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For Karen Lahey, because until I met her I never made the connection that “people” write books. (Where I thought they came from, I have no idea.) Essentially, Karen’s responsible for my being a writer so if you’ve enjoyed any of my books, you should thank her. Thank you, Karen.

I’d like to thank Blanche McDermaid and the cast and crew of A&E’s Nero Wolfe Mysteries, who graciously allowed me to hang about the set. I’d especially like to thank Matt and PJ, the PAs, who were more than patient with two solid days of stupid questions. Anything I got right, I owe to them. Mistakes are all my own.


ONE

Leaning forward, brushing red-gold hair back off his face, he locked eyes with the cowering young woman and smiled, teeth too white within the sardonic curve of his mouth.

“There’s no need to be frightened,” he told her, his voice holding menace and comfort equally mixed. “You have my word that nothing will happen to you; unless—and I did warn you about this—unless you’ve been holding out on me, Melissa.”

A full lower lip trembled as her fingers clutched the edge of the park bench. “I swear I’ve told you everything I know!”

“I hope so.” He leaned just a little closer, his smile broadening as she trembled. “I truly hope so.”

“Cut! Mason, the girl’s name isn’t Melissa. It’s Catherine.”

Mason Reed, star of Darkest Night, straightened as the director moved out from behind his pair of monitors. “Catherine?”

“That’s right.”

“Why does it matter, Peter? She’ll be dead by the end of the episode.”

Safely out of Mason’s line of sight, the actress rolled her eyes.

“It matters because everyone else is calling her Catherine,” Peter told him calmly, wondering, and not for the first time that morning, what the hell was taking the tech guys so long to come up with believable CGI actors. Or, conversely, what was taking the genetics guys so long to breed the ego out of the ones they had. Years of practice kept either thought from showing. “It matters because Raymond Dark called her Catherine the last time he spoke to her. And it matters because that’s her name; if we start calling her by a different name, the audience will get confused. Let’s do it one more time and then we’ll rig for close-ups.”

“What was wrong with the last take?” Mason demanded, fiddling with his left fang. “I liked the last take.”

“Sorge didn’t like the shadows.”

“They changed?”

“Apparently. He said they made you look livide.”

Mason turned toward the director of photography, who was deep in conversation with the gaffer and ignoring him completely. His expression suggested he was less than impressed with being ignored. “Livid?”

“Not livid, livide,” Peter told him, tone and expression completely nonconfrontational. They had no time to deal with one of Mason’s detours into ego. “It’s French. Translates more or less as ghastly.”

“I’m playing a vampire, for Christ’s sake! I’m supposed to look ghastly.”

“You’re supposed to look undead and sexy. That’s not the same thing.” Flashing their star a reassuring smile, Peter returned to the director’s chair. “Come on, Mason, you know what the ladies like.”

The pause while he considered it could have been scripted. Right on cue: “Yes, I do. Don’t I?”

As the visibly soothed actor returned to his place on the park bench, Peter sent a prayer of thanks to whatever gods were listening, settled back behind his monitors, and yelled, “Tony!”

A young man standing just off the edge of the set, ear jack and harried expression marking him as one of the crew, jerked as the sound of his name cut through the ambient noise. He stepped around a five gallon jug of stage blood and hurried over, picking his way carefully through the hydra snarl of cables covering the floor.

“We’re not going to need Lee until after lunch.” Peter tore the wrapper from a granola bar with enough force that the bar itself jerked out of his hands, bounced off his thigh, and was heading for the floor when Tony caught it. “Thank you. Is he here yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Fucking great.” An emphatic first bite. “Have someone in the office call his cell and find out where the hell he is.”

“Do they tell him that you won’t need him until after lunch?”

“They remind him that according to the call sheets, his ass was supposed to be in makeup by 11:00 … Tina, was what’s-her-name wearing that color nail polish in scene sixteen? She looks like her fingertips have been dipped in blood.”

The script supervisor glanced up from lining her pages. “Yes.” Looking past Peter’s shoulder, she indicated that Tony should get going. “I think dipped in blood is what they were trying for.”

Shooting Tina a grateful smile—it wasn’t always easy to tell when Peter’s abrupt subject changes were, in fact, a dismissal—Tony headed for the office. A muffled shriek from the actress playing Catherine stopped him at the edge of the park.

It seemed that Mason was getting playful. Testing out his teeth.

As the gaffer’s crew adjusted two of the lights, shadows danced against the back wall of the set, looking in their own regard, if not ghastly, then strange. Forming shapes that refused to be defined, they moved in weirdly sinuous patterns, their edges overlapping in ways normal shadows did not.

But this is television, Tony reminded himself as he left the park, cut across Raymond Dark’s office, and hurried past the huge mahogany coffin on his way to the production office. There’s nothing normal about it.

The studio where CB Productions shot Darkest Night had been a box warehouse in its previous incarnation and much of it still looked the part. Chester Bane, creator and executive producer of Darkest Night, as well as half a dozen other even less successful straight to syndication series, had gone on record as saying that he refused to spend money the viewer wouldn’t see on the screen. His comments off the record had been more along the line of, “I’m not spending another cent until I start seeing some return on my fucking investment!” Since CB had only one actual volume and that volume had been known to send the sound mixer running for his board to slap the levels down, off the record essentially meant that no reporter was taking notes within a two-kilometer radius.

