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      A cat slinks by the empty nightclub. It’s past closing and the employees have all gone home. Which is for the best as, he loathes the smell of mermaids. There’s nothing to be done about it. He doesn’t control where the doorways are.

      A cat rubs against his leg. He’s in the deepest shadows, under the eaves of the nightclub, away from streetlights. He bends to scratch the cat, hearing the faint thump of feet and paws on the sidewalk.

      Lifting his head to the wind, be breathes in the scents: a human woman and a dog. Perfect. He picks up the cat. It stiffens but doesn’t try to shred him. Perhaps, he thinks, the cat understands he’s a fellow hunter, silent and lethal.

      When the jogging steps approach, he puts the cat back down on the pavement. It runs forward a few feet, hisses at the panting dog, and then moves back beside the hunter. That couldn’t have gone better if the hunter had planned it himself.

      The dog pulls at the leash, half dragging his petite female owner across the empty parking lot. He’s a strong, muscular breed. The hunter can see her straining. He enjoys her predicament.

      The dog is stronger, though she is the one in charge. Moments like this call that power dynamic into question. In the dog’s mind, he may have been allowing her to give him commands because she scratches and feeds him. When it comes down to it, though, he knows which of them is the stronger and fiercer.

      The woman yanks him back. “Heel.”

      Even from here, the hunter can see her embarrassment. She’s lost control. She’ll have to get used to that feeling.

      The dog growls, dragging her closer to the building. The cat steps forward again, hissing. The woman’s shoulders droop. Nothing to fear here. Just a cat getting her dog worked up.

      Suppressing a grin, the hunter waits until she’s just a bit closer. She doesn’t have his—nor the cat nor dog’s—night vision, so she’s missing some very important context clues.

      The hunter waits, like a spider on a web. Just a little closer.

      “Buttercup, come on. It’s just a cat. We need to finish our run.” She tries to pull him back, but it’s no use. He has the hunter’s scent and is far too intrigued.

      The cat runs around the empty nightclub, but still the dog pulls the woman toward her death.

      Brow furrowed, she stares blindly into the dark at the hunter’s shins, trying to make out what her little Buttercup is growling at. The hunter will show her soon, but not yet. He’s a predator, much like the cat, who enjoys playing with his food.

      “What is it?” she asks, exasperated. “Is it food?”

      She steps closer, and the hunter lets his eyes glow red in the dark. “It’s most definitely food,” he says. “Mine.”

      The poor woman is paralyzed with fright when his fangs sink into her neck.
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      It was disconcerting, waking to a big, furry head in my face. “I’m not awake yet. Go lie down.”

      Fergus wasn’t one to be put off once he’d heard the change in my breathing and knew breakfast and a run were in the offing. I was about to give in when Clive’s arm tightened around me, pulling me flush against him, his mouth on the back of my neck.

      Tipping my head forward to give him better access, I said, “You’re supposed to be sleeping now.” My voice was breathier than usual. He had that effect on me.

      His hand on my waist slid lower. “I’m not sleepy yet.”

      While his fingers explored, I reached behind me, took a hold of him, and squeezed. Clive groaned. My laugh was cut off by my own gasp. Lifting my leg over his, he opened me up, his clever fingers making me mindless.

      Fergus blew out a breath, went back to his bed, and flopped down, recognizing he wasn’t going anywhere any time soon.

      “I thought you’d be…tired.” I’d lost my train of thought for a moment.

      He flipped us over, holding my hips up while pushing my shoulders down. “Not in the least.”

      Face in the mattress, I came apart almost at once, but he was just getting started. He worked my body like the Master vampire he was, and it wasn’t long before my whole body felt like a million sensitive nerve endings readying for impact. He sped up, his hands on me, knowing the secrets to my body. Teeth gritted, I rode out the short-circuiting explosions happening everywhere, all at once.

      When I was finally able to move, I slid bonelessly back to the bed and tried to catch my breath. Clive pulled me in close, so my head was on his chest.

      “Stay a little longer, love,” he mumbled. The sun had fully risen, and he was finally being pulled under.

      Blowing out a breath, I gave myself a moment for my heart to slow down and then kissed his cheek. “Sleep well.”

      I got cleaned up, put on my running leggings and a tight tee, strapped on my axe and sheath for those nasty fae assassin encounters that occasionally popped up, and zipped on a thin hoodie. The dwarf’s axe had been spelled to disappear when it was on me, only becoming visible when I pulled it out of its sheath. I scared fewer joggers that way.

      Once my running shoes were on, I slapped my thigh and Fergus jumped up, ready to begin today’s adventure. He ran down the stairs in front of me, no doubt heading toward his water bowl before something distracted him.

      I rounded the bottom of the stairs and saw him staring into the den, his tail wagging. “What is it, buddy?”

      And then I saw it too. Two black eyes shining in the darkest corner of the room. My hand went to my axe handle and then I heard his voice.

      “So jumpy. If he’s wagging his tail, why are you ready to chop off my head?” Vlad rolled his eyes. “You really need to pay closer attention to his body language.” He put aside the book he was reading and tapped his knee.

