instinctive sense of another sanguinant’s age spoke, clarion-loud inside his own veins. And it added, Unclaimed. That was the important part.

      Had she killed the trespasser? Impossible, and yet… so was she. An unclaimed leman, deva, aima-glyza, imprima, sitting within his reach, staring at the starstrewn sky. Dawn grew close; she should be behind invisible seals, in a secure, silken nest. His blood surged at the thought, an iron bar with its claws sunk deep in his belly, reaching to the base of his spine. Diamond nail-flickers raced up his back, nerves and strong ancient muscles tensing by imperceptible fractions.

      Unblinking, he watched. If her protector existed, they must strike now. Yet no trace of another sanguinant lingered upon her, unless it were the fading tang of violent death—the trespasser’s. She must have been responsible; there was no other explanation. Perhaps their mutual opponent, drunk upon the very glory of her, had been singularly easy to dispatch.

      The wanderer was very nearly thus himself, though another invisible layer of madness dropped from him with a stunning silent crash. He longed to flicker across the space, his teeth sinking into that naked, tempting pulse, carry her through the door into the vehicle, and…

      She sniffed, heavily, rubbing below her pretty nose with the back of one hand. A strange, almost childlike motion, before she rose and re-entered her egg-thin castle walls. The door slammed, and he was left to wonder if she had indeed been weeping.

      Where was the one who had granted her the Dark Gift? Had her protector been challenged and killed? If so, why had the victor not claimed her? A leman was not left to wander.

      They were, simply and starkly, too precious. Already the wanderer was more awake and aware than he had been at any time since the fire. And—even more of a gift—the thought of the burning city, the heat, the sounds, the smell of roasting did not drive him to restless motion, seeking escape from an internal enemy.

      Dawn comes. A fledgling’s unconsciousness was deep and utterly vulnerable, beginning at sunrise. Did she know how to set seals about her place of rest, or was she intending to sleep in this… this tin can? It defied belief and insanity both.

      Scraps of that maddening, glorious perfume twist-trailed about him. He longed to fill himself at the font; he craved a much closer acquaintance. The fear that somehow she would vanish, that this was a hallucination preceding true-death, did nothing to aid him in discerning the most efficient course of action.

      Balanced between caution and the mounting urge to claim this fragile, fabulous, utterly maddening miracle, he waited for dawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Her ex-husband, while one of the greater assholes God had inflicted on both earth and humankind, was also indubitably correct in one small way: there was, as Curt always said, nothing fucking like getting home from work and cracking a cold one.

      Of course his choice of poison had been fancy IPAs in sweating brown bottles, not pouches of human blood stamped with lot numbers and antigen information, but that was beside the point. Simone didn’t even feel self-conscious about the fangs, the sucking sound, or draining the goddamn thing like a Capri Sun with a missing straw; she lived alone now, and that was one of the great gifts of both divorce and attaining the grand age of a half-century plus. She could belch, scratch, sing, scream, walk around naked as a jaybird if she pleased, and nobody would or could say a goddamn word.

      Getting back to the RV and cautiously circling to make sure nobody else was around was habitual by now. So was climbing inside, opening the fridge, and letting out a giant sigh that would’ve driven Curt up the wall. He’d want to know just what the hell she had to be unhappy about, or he’d make some kind of passive-aggressive remark about her sagging ass. Not that his was worth any prizes, but like most men he considered himself aging like fine wine instead of turning into pissy, melted Play-Doh.

      Thinking about her ex-husband was a bad sign. Besides, the general fix-up vampirism seemed to have done on her entire body could not have left her hindquarters out of the equation; she hadn’t fit into jeans this size since gaining her freshman ten. Her tits seemed to have perked up bit by bit too, as the vampirism settled into her body, though her stretch marks were still faintly visible.

      Her childhood scars had vanished; the old mole on her left instep remained. Which was interesting, but not the type of information online forums reveled in.

      Simone touched a match to a few tealight candles—saving battery charge in an old RV was plain old prudence, not aesthetics—and fired up the sleek black laptop as she finished draining the blood bag. Cold going down her throat, the liquid hit a point behind her breastbone and exploded with welcome heat, her body recognizing at least part of what it wanted.

      Biting actual people was relatively easy yet filled her with deep shaky loathing, and the nausea was even worse since she apparently couldn’t vomit anymore. Maybe she was like a bird and would swell up and die with a bit of Alka-Seltzer in her gullet; of course, she didn’t pee either, and the liquid diet was probably responsible for the fact that she didn’t crap.

      She kept quiet about those biological changes, even with her finder. None of his damn business, and besides, keeping track of every bathroom in range was a good habit for more than one reason. Just like paying attention to nearby cell phone towers; this spot, while secluded enough for her purposes, was just on the edge of a spire serving the nearby town, and the rechargeable booster on her RV’s roof had done signal service since the day she’d stolen and hooked it up.