Leaving the sound stage, Tony pushed his way through racks of clothing—the wardrobe department’s solution to a ten-by-sixteen office and no storage space. Given the perpetual shortage of room, he was always fascinated to note that many of the costumes hanging along both sides of the hall were costumes that had never been used on the show. Granted, he covered enough second unit work that he wasn’t on the set all the time, but he somehow doubted he’d have forgotten the blue taffeta ball gown, extra large, with size twelve stiletto-heeled shoes dyed to match. Assorted World War II uniforms had been used for a flashback sequence two episodes ago, but he had no idea when or if they’d ever needed half a dozen private school uniforms. And he couldn’t help but wonder about the gorilla suit.

Maybe a few shows down the road they were going after a whole new demographic.

He’d been with the series as a production assistant since the beginning—thirteen of twenty-two episodes in the can and word was they were about to be picked up for a second season. There was no shortage of television work in the Vancouver area—half the shows that filled the US networks were shot there—and there’d certainly been more high profile production companies hiring, but Darkest Night had piqued his curiosity and once hired he found himself unable to leave. Even though, as he’d told Henry, some days it was like watching a train wreck.

“They don’t know shit about vampires,” he’d complained after his first day on the job.

Henry had smiled—his teeth too white within the cupid’s bow of his mouth—and said, “Good.”

Henry Fitzroy, writer of moderately successful romance novels, had taken Tony Foster, a nineteen-year-old street kid into his home, his bed, his heart. Had moved him from Toronto to Vancouver. Had bullied him into finishing high school, had provided stability and encouragement while he worked in a video store by day and attended courses at the Vancouver Film School by night.

And although Henry Fitzroy, bastard son of Henry VIII, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, had, in the end, allowed Tony to leave and live the life his protection had made possible, he’d refused to cut all ties—insisting they remain friends. Tony hadn’t been sure that would work—the whole Prince of Man thing made Henry frighteningly possessive of those he considered his—but however unequal the relationship they’d had, it turned out that the friendship they’d built out of it was solid.

Henry Fitzroy, vampire, Nightwalker, four hundred and fifty odd years a member of the bloodsucking undead, wavered between being amused and appalled about Darkest Night.

“They seem to know less about detectives than they do about vampires.”

“Yeah, well, it’s straight to syndication …”

Tony’d learned early on that no one wanted to hear the opinion of a production assistant so, after a few aborted attempts, he surrendered to the inevitable clichés and set about making himself indispensable.

Which was the other reason he stayed with CB Productions. Chester Bane was notorious for hiring the minimum crew the unions would allow and, as a result, his PAs ended up doing a wide variety of less than typical jobs. This resulted in turn in a higher than usual turnover of PAs but Tony figured he’d learned more about the business in thirteen shows than he’d have learned in thirteen seasons elsewhere. Granted, some of it he’d have rather not learned, but after spending his teens on the streets—not to mention unmentionable experiences with demons, mummies, zombies, and ghosts—he had a higher tolerance for the unpleasant than skinny blondes out of West Vancouver by way of UBC who apparently thought themselves too good to empty vomit out of Raymond Dark’s file cabinet. He hoped she was very happy being the TAD at the honey wagon on Smallville location shoots.

The dressing rooms were just past makeup, which was just past the bathrooms. Tony figured he’d check them first in case Lee’d arrived while he was on the set. As he passed the women’s washroom, he reattached a corner of the frayed sign covering the top half of the door and made a mental note to remind the art department they needed a new one. The sign should have read, “DON’T FLUSH WHILE RED LIGHT IS ON—CAMERAS ARE ROLLING” but had been adapted to read, “DON’T FUCK WHILE RED LIGHT IS ON.” Fucking was not actually a problem, but air in the pipes made them bang while flushing and the sound mixer had threatened to strangle the next person who ruined her levels.

He stuck his head into makeup, covering all the bases.

“Lee?” Thumb stroking the graying line of his thin mustache, Everett blinked myopically at Tony from behind his glasses. “I haven’t seen him, but I’m almost positive I heard him out in the office. Don’t quote me on that, though.”

Someday, when he had the time, Tony was going to find out just when Everett had been misquoted and about what.

Lee’s dressing room was empty, shadows fleeing as Tony flicked on the lights. He frowned past his reflection in the mirror. Were the shadows pooling in the corners? Lingering past the time the overhead lights should have banished them? But when he turned … nothing. Lee’s wardrobe for the day had been laid out on the end of the couch, his Gameboy left on the chipped garage sale coffee table, two cushions tossed on the floor … but nothing looked out of place. Any strangeness could be explained by a bulb missing from the track lighting.

Chatter over his radio suggested the camera crew had gotten involved in the lighting debate and that the problem of shadows marring Raymond Dark’s youthful yet patrician features was unlikely to be resolved any time soon.

Four phones were ringing as he opened the door to the production office, the usual chaos cranked up a notch by their current lack of an office PA. He’d been sent out for coffee a week ago and no one had seen him since; his resignation had been written succinctly on a Starbucks napkin and stuffed through the mail slot late one night.

“… understand why it might be a problem, but we really need that street permit. Uh-huh.” Rachel Chou, the office manager, beckoned him toward her desk. “Tell you what; I’ll let you talk to our locations guy. No, we totally understand where you’re coming from here. Hang on.” She hit hold and held the receiver out toward Tony. “Just listen to her, that’s all she really wants and I don’t have the time. If she asks you if it has to be that street at that time, say yes. You’re very sorry but you can’t change anything. I doubt she’ll let you get a word in edgewise, but if she does, be charming.”