      Fergus galloped across the room, trying his best to fit his huge body on Vlad’s lap.

      “We’ve discussed this,” Vlad murmured, pushing my eight-month-old Irish Wolfhound, who was already tipping the scales at one hundred and ten pounds, back down. A lap dog Fergus was not, to his everlasting disappointment. “You may sit at my feet, like a dignified and loyal hound. You may not sprawl on my lap.”

      Snickering, I filled up Fergus’ water bowl. “Good morning, Vlad. I have to ask. What are you doing here? I believe we gave you my old apartment to stay in.”

      Looking every inch the lord of the manor, he sat back in the leather chair, his legs crossed and a hand resting on the top of Fergus’ head. “You did. I’ve run out of my own books and have come to read yours.”

      “Run out? There are hundreds of books in that apartment.” I grabbed Fergus’ leash and he leapt to me, his body wiggling in anticipation.

      Vlad smirked, using his knee as a bookmark. “I should clarify. I’ve read the few worth reading. I was looking for a good book.”

      Irritated, I headed to the front door with Fergus dancing around me. “Those are fighting words, vampire. You’re lucky I have more important things to do right now.” I snapped on my pup’s leash. “Come on, little man. We don’t have to put up with this disrespect.”

      I closed the front door on Vlad’s chuckle, slid my phone into the hip pocket on my leggings, and began an easy jog. I needed to let Fergus warm up. Wolfhounds weren’t long-distance runners, but he’d been my running buddy since we’d adopted him, so he was building up the endurance.

      Turning right, we jogged, nice and easy, up the road, past ocean, bay, and Golden Gate Bridge lookouts. We bypassed a short gate, barring vehicles, and then sped along the Lands End trail.

      This was basically our backyard, and he had favorite routes. I usually let him decide where we’d run. I just needed the exercise, being a werewolf and all. I didn’t care where we went.

      When we came out in Sea Cliff, I thought he was heading to Owen and George’s, hoping for treats, but he just kept going, plunging us into the Presidio. I thought maybe he wanted to visit the stables and see the horses, but he kept going. When I saw the Palace of Fine Arts ahead, I made him veer off for a visit. Clive and I had been married here six months ago.

      Not one to be dissuaded, he continued his run as the city began to wake. The bell of a cable car rang in the distance while we ran through the Marina District. For a minute, I wondered if he was headed to see the dragons, but he went right past Drake’s Treasures, the jewelry store owned by George’s family. George’s sister Coco lived above the shop. Fyr and his wolfhound Alice lived in the second apartment.

      Fergus had stayed with them while Clive and I were in Budapest. Fyr had mentioned that the owner of a coffee shop around here liked to give the dogs treats when they visited, so I thought that was where we were headed, but no.

      We went through Marina Green and then Fort Mason. Fergus was a dog on a mission. He kept us on the roads next to the water, but he wasn’t getting distracted by seagulls or the feral cats that liked to hang out down here.

      When I heard the barking of the sea lions at Fisherman’s Wharf, I figured that was what had piqued his interest. He enjoyed watching them sunning themselves on the wide raft the city had provided. Occasionally Fergus would bark back at our huge local colony of mostly male sea lions. They were a fat and sassy bunch, enjoying the fish the tourists tossed at them.

      He wasn’t headed to Pier 39, though. Instead, he brought us to the back of The Mermaid’s Bubble Lounge, a fae-run nightclub. Something felt wrong. While Fergus pulled me toward the front of the building, I heard voices crackling over radios and saw lights flashing on cars.

      “Excuse me, miss. You can’t be here.” A young cop waved his arm, directing us to go around the cars. “That way, please. This is a crime scene. We can’t have you here.”

      “Jimmy,” an older cop grumbled. “You don’t have to give them your life story. Just move them along.”

      The young cop swallowed and nodded, waving me away again.

      Fergus and I went around the patrol car. The smell of death, though, slowed my steps. I looked back and saw a woman on the ground, her head at an unnatural angle. She was dressed like me in running gear. Unlike me, she had two bloody bite marks on her neck, like a vampire had drained her dry without closing the wounds. Shit.

      Fergus whined, not wanting to leave the woman behind. I was right there with him.

      The older cop set up a screen, blocking the public from seeing the victim. Scents were hard to untangle at the wharf. There was just too much with the fish mongers setting up for the day, the coffee kiosks, the popcorn and churros carts, cars, people—washed and unwashed—beginning their day of sightseeing, restaurants cooking breakfast, other dogs and their people walking by. Through it all, though, the odor of death was strong, too strong for her murder to have been recent. My guess was she’d been dead for hours, probably killed late last night.

      I wanted to talk with Clive, but he’d be dead to the world for hours yet.

      Wait. I knew who was up. I pulled out my phone and dialed Vlad.

      “Missed me already?” he answered.

      “No. I’m at Fisherman’s Wharf. There’s a dead woman on the ground with two bloody holes in her neck.”

      I heard him move. “Get close. Do you scent a vampire? Anyone we know?”

      “I can’t. The cops have her blocked off. We’ve already been told to move on. If the cop didn’t look so queasy, he’d probably be yelling at me for being this close.”