      Of course Barry Jessup was awake waiting on a live hunt’s result, despite any and all time difference; he picked up the video call almost before it finished bouncing through the VPN. The laptop screen glowed; her bespectacled, ginger-haired, potato-nosed sometimes-business partner blinked into the camera on his end, a massive whiteboard behind him bearing a tangle of arcane notations, scribbled reminders, and fluttering Post-its or printed photos.

      “You’re late for check-in,” he said, accusingly. Hell of a greeting.

      “This line of work isn’t about punching a timeclock.” Simone restrained the urge to pinch the bridge of her nose, simultaneously glad she’d finished the blood pouch and wishing she could allow herself more. Her throat was better, sure, but that awful dry spot still ached. “You can cross one mosquito-ass cowboy chucklefuck off the list and file for the bounty, though.”

      To his credit, he didn’t ask precisely when the event had happened, since that could have been a clue to her current location, VPN or not. “Did you get any footage?”

      For Chrissake. Everyone wanted to record everything these days, it was a goddamn disease. “It’s not always possible, Barry.”

      “Easier to get paid with proof, you know.” He blinked several times, a night creature disturbed in its burrow. “You could set up a⁠—”

      “I killed it, what more do you want? Just pull up the Wyoming files and get to work tagging the sumbitch who stole that poor Clanton guy’s boots.” Simone didn’t have to work at sounding both tired and disgusted; forcing herself to look through autopsy reports of vamp victims was part reminder of why she was doing this in the first place and part corrective against becoming a murderous psychopath herself. Or at least, so she hoped. “Christ. What crawled up your ass and died?”

      “Nothing yet, thanks.” Barry was gifted in seeing the downside to any situation, which was probably why he was still alive. He had too much pessimism to go running after vampires himself, working as a job-finder and collections agent for others not similarly gifted with good sense. Plus, he collected a reasonable commission off every bounty. “It’s just that everyone nowadays wants to wait thirty days before paying, or longer.”

      Yes, ol’ Barry was an entrepreneur par excellence, and didn’t seem to care she had one foot in the enemy’s camp, so to speak. Why not overlook such small matters, since it earned him a good fifteen percent? And by now Simone was reasonably sure he wouldn’t send a fanatic fellow vamp-slayer after her.

      Not unless I royally screw him on a bounty, that is. “Why don’t you make them pay up front?”

      She knew the answer, but like most men, Barry enjoyed repeating himself. The call-and-response could even be relatively comforting.

      “I’m not rated for escrow.” He rubbed at one patchy-stubbled cheek and attempted what might pass for a winsome smile. “Plus, casualty rates are too high. A relief to see you, by the way.”

      Yeah, well, nice of you to say so. “Uh-oh. Who went down?”

      “Professionalism forbids.” Any hint of levity vanished. Barry’s mouth pulled even more bitterly tight at either corner as he pushed his glasses up, fingertips stained with dry-erase ink. His other hand was busy tapping at an offset keyboard; he turned to glance at yet another screen. “Aha, here we are. So, you got that Rocky Mountain fuck, huh?”

      “If you’re referring to the messy bastard working north-northwest from Cheyenne over the past two years, yes. Told you it was mine.” It had been disturbingly easy to track the monster, as a matter of fact.

      And even easier to lure him to the gully.

      Her finder’s unkempt coppery eyebrows turned into Teton-peaks. He tapped some more, now with both hands, clickety-clack. “No problems?”

      “There’s nothing but problems in this sort of thing, my man. Anyway, you can cross him off; he matched the security footage and was wearing the boots from the September victim.” Those nice, bright Tony Lamas, glinting in the bar.

      Shit. Her throat was full of hot sourness.

      “Did the boots poof too?” Barry sounded only mildly curious.

      “They did.” One of the many mysteries of the night life. “Wish I knew why the clothes go with the vampire, but oh well.”

      “Okay.” Barry made a face; he had an almost superstitious aversion to calling the monsters what they fucking well were. Of course, he refrained from calling her a leech as well, or any other derogatory term. Other than the usual banter between coworkers, that was. “It might take a day or two, and if you’re in Wyoming…”

      “Am I?” Simone forced a smile. “You know I like to play it safe, Barry.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know.” His face eased all at once, holding a puckish grin instead of pained grimace. “But I’ve got something that just might interest you.”

      Uh-oh. “Like what?” Her finder was an inveterate matchmaker. He claimed to think certain groups of heavily armed assholes crazy enough to go hunting murderous folklore wouldn’t mind having one of the things they usually attempted slaughtering around to help out. Some of the offers were reasonably attractive—but Simone was done with men, and double-done with groups of them.