Tony stared at the receiver as though he were likely to get a virulent disease from it. “Why can’t she call Matt?”

“She tried. She can’t get through.”

They used the services of a freelance location finder—who no one could ever find.

“Amy …”

“Is busy.”

Across the office, Rachel’s assistant flipped him the finger and continued convincing someone to do something they clearly weren’t happy about.

He sighed and wrapped his fingers around the warm plastic—as far as he could tell, the office phones never got a chance to cool down. “Who is it?”

“Rajeet Singh at the permit office.” Rachel had a second receiver halfway to her ear. “Just let her talk,” she told him again, reached across to hit the hold button on his phone, and snapped, “CB Productions.”

Tony moved as far away as the cord allowed, and turned his back. “Ms. Singh? How can I help you?”

“It’s about that night shoot you’ve got lined up on Lakefield Drive …” Everything after that disappeared into the argument coming through the jack in his left ear and the ambient noise in the office. Resting one cheek on the edge of Rachel’s desk, Tony did as instructed and let her talk.

From where he was sitting, he could see the front doors, nearly blocked by a stack of cardboard boxes, the door leading to the bull pen—the cramped hole that the show’s three staff writers called their own, although not in CB’s hearing—and CB’s office.

If he turned a little, he could see Mason’s office and through the open door, Mason’s personal assistant, Jennifer. Snide remarks about just what exactly her job entailed had ended the day she’d pushed past a terrified security guard and strong-armed a pair of Mason’s more rabid fans off the set and back into their 1983 Dodge Dart. She rode with the Dykes on Bikes during Pride Parade and someday Tony promised himself he’d find the guts to ask her about her tattoos.

Next to Mason, the art department—one room, one person, and a sideline in erotic greeting cards everyone pretended they didn’t know about. Then finance, the kitchen, and the door leading to post production. Somewhere amid the half dozen cubbyholes crammed with equipment, Zev Sero, CB’s music director, had an office but Tony hadn’t yet been able to find it.

Behind him and to the right, the costuming department. Directly behind him, the stairs leading to the basement and special effects. Given CB’s way of making a nickel scream, Tony had been amazed to discover that the FX was done in house. He was more amazed when he found out Arra Pelindrake was a middle-aged woman who’d been with CB—through bad television and worse—for the last seven years. Safer not to think of the possible reasons why.

“… so does it have to be that street at that time?”

He glanced over at Rachel who appeared to be attacking a pile of order forms with a black magic marker. “Uh, yes.”

“Fine. But I’m doing you guys a significant favor here and I want it remembered on election day.”

“Election day …?”

“Municipal elections. City council. Don’t forget to vote. I’ll send your permit over this afternoon.”

“Thank you.” But he was thanking a dial tone. He handed Rachel the receiver in time for her to answer another line and turned to see Amy’s shadow come out of Mason’s office.

Or not.

His own shadow elongated and contracted again as he walked across the office and by the time he reached Amy’s side, he’d almost convinced himself that he’d merely seen Amy’s do the same thing. Almost. Except Amy had been standing, essentially motionless, beside her desk.

“You okay?” she asked, sitting down and reaching for her mouse.

“Yeah. Fine.” Her shadow reached for the mouse’s shadow. Nothing overtly strange about that. “Just having an FX moment.”

“Whatever. What do you want?”

“Lee’s not here yet and he was supposed to be in makeup at eleven.”

“Do I look like his baby-sitter?”

“Peter wants you to call him.”

“Yeah? When? In my copious amounts of …” She snatched up the ringing phone. “CB Productions, please hold … spare time?”

“Yeah.”

“Fine.” She reached for the rolodex. So did her shadow. “What are you looking at? I got a boob hanging out or something?”

“Why would I be looking at that?”

“Good point.” Glancing past his shoulder, she grinned. “Hey, Zev. Tony’s not looking at my boobs.”

“Uh … good?”

Tony turned in time to catch the flush of red on Zev’s cheeks above the short black beard and smiled in sympathy. On her good days, Amy went about two postal codes beyond blunt.

The music director returned his smile, hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans as though he suddenly didn’t know what to do with them. “You’re off set? I mean, I know you’re off set,” he continued before Tony could answer. “You’re here. I just … Why?”

“Peter sent me out to have someone call Lee. He’s not here yet.”

“He is. I, uh, saw him from Barb’s office.”

Barb Dixon was the entire finance department.

“What were you doing in there with Madame Number-cruncher?” Amy asked.

Zev shrugged. “She gets swamped at the end of the month. Sometimes I help her out; I’m good with numbers.”

“Yeah?” Tony’d been leaning out around the boxes, watching for Lee to come in the door, but that got his attention. “I totally suck at math and I’m trying to come up with a budget. I’ve got to buy a car—the commute’s fucking killing me. Maybe you can help me out sometime.”

“Sure.” Zev’s cheeks darkened again and yanking a hand from his pocket, he ran it back through his hair.

“You … uh …”

“I know.” He replaced his yarmulke and headed for the door to post production. “You know where I am, just give me a call.”

At least that’s what Tony thought he’d said. The words had run together into one long, embarrassed sound. Fortunately, months on the ear jack had made him pretty skilled at working out the inaudible. “Hey, Zev?”

The music director paused, one foot over the threshold.