      “Check her color,” he said. “Exsanguination will leave skin unnaturally pale, like a maggot’s, and she won’t have dark bluish or purple spots on the bottom of her body from normal blood settling.”

      I grimaced. “As lovely as all that sounds, they’ve put a screen up around her.”

      He cursed. “Just describe what you saw.”

      I closed my eyes and brought it back. “She’s lying on the ground beside the Bubble Lounge’s outside wall. She’s wearing running gear like what you just saw me in. Her head’s at a weird angle. The bite mark’s obvious and prominent, on the side of her neck facing the street, not the building.”

      He made an irritated sound. “Eyes open or closed?”

      My focus had been on that bloody bite mark and what it meant. “Let me think.” I tried to see her in my mind’s eye. “Open, but not wide open, if that makes sense.”

      “Yes.”

      “From the scent, I’d say she was killed last night,” I told him. “And her clothes, they’re the kind that have a reflective stripe down the sides for people jogging at night.” I thought about that a moment. “Weird, though.”

      “What is?” he asked.

      “It’s just odd.” More emergency vehicles arrived, so I walked Fergus to the side, near the fresh fish stand. The workers there were watching the cops too. “Most women don’t go jogging late at night on their own.”

      “Perhaps her running companion is the one who attacked her,” Vlad suggested.

      I shrugged, not that he could see me. “I mean, anything’s possible since we have no idea what happened.”

      “Or,” he continued, “she felt secure because, like you, she was jogging with a dog, one who ran off during the attack. Regardless, you should leave. They’ll start taking pictures of the crowd and it would be best if you weren’t in those pictures. I’d venture to guess that Russell, as Master of the City, has connections in the police department and the morgue. We’ll see what information he can get.”

      “And in the meantime,” I said, “we’ll hope like hell that this doesn’t have anything to do with what it looks like.”

      “The Guild is in shambles,” Vlad said. “We’re not prepared to deal with my kind trying to come out to the world, so, yes, let’s hope very hard that there is a mundane explanation for this woman’s death.”
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      By the time we arrived home, Fergus was dragging and Vlad was gone. I ran upstairs to shower before I went to work. I flicked on the lights in the bedroom. Clive wouldn’t care. Seeing him, though, made me wish he was a day-walking vamp, like Vlad. I wanted to talk with him.

      I leaned over the bed and gave him a kiss. “I need to talk with you when you wake up.”

      Maybe it had been a run-of-the-mill creep with a strange weapon who’d killed her. Maybe. I was worried, though.

      They’d talked in Budapest about a contingent of vampires who wanted to come out to the world. They wanted the power and the fear. They wanted to be at the top of the food chain, with humans cowering in subservience.

      Yes, vampires were inhumanly strong and fast. Yes, they were undead killers, but there were a shit ton more humans in the world than vampires. Vampire hunting would become an overnight craze. Apps would be created to locate nocturnes and destroy vamps. Hell, a whole cottage industry would rise focused on exterminating vampires. Humans might not have super-human strength, but they had the numbers and could hunt around the clock.

      I didn’t bother closing doors or trying to be quiet while Clive slept. If anything, he told me he enjoyed sometimes hearing me get ready. If his subconscious was close to the surface, he’d listen and feel like he was with me.

      Wearing my usual jeans, running shoes, and a hoodie, I jogged downstairs to get breakfast for Fergus and me. Was it June? Yes, but it was also San Francisco. Today was cold and overcast.

      I filled Fergus’ food bowl and then made myself a large chorizo omelet. When he finished his breakfast, he ran out to the little doggies’ room, aka the side of the house. I brought out my plate and a large glass of iced tea to have my meal al fresco on the patio.

      A hummingbird hovered over the salvia along the back wall of the garden. Fergus, who’d flopped on the ground beside me, tracked it but couldn’t be bothered to stir himself. In fact, he rolled over, using my foot as a pillow.

      “It’s your own fault. No one told you to run all the way down to Fisherman’s Wharf.” I thought about it for a minute. “Why did you?” I scratched the side of his head. “You ran there like you knew what we were going to find.”

      Knowing our property had wards on top of wards, I didn’t worry about calling Russell and talking outside. Russell, the vampire Master of the City was sleeping, as all good little vampires were right now, so I left a message for him on his cell.

      “Hi. It’s Sam. I know you’re sleeping, but when you wake up, can you look into a murder near the Bubble Lounge this morning—or, more likely, last night. Fergus and I were on a run and saw a woman with a bloody, vampire-bite-looking wound on her neck. I told Vlad and we’re hoping you have people in human services you can contact for more information. Anyway, just wanted you to know. Sorry to give you bad news. Say hi to Godfrey and Audrey for me. Unless that’s not a cool thing to ask the Master to do. In which case, forget I asked. Anyway, thanks.”

      I needed to learn how to bullet point my messages. Oh, well. I brought my empty plate in and rinsed it before putting it in the dishwasher.

      “Come on, buddy. It’s time for work.”

      Fergus jumped up and ran to the front door. He may have been tired but there was an endless energy reserve for the stuff he wanted to do.