      Especially groups possessed of a plethora of guns, bad coping mechanisms, and trauma nightmares. Her first and last attempt to join a team had ended almost as badly as her… as the initial infection.

      Simone suppressed a shudder. Which was getting to be a habit lately.

      Barry paused; it was clear he saw her expression change. “Nothing like that,” he said, finally. “Not a crew possibly needing your, uh, unique and particular skills. But our angel investor’s still interested in your whole deal.”

      “Wasn’t aware I had a deal.” Her chin set, and she was aware of scowling at the laptop. Her face on the screen was pale, poreless skin gleaming; go figure, now she looked okay on camera and all it took was bags of human blood bought on the black market.

      Or stolen from a hospital, though her conscience pinched hard either way. Figuring out how to acquire what she craved was unsettlingly easy, pulling off the acts even more so. Her own propensity for monstrous behavior was deeply troubling. If she wanted to survive, though, there was very little choice.

      For all the liberation in becoming a possibly immortal bloodsucker, her options were still distressingly narrow.

      “Just listen, will you?” Barry sped up, looking to get the entire spiel out before she lost interest—or took offense. “He circled around to the offer again; he’ll pay just to meet you. Your record means that even if you’re not exactly what he’s after, he’d still like to talk⁠—”

      “Barry.” Simone heard the bitchy little warning note to her own voice, and for once didn’t feel bad about it. “You really shouldn’t be bragging to this rich nutjob about your friend Jane and her vampirism infection.”

      “We both know Jane’s not your real name.” Barry dead-eyed the camera, probably fancying his expression a variety of fearsome glare. He looked about as dangerous as a narcoleptic prairie dog. “And your, again, unique set of skills means you’ve cleared more bounties alone than most pro teams do without fifty percent casualties at best. But since you’re asking, I’ve kept several of your personal details out of it because I’m not a sleaze, for fucksake.”

      “No, you’re a real prince.” Simone mulled over whether prairie dogs could indeed be considered dangerous—they were rodents, so the biting had to be taken into consideration. It was the kind of question the internet had been created to answer.

      How the world had changed since her childhood. She might look younger, but inside she was creaky and dusty as an abandoned farmhouse.

      “The guy’ll put down serious cash just for a meet,” Barry persisted. “That’s all, an hour of your time, anywhere in the continental US. He’s legit, and he’s looking for a cure.”

      For a moment Simone couldn’t believe her new super-sharp, tinnitus-free ears had just relayed something so nonsensical. “What, he got bit too?”

      “No, no, not like that. He’s a literal billionaire, man.” His bloodshot eyes lit up—he’d probably been waiting for her call-in, poor guy, knowing she was on the trail of at least one active infestation somewhere west of the Mississippi. “Got a whole lab up in the Rockies near Aspen, hush-hush, and could be government involved.”

      That sounds like a conspiracy theory. Or a really bad B movie, take your pick. Simone shook her head, hair sliding over her shoulders; getting out of her work ponytail was a wonderful event each evening. “If he’s got all this juice and government help, why isn’t there a cure yet?”

      “Well, most va—ah, most bloodsuckers seem to be really into it, you know? But for those, you know, like you…”

      The Simone on her screen now had narrowed eyes, and she was glad her resting bitchface was holding up. In fact, it seemed to have gotten a lot better since infection, which was a blessing since she looked so much younger now. “What gave you the idea I wasn’t into being a bloodsucking monster, Barry?”

      Not that she was, but so much of surviving in this line of work was putting up a fuck-you front. Showing any weakness was a no-no, even to so inoffensive a male specimen as this.

      “Come on, Jane.” Barry was flat-out wheedling now. Plenty of his job was dealing with touchy male hunter egos, and it showed. “Just meet the guy, show him you’re the real deal. That’s all he’s asking.”

      More than I’m willing to give for free. “And I suppose he’s paying after thirty days?”

      “Nope.” A shit-eating grin stretched his lips now. And it was official, Barry Jessup looked like a cat with a tummy stuffed full of canary. “Up front, once you commit to time and place.”

      “How much?” Another thing good girls weren’t supposed to do—drive a hard bargain. But being middle-aged on the inside was a goddamn blessing, Simone thought; it gave a woman that most valuable twofer, experience and perspective. Almost a shame the magic only happened once men started finding you invisible or unfuckable.

      He gave a number, and Simone laughed.

      In fact, she damn near howled. A cascade of chuckles almost shook her out of the bench, the entire RV rocking a bit, candleflames shivering on their wicks. “Nice one,” she finally managed, wiping theatrically at her smooth, bone-dry cheeks. “Oh, Jesus. You really had me going for a second, Barry. Whew.”
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