“That piece behind Mason at the window last ep? With all the strings? It really rocked.”

“Thank you.” His shadow slipped through the closing door at the last minute.

I’m losing my mind.

“He likes you.”

“What?” Caught up in concerns about his own sanity, it took Tony a moment to figure out what Amy was talking about. “Who? Zev?”

“Duh. He’s a nice guy. Oh, but wait, why would you notice a nice guy who likes you when there’s …” She paused and smirked.

“What?” Tony demanded as the pause lengthened.

Behind him, the front door opened and a familiar velvet voice said, “Man, you would not believe the traffic out there! I almost had to take the bike up on the fucking sidewalk at one point.”

Answering Amy’s sarcastic kissy face with a single finger, Tony turned.

Lee Nicholas, aka James Taylor Grant, Raymond Dark’s junior partner and the vampire detective’s eyes and ears in the light, was six foot one with short dark hair, green eyes, chiseled cheekbones and the kind of body that owed as much to lucky genetics as his personal trainer. Although the show kept him in preppy casual, he was currently wearing a black leather jacket, faded jeans, black leather chaps, motorcycle boots … When he unzipped the jacket to expose a tight black T-shirt, Tony felt his mouth go dry.

“Hey, Lee, how many cows were killed for that outfit?”

“Not a one.” He grinned down at Amy, showing perfect teeth and a dimple one of the more poetic online fan sites had described as wicked. “They all lived long, fulfilled bovine lives and died happily of old age. How many migrant workers did you exploit for all that cotton?”

“I picked every blossom with my own lily white … CB Productions, can I help you? Left you on hold?” Mouthing Oops, she waved both Tony and Lee away from her desk.

“So, you’re off the set.” He handed Tony his helmet in full knowledge that it would be taken and carried for him. “Has Peter finished up early?”

“No. Uh, late. That is, he’s going to be finishing late and he wanted me to tell you that you wouldn’t be needed on the set until after, you know, lunch.” Tony smiled weakly, fully realizing how he sounded. He’d been taking care of himself, one way or another, since he was fourteen. He’d seen things that redefined the word terrifying. He’d fought against the darkness—not metaphorically, literally fought against the darkness. Well, helped … He was twenty-four years old for Christ’s sake! And yet he couldn’t talk to Lee Nicholas without coming across like a babbling idiot. Idiot being a particularly apt description since the actor was straight with a well-documented weakness for the kind of blondes he couldn’t take home to Mother.

Lee’s mother was a very nice woman. She’d been to the studio a couple of times.

Tony suddenly realized that Lee was waiting for him to reply to something he’d totally missed hearing. “What?”

“I said, thank you for carrying my helmet. I’ll see you on set.”

“Right. Yeah. Uh, you’re welcome.” And the dressing room door closed, the scuffed paint less than a centimeter from his nose.

Tony had no memory of leaving the production office.

He walked back to the sound stage; his shadow lingered outside Lee’s door.

* * *

“Hey, Tony, you up for some second unit work tonight?”

Marshmallow strawberry halfway to his mouth, Tony turned to see Amy approaching the craft services table waving a set of sides—the night’s schedule reduced to pocket size. “Out on Lakefield?”

“That’s the one. Arra’s going to blow the beemer. You’ll pick up a little overtime and get to watch a symbol of bourgeois excess take a hit. Hard to beat.”

“Bourgeois excess?” He snorted and chewed. “Who talks like that?”

“Obviously, me. And if you’re going to give me a hard time, I’ll call in another PA to do it.”

Tony waited. Picked a marshmallow banana out of the bowl.

“Okay, Pam asked for you and CB wouldn’t let me call in even if she hadn’t. Happy?” She shoved the cut sheets up against his chest. “Trucks are there at eleven, shoot by midnight, gone by one and if you believe that, I’ve got some waterfront land going cheap.”

* * *

“He led his city through the darkest night toward the dawn.”

Heart slamming against his ribs, Tony jumped forward and spun around, managing to accomplish both movements more or less simultaneously and still stay on his feet. He scowled at the shadowy figure just barely visible at the edge of the streetlight’s circle, knowing that every nuance of his expression could be clearly seen. “Fuck, Henry! You just don’t sneak up on a guy and purr bad cutlines into his ear!”

“Sorry.” Henry stepped into the light, red-gold hair gleaming, full lips curved up into a smile.

Tony knew that smile. It was the one that went along with It’s fun to be a vampire! Which was not only a much better cutline than the one plastered all over the Darkest Night promo package, it was indicative of an almost playful mood—playful as it referred to an undead creature of the night. “Where did you park?”

“Don’t worry; I’m well out of the way.”

“Cops give you any hassle?”

The smile changed slightly and Henry shoved his hands into the pockets of his oiled-canvas trenchcoat. “Do they ever?”

Tony glanced down the road to where a pair of constables from the Burnaby RCMP detachment stood beside their cruiser. “You didn’t, you know, vamp them?”

“Do I ever?”

“Sometimes.”

“Not this time.”

“Good. Because they’re already a little jumpy.” He nodded toward the trucks and, when Henry fell into step beside him, wet dry lips and added, “Everyone’s a little jumpy.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. Night shoot, moderately dangerous stunt, an explosion … pick one.”

“You don’t believe it’s any of those reasons.”

Tony glanced over at Henry. “You asking?”

“Not really, no.”