      I locked up, snapped on his leash again, and then we strolled across the road and through the green area between home and The Slaughtered Lamb before taking the stairs down to Lands End lookout. Humans on the stairs made it down to a promontory at the edge of the ocean. Supernaturals, like myself, were able to trip a ward and continue down the stairs, going underground to The Slaughtered Lamb Bookstore and Bar.

      My bookstore and bar was built into the cliff face at the water line. Aquarium-grade glass kept the books dry and gave us a gorgeous view of the ocean and the hills in the North Bay. How, you might ask. Magical builders helped me create the world’s most beautiful bookstore and bar.

      We weren’t open yet, so it was quiet. Bright morning light streamed in through the window as kelp bobbed in the ocean. I flicked on a few lights and then went to the kitchen to fill the pup’s work water bowl.

      Dave, my half-demon cook, had left me a plate of cookies on the island. Baking helped with his uncontrollable bouts of anger, and I was here for it. Truth be told, morning cookies were my favorite part of the day.

      Today’s plate had a note beside it that read lavender chai cookies. What? Normally, the lack of chocolate would be enough to disappoint me, but these sounded intriguing. I grabbed a bully stick for Fergus and then a cookie for me. I took a bite and stopped, closing my eyes, letting the taste settle on my tongue. De-licious.

      We opened at noon, but I had arrived early so I could unpack book boxes. Cookies and new books. Did it get any better than this? Once I’d loaded all the new books on a cart and broken down the boxes, I grabbed two more cookies and headed to the bookstore.

      Owen, my right-hand guy, Slaughtered Lamb manager, and wicche extraordinaire, arrived at eleven thirty to get the bar prepped. He’d watch that side of The Slaughtered Lamb while I covered this side, adding the new books to our inventory.

      Holding the new books, often reading the opening paragraphs, made me happy, but today my mind kept returning to that poor woman who had just been trying to go for a run. A good long growl vibrated through my chest.

      Owen appeared in the bookstore doorway. “Everything okay? Did we get the wrong shipment?”

      I shook my head and then explained to Owen about the dead woman.

      “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “That’s horrible. George made us waffles this morning and you had to start your day with death.”

      “It was worse for her.” I dropped the book in my hand back onto the cart. “She was just trying to do the most basic thing, just living, and some bastard decided her life was his to take.”

      Owen nodded. “It might have been a female vampire.”

      “That doesn’t make it better,” I protested. “If this wasn’t a human creep, we’re dealing with a vampire who is broadcasting who they are and what they do to the human world. Neither scenario is good.”

      Owen leaned his elbows on the counter and stared out the window as waves crashed. After a moment, he said, “Is it wrong that I’m rooting for a human creep?”

      I shook my head. “One of them is horrible, but we can hopefully help the authorities capture the guy. The other is indicative of a much bigger and scarier problem.”

      Owen and I sat with that possibility for a moment and then he said, “How about if I get you a cup of tea?”

      Slumping in my chair, I nodded. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”

      He walked back toward the bar. “Oh, and don’t worry about shelving all of those. Meri wanted more hours since she’s on summer break. She’ll be here at opening.”

      Meri was my newest employee. She was half-fae and a teenager. Her father was a merman who scowled at us from the ocean, keeping his eyes on her to make sure she was safe. His near constant presence embarrassed her, but I’d assured her that many of us would have loved to have a protective dad watching over us. Mine died when I was a baby and while hers often scared me, I still got a little choked up when I caught him smiling, watching her work.

      I opened the wards at noon. A group of four wicches were the first down the stairs. They were here most days, so Owen already had cups and a full teapot waiting for them. They were funny older women who enjoyed teasing Owen and sharing stories. If any problems went down, though, they’d be the first to start throwing spells. The magical community respected and feared the crone wicches. They knew their own power and had lost all patience with—what they referred to as—nonsense.

      A moment later, I heard light steps on the stairs and knew Meri had arrived. She came in with her hoodie covering most of her face and her hands buried in her pockets. Meri was inhumanly beautiful. She had long white-blonde hair, golden skin, and violet eyes. She was a stunner who often had to deal with stalkers, other teens and, more disturbingly, adults. Consequently, she hid beneath oversized clothing. As someone who did the same for almost eight years—trying to hide my scars—I totally got it. Usually, when she arrived, she’d take off the hoodie and get to work. Today, she kept it on.

      “Hey, Meri. How’s summer vacation treating you?” I dipped my head, trying to see under the edge of her hood.

      Her shoulder twitched before she picked up books from my cart to shelve.

      “Meri?” I kept my voice low.

      She paused, her back to me.

      “Is everything okay?” I went around the counter and stood beside her.

      She didn’t turn around.

      “You and I are the only ones here right now with excellent hearing. The ones in the bar are wicches. They won’t hear us. I can see that everything isn’t okay.” I stepped closer. “You can talk to me.”

      She finally turned and lifted her head. Her luminous purple eyes were filled with tears. “I wanted to walk today. My mom is working. Fyr always offers to drive me, but I know he doesn’t start work for a few more hours. I didn’t want to ask him to chauffeur me around.” She slammed the books in her hands on a shelf to her left. “I have a license. I’m working here to save money for a car. I just didn’t want to beg for a ride today, so I decided to walk.”