Before he could continue, Tony waved a cautioning hand and continued the movement down to pull his walkie-talkie from the holster on his belt. “Yeah, Pam?” One finger pushed his ear jack in a little deeper. “Okay, I’m on it. I’ve got to go see when Daniel’s due out of makeup,” he told Henry as he reholstered. “You okay here?”

Henry looked pointedly around. “I think I’ll be safe enough.”

“Just …”

“Stay out of the way. I know.” Henry’s smile changed yet again as he watched Tony hurry off toward the most distant of the studio’s three trailers. In spite of the eyebrow piercing, he looked, for lack of a better word, competent. Like he knew exactly what he was doing. It was what Henry came to night shoots to see—Tony living the life he’d chosen and living it well. It made letting him go a little easier.

Not that he had actually let go.

Letting go was not something Henry did well. Or, if truth be told, at all.

But within this small piece of the night, they could both pretend that he was nothing more than the friend he appeared to be.

Pretend.

He made his living writing the kind of books that allowed women—and the occasional man—to pretend for 400-odd pages that they lived a life of romance and adventure, but this, these images captured and manipulated and then spoon-fed to the masses as art, this was pretense without imagination. He’d never had to actually blow up a BMW in order for his readers to imagine a car accident.

Television caused imagination to atrophy.

His upper lip pulled back off his teeth as he watched the director laying out the angles of the explosion for the camera operator.

Television substituted for culture.

The feel of watching eyes turned him to face a middle-aged woman standing beside the craft services table, a coffee clutched between both hands, her gaze locked on his face, her expression asking, What are you?

Henry pulled his masks back into place and only then, only when he presented a face that spoke of no danger at all, did he turn away. The woman had been curious, not afraid, and would easily convince herself that she’d been asking who are you? not what. No harm had been done, but he’d have to be more careful. Tony was right. Everyone was a little jumpy tonight.

His nostrils flared as he tested the air. He could smell nothing except …

“Hey, Henry!”

… a chemical fire retardant.

“This is Daniel. He’s our stunt coordinator and he’ll be crashing the car tonight.”

Henry took the callused hand offered and found himself studying a man not significantly taller than his own five six. Given that Tony was five ten, the stunt coordinator could be no more than five eight. Not exactly what Henry had expected.

“Daniel also does all the stunt work for Mason and for Lee,” Tony continued. “They almost never get blown up together.”

“I’m pretty much the entire department,” Daniel admitted, grinning as he brushed a bit of tangled wig back off his face. “We can’t afford to blow them up together. Tony says you’re a writer. Television?”

“Novels.”

“No shit? My wife used to write porn, but with all the free stuff out on the web these days there’s no money in it so she switched back to writing ad copy. Now, if you’ll both excuse me, I’ve got to go make sure I’ll survive tonight’s pyrotechnics.” He sketched a salute and trotted across the road to a parked BMW.

“Seems like a nice guy,” Henry said quietly.

“He is.”

“There’s free porn on the web?”

Tony snorted, his elbow impacting lightly with Henry’s side. “Stop it.”

“So what’s going to happen?”

“Daniel, playing the part of a car thief …”

Eyes narrowed, Henry stared across the road. “Whose head is being devoured by a distant relative of Cthulhu.”

“Apparently that’s what happens when you soak dreadlocks in fire retardant.”

“And the size?”

“The wig’s glued to a helmet.”

“You’re kidding me?”

“Yeah, that’s what our hairdresser said.” Tony’s shrug suggested the hairdresser had been significantly more vocal. “Anyway, he’s going to drive the beemer along this stretch of road until he swerves to miss an apparition of evil …”

“A what?”

“I don’t think the writers have decided what it actually is yet, but don’t worry, the guys in post always come through.”

“I’m actually more concerned that this vampire detective of yours drives a BMW.”

“Well, he won’t after tonight, so that’s okay. So Daniel swerves to miss this apparition and the car flips, rolls, and bang!”

“Cars don’t blow up that easily.” Henry’s pale hand sketched a protest on the night as Daniel slid behind the wheel.

“Explosions make better television.”

“It makes no logical sense.”

“Now, you’re getting it.” Tony’s face went blank for a moment, then he bent and picked up the fire extinguisher he’d set at his feet. “Looks like we’re ready to go.”

“And you’re …”

“Not actually doing anything while we’re shooting since we’ve got Mounties blocking the road, so I’m part of the safety crew. And as long as you’re not planning on telling the union …”

“I’m not talking to your union as much as I used to.”

He could feel Tony staring at him but he kept his gaze on the car.

“You’re in a weird mood tonight. Is it …?”

Henry shook his head, cutting off the question. He didn’t know what it was.

He wasn’t entirely certain it was anything at all.

Jumpy.

Everyone was jumpy.

The car backed up.

A young woman called scene and take, then smacked the top down on a piece of blackboard in front of the closer of the two cameras. About fifteen people, including Tony, yelled, “Rolling,” for no reason Henry could immediately determine, since the director’s voice had carried clearly over the entire location.

The car began to speed up.

When they finished with it in editing, it would look as though it was racing down Lakefield Drive. Considering that Daniel was driving toward a certain crash, it was moving fast enough.

A squeal of brakes just before the outside tires swerved onto the ramp.

Grip tightening on the fire extinguisher, Tony braced for an impact even though he knew there was nothing there.

Nothing there.

Except …

Darkness lingered on the other side of the ramp.

An asinine observation given that it was the middle of the night and the darkness had nowhere else to go. Except … it seemed darker. Like the night had thickened just in that spot.

I must’ve inhaled more accelerant than I thought.

Up.

The darkness seemed to be half in the car, although logically, if the darkness existed at all, the car should have been halfway through it.

Over.

The impact of steel against asphalt as the car hit and rolled was always louder than expected. Tony jerked and winced as glass shattered and the BMW finally skidded to a stop on its roof.

Flame.

“Keep rolling!” That was Pam’s voice. “Arra, what the hell’s going on?”

There shouldn’t be flames, not yet.

Daniel wasn’t out of the car.

Couldn’t get out of the car, Tony realized as he started to run.

He felt more than saw Henry speed by him and by the time he arrived by the driver’s side door, the crumpled metal was screaming a surrender as the door opened. Dropping down to one knee, he allowed Daniel to grab onto his shoulder and, backing up, dragged him from the car and out through the billowing smoke.

The rest of the safety crew arrived as the stunt co-coordinator gained his feet, free hand waving away any additional help. He stared at the car for a long moment, brow furrowed under the masking dreadlocks then he visibly shook it off. “Goddamned fucking door jammed! Everyone back off and let it blow.”

“Daniel …”

“Don’t worry about it, Tony. I’m fine.” Guiding the younger man away from the car, he raised his voice, “I said, let it blow!”

The explosion was, as all Arra’s explosions were, perfect. A lot of flash, not much smoke, the car outlined within the fire.

For a heartbeat, the shadows held their ground against the flames. A heartbeat later, they fled.

And a heartbeat beyond that, Tony glanced away from the wreck to find Henry beside him, smelling of accelerant. “He was muttering about something touching him. Something cold.”

“Daniel?”

The vampire nodded.

“Something touched him before you got there?”

Henry glanced down at his hands. “I didn’t touch him. He didn’t even know I was there.”

The light from the fire painted the night orange and gold as far back as the director’s monitors. It looked as though Daniel, helmet in his hands, sweat plastering his short hair to his head, was telling Pam what happened. Leaving Henry staring at the burning car, Tony headed for the craft services table—well within eavesdropping range.

“… hardly see the end of the ramp, then I could hardly see at all. I thought it might be some kind of weird fog except it came with me when I rolled.”

“I didn’t see anything.”

“I didn’t exactly see anything either,” Daniel pointed out acerbically. “That’s kind of my point.”

Tony waited for him to mention the touch. He didn’t. “It was probably just the fumes from the fire retardant affecting my eyes.”

“Probably.”

It sounded like a pact. An agreed-upon explanation.

Because what else could it have been?

As Daniel moved away, Arra came into view behind Pam’s shoulder. She looked terrified.

Not for Daniel.

Not about the part of the stunt that had nearly gone wrong.

Given her expression, Tony’d be willing to bet serious money that she’d forgotten both Daniel and the stunt.

Tony found himself quietly murmuring, “Apparition of evil,” as Pam finally yelled “Cut!” and Daniel’s crew moved in with the fire extinguishers.


TWO

“Tony?”

He glanced up from his sides to find a sprite-like figure with enormous blue eyes attempting to both stare at him and simultaneously watch everything going on inside the soundstage.

“Hi, I’m Veronica. I’m the new office PA. I just started. Amy sent me to tell you … Oh, my God, that’s Lee Nicholas, isn’t it? He’s my … I mean he’s just so …”

And the sprite devolved into yet another new hire too starstruck to last—although Tony had to agree with the sentiment. Lee was sitting on the edge of Raymond Dark’s desk, one foot on the floor, one foot swinging, khaki Dockers pulled tight across both thighs as he waited to do his reaction shots. Tony had been doing his best not to look. He’d discovered early on that he could watch Lee or he could do his job, but he couldn’t do both.

Taking a deep, strengthening breath, he turned his back on the set. “Amy sent you to tell me … ?”

“What?” Veronica’s already wide eyes widened further as though they could encompass both the vision that was Lee Nicholas and the more mundane view of the person she was actually supposed to be dealing with. Tony could have told her it wouldn’t work, but he doubted she’d listen. “Oh. Right. Mr. Bane wants to see you in his office …”

Peter’s voice cut her off. “Let’s go right away, please! Can I have a bell!”

As the bell rang out, Tony took hold of Veronica’s arm, his fingers nearly encircling her tiny bicep, and tugged her gently away from the set. “Mr. Bane wants to see me in his office …?” he murmured.

“About last …”

“Quiet, please!”

All color blanched from Veronica’s cheeks and Tony had to fight a snicker, as he and half a dozen others echoed the first half of Peter’s injunction, their voices bouncing around the soundstage. First day on the job, he’d been afraid to breathe after the bell and had stood frozen like a particularly geeky statue until one of the sound crew had come up behind him and knocked his knees out.

Maintaining his grip, he tugged her across the terrace, as the assistant director yelled, “Let’s settle, people!”

Two sets away from the action and still moving, he said, “Mr. Bane wants to see me about?”

“Last …”

“Rolling!”

“… night.”

Tony laid a finger against his mouth as the second assistant camera called the slate.

“Scene eight, take four.”

Veronica jumped at the crack.

“Mark!”

And she jumped again as Peter snapped, “Action!”

Even the muttering in Tony’s ear jack stopped. They were far enough from the actual set to allow quiet movement, so he continued pulling her across the concrete floor, past the back walls scribbled over with cryptic construction notes to the line of small dressing rooms for the auxiliary cast.