      “How far of a walk is it?” I was pretty sure I knew where this was going.

      “Only about a mile,” she said. “My mom and I live in the Outer Richmond District.”

      I nodded. She was right. That wasn’t too far.

      “This man started following me.” She shivered. “I just felt these goose bumps on the back of my neck. When I turned, there was this man who’s been watching me.” She yanked her hood down. The braid of her thick blonde hair uncoiled and fell over her shoulder. “You know how I love gardening?”

      I nodded. Meri had a gift for growing things. She’d created a display in the gardening section of the bookstore that was overtaking the bookshelves around it. We had a lush English tea garden along the back wall.

      “I can’t work in my front yard anymore. Whenever I go out, he shows up to stand on the sidewalk, stare at me, and try to start conversations.” The anger from a moment ago was dissipating, leaving only despair. “My plants are dying.”

      “I’m sorry. Does your mom know?” Although as a human, I’m not sure what she could do.

      She nodded. “Yeah. There’s this detective we’ve worked with on other stuff.” She meant other stalking cases. Meri’s had to change schools countless times. “Mom called her to talk to her about this man. The detective said she’d ask patrol cars to regularly drive down our street but that means they drive by once a day. I mean, I appreciate it but that won’t stop him.

      “Anyway, I started walking to work and there he was, following me. It’s a really beautiful day. I just wanted to walk to work. That’s all.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s not fair that you can’t go for a walk without someone bothering you, but I need you to remember that you have friends here. You could have called me, and I’d have jogged to you and scared the hell out of that guy.” I let my eyes lighten to wolf gold and my claws slide from my fingertips. “I would have enjoyed making him wet himself.”

      Meri almost smiled.

      “Owen could have driven over to get you and hit the guy with a go-away spell. Heck, Fyr could have breathed fire on him. No more problem.”

      Her eyes glittered, considering that one.
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      “I can’t take my sweatshirt off without having to explain to people what happened.” Meri pulled up her right sleeve. She already had a dark bruise forming in the shape of a handprint. Rage overtook me. Leaning down, I sniffed her sleeve, caught his scent, and raced up the stairs. I knew she shouted something after me, but I couldn’t hear it. My head was filled with a roaring white noise.

      I was done. This on top of the woman this morning? I was at a breaking point. This shit had to stop.

      When I hit the upper parking lot, I spun, trying to catch his sent on the wind. She’d said Outer Richmond, a mile. I went to the main road but couldn’t find him. I did, however, get her scent, so I followed that back. She’d clearly lost him somewhere along the way.

      As I was running down a very steep hill and wondering why she’d taken this far more vertical route, it occurred to me that she’d done it to lose him. Sure enough, at the bottom of the hill, I caught his scent. Turning to the right, I passed apartment houses and single-family homes. My head was on a swivel, trying to find the asshole who laid his hand on her.

      Where the hell had he gone? There was no way he’d left the area, not after getting close enough to grab her. He was waiting somewhere. At the end of the block, I lost it. The stink of a passing bus’s exhaust was in my nose, overlaying his trail. I retraced my steps, blowing air out of my nose, before I pulled up my hood and shifted my snout.

      Head down, I went back to the corner, found the trail, and started running again. I shifted my nose back. No need to scare the little old lady walking down the sidewalk. I didn’t need the boost anymore. I had him now.

      I passed a bodega and skidded to a stop. Senses on alert, I scanned the area. A moment later, a man walked out of the bodega holding a bottle of water. He looked to be in his fifties, with sallow skin and sagging jowls. His hair was thin and an unnatural black that looked like it came from a spray can. His narrow eyes darted up and down the street. He unscrewed the bottle cap, took a sip, and then walked a few paces back to the intersection so he could keep watch and spot Meri on her return route.

      My fingertips tingled. I wanted my claws, wanted to rake them across this creep’s throat.

      A moment later, I felt Clive in my mind with me. Darling, why are you so angry?

      Glaring at the back of the creep’s balding head, I tried to use my words. I know killing is wrong, but I’m having a hard time convincing myself of that right now.

      I felt him pushing himself to be more alert. What’s happening?

      I explained about Meri’s stalker and the bruise. I knew he knew it wasn’t only about that. I had a lot of pent-up rage about what had been done to me when I was a teenager. It wasn’t the same. I knew that. It didn’t stop me from wanting to punish this bastard, though.

      If I could, I’d kill him for you so you wouldn’t feel the weight of it. We both know, though, that you’d carry the guilt of taking his life.

      I’d be saving Meri and who knows who else.

      True.

      I huffed out a breath. Fine. I won’t kill him.

      Darling, you don’t have to kill him to put the fear of Sam in him. Go scare him. It’ll make you feel better.

      The creep took a gulp of water while he looked up and down the streets, not wanting to miss Meri. The thighs of his baggy jeans had a sheen, like he regularly wiped his greasy fingers on his pants. His faded black camp shirt smelled like it needed a good wash.

      The jeans hung off his flat ass, but there was a bulge in the back pocket. Perfect. I moved up behind him and snatched his wallet. He spun around, face dark with anger. One look at my yellow eyes and sneer, though, and he was taking a step back.

      “H-hey,” he stammered. “What are you doing?”

      I flipped open his wallet. “Vincent Lloyd. Balboa Street.” When I lifted my gaze from his license, I enjoyed the fear I saw in his eyes. His scent turned sour. “Vincent Lloyd.” I glanced down again. “A fifty-four-year-old man who likes to stalk and terrorize a teenage girl. That’s you, right?”

      His eyes jittered in their sockets. “What? Of course not.” He shook his head, reaching for his wallet. “You’re crazy.”

      I held his wallet just out of reach. Allowing one claw to poke out, I tapped his chest in time with my words. “I. Don’t. Believe. You.”

      He flinched, his eyes getting rounder, as drops of blood dribbled under his shirt.

      “You’re a sad little man who spends his days fantasizing about a girl almost forty years younger, a girl who has no interest in you, one who has made it clear you scare her but still you stare and follow.”

      He shook his head, sweat beading on his oily brow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He tried to snatch the wallet out of my hand, but I growled, low and mean. His eyes began dancing again.

      “And today, you put your sweaty hand on her.” I reveled in watching him begin to tremble.

      “No. That’s not true. Whatever that little bitc⁠—”

      I didn’t think. I heard the word being formed and my hand moved, slapping the shit out of him. He hit the ground, my handprint on his face.

      Crouching down beside him, I was pleased to hear a whimper. “I need you to understand, Vincent Lloyd who lives on Balboa Street, that if you so much as look at her from behind your living room curtains, I will come back and tear your face off.” I held up one finger with a razor-sharp claw at the end. “Do you understand?”

      And there it was. The smell of piss.

      His head bounced up and down.

      I leaned in closer, letting my teeth elongate. “Later, you’re going to second-guess yourself. You’re going to think you remembered this wrong. You were taken by surprise. I couldn’t have been this scary.” I smiled, letting him see my teeth and then I picked up his two-hundred-pound body off the ground with ease, placing him back on his feet.

      “When you begin to doubt what happened here and question whether anyone would really notice if you started following her again, think of me and remind yourself that there are things in this world you know nothing about, things that can end you in the most painful ways without breaking a sweat. Yes?”

      He gave another jerky nod.

      I tossed the wallet at his chest and he squealed in fear. I might have enjoyed that sound too much. I sprinted across the street and up the steep hill, out of sight. I needed him to understand that I wasn’t human, that my threat was real.

      When I turned the corner, I slowed down, trying to get my rage in check. I didn’t want to scare Meri or the wicches in the bar.

      You did that beautifully.

      I flinched at Clive’s voice. I didn’t realize you were still with me.

      Is it wrong that I’m feeling very aroused right now?

      I laughed and shook off the last of the anger. I want to give Meri one of your cars. She needs a safe way to get around. She shouldn’t have to ask people for rides or risk walking around town by herself.

      Clive was silent for a moment. None of my cars are appropriate for a teen with a new license. How about if we loan her the money to buy the car she wants.

      Oh, I like that. Okay. I’ll talk with her when I get back. Thank you.

      Of course. He paused again. You should also talk with your cousin Arwyn. From what Declan told me when we were trying to put out that fire at her gallery, she’s also dealt with stalkers all her life.

      I walked across the parking lot and started down the stairs to the lookout. Good idea. And they both have a father who’s water fae. Arwyn’s other half is wicche, so there are spells she can do to protect herself. Meri’s mom is human. Still, though, there’s got to be some fae thing that’ll keep creeps away.

      There was another long pause. I’m sorry, darling. If this is sorted now, I really need to go back to sleep. I’m having a hard time focusing.

      Sure. I need to talk with you when you wake about something that happened at the wharf.

      Hmm?

      He was out. The worst part of these longer days was seeing less of Clive. Summer blew.

      When I came down the stairs, Meri was waiting at the bottom, looking apprehensive. I patted her shoulder and then waved her back into the bookstore. Brow furrowed, Owen watched us go.

      I had Meri follow me to the chairs by the window, motioning for her to sit. “I found him.”

      Her eyebrows shot up as she looked me over, her gaze setting on my hand. “You have blood on your finger.”

      I held up my hand to check and then let my claw slide out. “No. I have blood on my claw.”

      Emotions flashed across her ethereal face: worry, anger, and finally a tentative hope that took the place of the defeat she’d been drowning in earlier.

      I told her everything.

      She whispered, “You made him pee himself?”

      Shrugging a shoulder, I told her, “I’m very scary, Meri. I keep telling you, but you never listen.”

      She giggled, as I’d hoped she would, her shoulders finally relaxing. “You really don’t think he’ll be out there when I go home?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. What I want you to do, though, is call me—or Fyr or Dave or Owen—if you even think you might be seeing his shadow around a corner. I guarantee you, all of us would look at it as a treat to go rough that guy up.” I glanced at my claw again. “Now you might be wondering, Sam, why aren’t you cleaning off that blood? Well, I’ll tell you. I want Fyr and Dave to have his scent. I want them to know who our enemy is. Okay?”