Most production companies with similar space limitations used a second location trailer parked close to an outside door. Chester Bane refused to pay for the power necessary to keep one running and had the construction crew throw up a row of cubbyholes against the back wall. Each unpainted “dressing room” was six by six, with a padded bench across the back, a full-length mirror, a row of hooks, and a shelf. The whole thing looked not unlike the “private rooms” in some of the sleazier bathhouses. The only thing missing: a dented condom dispenser.

Gesturing for Veronica to remain quiet, Tony scratched lightly on the door marked with Catherine scrawled across a strip of duct tape.

The door opened.

Darkness spilled out.

Tony leaped back and, heart pounding, found himself pinned under the questioning eyes of two confused women.

Catherine’s shadow stretched from her feet to his.

Dredging up a smile, he flashed a fifteen minute sign, nodded as she did, and watched as she closed her shadow back in with her. Wondering if he should say something. Do something.

About what?

Shadows?

I’ve got to start getting more sleep. He waved Veronica in front of him, pulled her back as she nearly stepped on the edge of a new hardwood floor—where the hardwood was paint and the actual floor was plywood. The art director, faking slightly salacious Delft tiles by the fireplace, turned and flashed him an emphatic thumbs-up.

Life had been a variation on that theme all morning.

By the time he’d hit the craft services truck at seven, the genny op had been embellishing the story of him pulling Daniel from the burning car for almost an hour. No one had made a huge fuss—well, no one except Everett although that was pretty much a given regardless—but most of the crew had taken a moment to say something.

“Jaysus, Tony, you couldn’t of let the bugger fry? I’m after owing him fifty bucks.”

Under other circumstances he wouldn’t have minded being the center of attention, but he hadn’t actually done much. Since he couldn’t explain that Henry had yanked the car door open, all he could do was hope that something else provided a new focus for people with long stretches of too much time on their hands—and provide it sooner rather than later.

Just as they reached the exit, the red light went off and as he waved Veronica through, the voices started up in his ear again.

“… redress, reload, redo … let’s go, people, we haven’t got all day.”

Unhooking his radio’s microphone from the neck of his T-shirt, he waited for a break in the tumbling current of voices. “Adam, it’s Tony. CB wants to see me, but I gave Catherine her heads-up on the way. Over.”

His head murmured soon at him.

Soon?

“Yeah, great.” The first assistant director turned his head from the microphone and carried on a low-voiced conversation as Tony followed Veronica along the hall, envying the way she could move through the costumes without actually touching them. She was what? Ninety pounds soaking wet? “Listen, Tony, while you’re passing, tell Everett that Lee’s got that cowlick thing happening again and we need him in here.”

“Roger, that.” He holstered and peeled off into makeup to deliver his message, emerging to find Veronica waiting for him practically quivering.

“Amy said Mr. Bane wanted to see you right away!”

Tony frowned and shook his head. What was her damage? He’d been moving toward the office since she’d given him the message. “You’re going to give yourself an ulcer if you don’t calm down.”

Wide eyes widened impossibly further. “It’s my first day!”

“And all I’m saying is that you need to pace yourself.”

As they emerged out into the pandemonium of the office, Amy stood, leaned out around Rachel, and beckoned them over to her desk without pausing her conversation. “… that’s right, two hundred gallons of #556. Well, it might be battleship gray on your side of the border but ours are more a morning-after green. Yeah, great. Thanks. New supplier in Seattle,” she said, hanging up. “Charlie knew someone who’d cut us a deal.”

“Who’s …?” Veronica began.

“One of the construction crew.” Her gaze switching to Tony, she added, “Hail the conquering hero! So, for an encore, do you think you could save Canadian television?”

“No.”

“Way to stop and consider it. Fine. Veronica, you’ve got dry cleaning to pick up. Here’s the slips.” Amy shoved a sheaf of pink paper into the new PA’s hand and closed her fingers around it. “And if Mr. Palimpter tries to make you pay, remind him that we’re on monthly billing and if he wants to know where his payment is for last the two months, tell him you’re just the messenger and he’s not to shoot you.”

“Is he likely to?”

“Probably not.”

“Doesn’t the dry cleaner deliver?” Tony asked, abandoning an attempt to read what looked like a legal document upside down.

Amy snorted. “Not for about two months now, funny thing. Oh, and while you’re out grab two grande Caffe Americanos, a tall cinnamon-spiced mochaccino, and three tall, bold of the day unless they’re Sulawesi, then get two of them and one decaf. Don’t panic, I wrote it down.” She snatched a ripped corner of paper clipped to a twenty up off her desk. “I had to print kind of small, but you should be able to read it.”

“Unless they’re Sulwhat’s?”

“Sulawesi. Go! And smile, you’re in show business! So …” As Veronica ran for the door, she sat back down and flipped a strand of fuchsia hair back off her face. “… Zev’s still in with Mr. Bane, which gives you time to tell me all about last night.”

Tony shrugged. “What’s to tell? I’m just not as used to this stuff as Daniel’s guys, so I panicked first.” Four years with Henry had taught him the most believable way to lie usually involved the truth. “You think it’s safe sending her for coffee? Isn’t that how you lost the last one?” Deflecting attention he’d always been good at.

“Trial by fire. If she can handle Starbucks at lunchtime, she can handle … CB Productions, can I help you? One moment please.” Jabbing at the hold button, she leaned across her desk and yelled, “Barb, line three!”