      She nodded, eyes glassy with tears, and then she popped up and ran into the bar. She came back a moment later, carrying a clear bar towel. “Here. Use this to clean off and then we can put the towel in a baggie to keep it free from other scents.”

      “Great idea.”

      She left again before returning with a large plastic baggie. I dropped the towel in and she closed it up. “I’m going to go leave this on Dave’s desk. He’s usually the first to arrive. I can explain when he gets here.”

      “Good call.” Watching her go, the tightness in my chest relaxed. She was taking control. She knew we were her weapons when she needed us, but she was the one in charge.

      When she walked back in, she was grinning. “Fyr is going to be so mad that he wasn’t the one to scare that guy.”

      I nodded. “Both Dave and Fyr will be pissed off they missed out. They’ll look forward to that call so they can have their own fun.” I didn’t want her to second-guess calling for help or to worry she’d be bothering any of us.
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      “Okay.” I gestured to the chair beside me. “That takes care of one problem. The other is your need for a car, so you’re not left vulnerable to stalkers.”

      Meri nodded. “I’m getting close. I saved the money I made working at the Bubble Lounge too.”

      “Clive and I want to help. We’re going to loan you the money you need to buy a good, safe car now and you can pay us back a little every month.”

      Meri was already shaking her head. “I couldn’t. I don’t want⁠—”

      “So you know,” I interrupted, “I opened The Slaughtered Lamb when I was your age. I’d lost my mom. I’d been attacked and was covered in scars. I had no family and no place to go. I was dumped in this city to stay with a woman I’d never met before but who they told me was a friend of my mom’s. Clive loaned me the money to build this place, giving me a safe space to heal and a life I grew to love. We all need help sometimes. There’s no shame in letting someone lend a hand.”

      After a long pause, she nodded, her lavender eyes beginning to sparkle. “I can get my own car soon?”

      “Absolutely. You said you were close. How much do you need?”

      She scrunched her nose. “Is seven thousand too much? That should cover it and be enough to pay the tax and license stuff they add on.”

      I patted her hand. “When Dave comes in, I’ll have him transfer money from my account to yours. He does the payroll around here. He’ll do it faster than me.”

      Meri’s grin was so wide, I felt the last dregs of my outrage draining away.

      Leaning back in the chair, I watched the ocean swirl against the window. “I know I’m—what—eight years older than you, but I just got my driver’s license too. Clive, of course, bought me some ridiculously expensive vehicle I’m too scared to drive, so instead I use a small, safe sedan that doesn’t make me feel too overwhelmed.”

      Meri nodded quickly. “I’ve been researching cars for a while. It needs to be small, so I can find parking. I don’t want a manual. I had to drive one in driver’s training, and I about had a heart attack when I had to stop on Bradford Street and then start again. Even the instructor was white knuckling it.”

      I swallowed. “I’ve never driven that one myself, but I was in the car when Clive drove it in one of his manual sports cars.” I rubbed my forehead. “I’ve had nightmares about that one. It’s like a forty-five-degree angle.” I shook my head, not wanting the thought to become lodged in there. I didn’t want another nightmare where the street got steeper and steeper while the car I was in tumbled backward to the bottom.

      She held up her hands. “Never again. Anyway, there are car dealerships with used cars in Colma. Maybe my mom can take me this weekend to look.”

      “I don’t know how you feel about this,” I began. “You’ve never met Clive, since you usually leave before nightfall, but if hanging with a vampire doesn’t bother you, I can ask him to car shop with you. The man knows everything there is to know about them and he’ll help you find a good one.”

      She bit her lip. “Will you be there too?”

      “Of course. If that wigs you out at all, Dave could do it too. You’ll just need to brace for snarly cussing.”

      She rolled her eyes. “He doesn’t scare me.”

      “Nor should he.” My relationship with Dave was complicated, but that had only happened recently. For the last seven and a half years, he’s been my red-skinned, black-eyed, grumpy uncle who hated everyone else but tolerated me. It still hurt to know things I wish I didn’t, but I’d trust him to protect Meri. “If Dave goes with you, you’re going to end up with a very loud muscle car. He can’t help himself.”

      She laughed.

      “Okay, and the last thing on the Meri agenda is to ask if I can have you speak with my cousin Arwyn. She’s half water fae and half wicche. Like you, she’s gorgeous and has had to deal with predators since she was little. Can I call her and have you talk with her? She might have suggestions that will help.”

      Meri sat up straight. “Really? I’ve talked with my Aunt Nerissa and my cousins at the Bubble Lounge.” She stared down at her hands in her lap for a moment. “None of them have the same problem I do. I mean, some humans are interested and hit on them, but it’s not…”

      “It’s not obsessive violence masquerading as devotion?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No. Do you really think your cousin could help me?”

      “Only one way to find out.” I pulled out my phone and dialed. Once I’d explained to Arwyn what was going on, I handed Meri my phone and went out to the bar.

      Owen slid a cup of tea to me. “Everything all right, boss?”

      I took a sip. “Mostly. Meri can tell you why I sprinted out of here, if she wants.”

      While he brewed a fresh pot of tea for the wicches, I drew a flagon of mead for Grim, my dwarf regular who’d been sitting on the last stool at the bar since the first day I opened. I heard his very distinctive thump-slide footsteps on the stairs. My human-sized stairs were too tall for dwarfs. Now that I was thinking about it, that might have been why he was always so snarly.

      “Good afternoon, Grim. I hope you’re having a good day.” I slid the flagon to the last stool as he stomped across the bar and then hopped up on his seat. He grunted his acknowledgement and took a big swig.

      I went back to the kitchen, got the rest of the cookies, and came out to offer him one. His bushy eyebrows crashed down, appearing offended by the question. He ignored me and took another drink. I strolled back to the other end of the bar as Owen was returning and offered one to him.

      “Those are delicious,” he said, taking one. “I had one earlier. I have to ask Dave for the recipe. Mom would love them.”

      More patrons started down the stairs and Owen and I got back to work. Although I opened at noon, we usually didn’t see an uptick in customers until around two. I left Meri to cover the bookstore while Owen and I served the bar.

      Dave arrived at four and Meri ran into the kitchen to let him know what was going on. She’d returned my phone at some point, thanking me for introducing her to Arwyn. Meri looked lighter and happier than I’d ever seen her. A weight had been lifted.

      Around five, Dave came out to update the menu board posted outside the kitchen. Chili and cornbread tonight. Dave wore a glamour when he was above where humans could see him. Up there he was a muscular, bald Black man. Down here, he didn’t try to pass for human. He was half-demon and he looked it, with dark red skin and shark-black eyes.

      Leaning against the bar sink, he crossed his arms over his chest and quietly asked, “Was that really all that happened?”

      The bar was crowded and noisy. As of right now, Dave and I were the only ones here with sensitive hearing, so our murmured conversation was private. “I wanted to kill him.”

      He nodded, not looking at me. “I doubt she even knows, but she has a talent, a fae trick, for getting people to care for her.”

      I turned to him, brow furrowed.

      He moved a beefy shoulder. “She’s a sweet kid. Like I said, I doubt she even knows, but I feel it when she’s around. I haven’t talked to Fyr about it—we’re not close like that—but he is extremely protective of her.” He glanced down at his shoes and then said, “I was watching him. The fact that he constantly volunteers to drive her around was making me uncomfortable. He’s almost thirty and she’s seventeen. I didn’t know if his captivity as a child was screwing with his head and his idea of appropriate relationships, or what.”

      “Do you know something?” Fyr would be out of here today if he was preying on a teenager.

      Dave shook his head. “Nah. The two of them have a brother-sister thing. I think her fae magic makes him more eager to look out for her. That’s all.”

      I blew out a breath.

      “I do think that’s why she doesn’t work at the Bubble Lounge anymore. Working for her aunt seems like the obvious place to be and I’d imagine her aunt can pay her better than you can. She talked about her cousins being jerks to her. My guess is they feel her magic, recognize it, and resent her for using it on them. I honestly don’t think she even knows she’s doing it or how to control it.”

      He smirked at me. “She tells me you’re loaning her money for a car.”

      I dropped my head into my hands and heard him laugh.

      Patting my shoulder, he added, “Don’t feel bad. I only know because I offered the same thing, and she told me you’d beat me to it.” He shook his head. “The kid does need a ride. She’s giving off some kind of vibe that makes the weak-minded go nuts. It’s not safe for her to be walking the streets. The issue is we need to find someone who can teach her how to control her magic.”

      “I connected her with Arwyn. Maybe she can work with her.”

      Dave nodded slowly, watching the waves. “Arwyn knows more about her wicche side than her fae side, but I don’t feel the need to protect her, so if she has the same talent, she’s learned how to hide it. Good plan.” He turned and walked back into the kitchen.

      When the sun began to set, Vlad walked out of the back and sat on a stool at the bar. The volume of conversations dropped the minute he walked through the kitchen door. Patrons watched him out of the corners of their eyes.

      A table of wicches near the stairs got up, waving nervously at me as they headed up and out. I crossed my arms and glared at him.

      “What?” he asked, as though he didn’t know.

      Another table quietly skirted around him and disappeared up the stairs.

      “You are ruining my business,” I hissed behind gritted teeth.

      He raised his eyebrows at me and turned to the side to watch five more people escape. “I have no idea what you mean. I haven’t done anything. I merely sat in your establishment. If your patrons realized it was time to go home, that’s hardly on me.”

      “Will you be purchasing anything this time?” I asked.

      Expression haughty, he replied, “Unless blood donors have been added to the menu, I think not.”

      Dave walked out, carrying a tray with bowls of chili and baskets of cornbread. He stopped, scanned the rapidly emptying bar, and then turned to Vlad. “Couldn’t you have waited until after I served dinner?”

      Vlad glanced over his shoulder at the nearly empty bar and then at Dave’s tray. “I could have, but I was bored.”
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