A faint, “Thanks, sweetie,” drifted out of the accounting office.

“Intercom busted again?”

“Still. Too bad it wasn’t Lee in the car. You could have given him mouth to mouth.”

“It was a car crash; he wasn’t drowning.”

Amy looked arch. “So?”

Before Tony could think of a suitable reply, the boss’ door opened and Zev emerged carrying a stack of CDs.

“Well?” Amy asked.

“He wants Wagner.”

“Under the stunt? Isn’t that a little … Wagnerian?”

Zev grinned. “Actually, yes.” Spotting Tony, he flushed and nodded toward the office. “CB says you can go right in.”

The static in Tony’s radio seemed to be making patterns that were almost words.

“Tony?”

He flicked at his ear jack and shot Zev half a reassuring smile as he started toward the open door. “It’s nothing.”

“If you’re sure …”

“Oh, yeah.” No. Maybe.

To give CB credit, he’d spent no more cash on his office than he had on anyone else’s. The vertical blinds had come with the building, the rug that covered the industrial tile floor was the same cheap knockoff they used in Raymond Dark’s study, and the furniture had been jazzed up by the set builders to look less like Wal-Mart and more like Ethan Allan. The tropical fish tank and the three surviving fish had been used as a prop in episode two.

Not that it mattered because at six six and close to three hundred pounds, Chester Bane dominated any room he was in.

As Tony stepped onto the rug, he lifted his head slowly.

Like a lion at feeding time …

If lions had significantly receding hairlines and noses that had been broken more than once while playing pro football.

“Tony Foster?”

“Yes, sir.”

Lying flat on the desk, the huge hands covered a good portion of the available space. “You’re the set PA?”

“Yes.” Tony found himself staring at the manicured fingernails and had to force himself to look away. They’d met three or four times since he’d started working for Darkest Night—Tony couldn’t decide if CB really had forgotten him or was just trying to screw with his head. If the latter, it was working.

“You did good work last night.”

“Thank you.”

“A man who thinks quickly and can get the job done can go far in this business. Are you planning on going far, Tony Foster?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Think quickly and get the job done.” The dark eyes narrowed slightly under scant brows. “And keep your tongue between your teeth; that’s the trick.”

A warning? Or was he being paranoid? If I haven’t said anything yet, I’m not likely to start talking now seemed like an impolitic response. Tony settled for another, “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” One finger began to tap a slow rhythm against the desk.

Was he being dismissed?

“So. Get back to work.”

Apparently.

“Yes, sir.” Resisting the urge to back from the room, Tony turned and left; walking as fast as he could without making it seem like he was running away.

He stepped back into the production office as Arra emerged from the kitchen, a pale green mug cupped between both hands. Their eyes met.

And the voice in his ear breathed a name he didn’t quite catch.

What the …? Flicking a finger against his ear jack, Tony bent to adjust the volume on his radio, wondering where the hell the barely audible voice was coming from. He had to be picking up bleed-through from someone else’s frequency.

When he looked up again, Arra was gone.

“TONY? WHERE THE HELL IS CATHERINE?”

With Adam’s unmistakable bellow echoing inside his skull, he cranked the volume back down. “I’m on my way back to the set, I’ll get her.”

Amy glanced up from the photocopier as he passed her desk. “What did the boss want?”

“Are you planning on going far, Tony Foster?”

“Honestly?” He shrugged. “I’m not really sure.”

* * *

Mason Reed, in full Raymond Dark, was standing just inside the soundstage door. He jumped as he saw Tony, turned the movement into an overly flamboyant gesture, and snapped, “The girl is not on the set.”

“Adam told me. I’m going to get her now.”

“I was looking for her.”

Tony had no intention of arguing with him although it was obvious he’d been having a quick smoke—the gesture hadn’t waved off all the evidence. Legally, he couldn’t smoke on the soundstage, but the whole crew knew he did it whenever he had a break but not enough time to return to his dressing room. Stars didn’t stand outside in the rain with the rest of the addicted.

Used to skirting Mason’s ego for the sake of the shooting schedule, they ignored him for the most part, accepted his lame excuses at face value, and bitched about it behind his back.

Mason, who seemed to think no one knew, maintained a carefully crafted public image of an athletic nonsmoker making sure he was photographed on all the right ski hills and bike trails.

Actors, Tony snorted silently, as he walked back toward the auxiliary dressing rooms. It’s all “fool the eye. Don’t look at the man behind the curtain.”

He rapped against the plywood door, knuckles impacting the strip of duct tape at about the middle of the sign reading Catherine.

No answer.

About to call out, he discovered he had no idea of what her actual name was. If he thought of her at all, she was just Catherine—her actual identity wiped out by the bit part she was playing. Unexpectedly bothered by this, he pulled the day’s side from his pocket and stepped back into the light—nearly stepping on Mason who’d apparently followed him. “Sorry.”

The actor’s lip curled. “Why don’t you just open the door?”

“Well, she could be …”

“Could be?” His tone was mocking and Tony realized with some dismay that the young actress was about to pay the price for Mason almost having been caught with a cancer stick on the soundstage. “I don’t care what she could be; she should be on the set right now and I have no intention of waiting any longer.” He curled his fingers around the cheap aluminum doorknob, twisted, twisted harder, and yanked.

With a rush of cool air, shadow spilled out onto the soundstage, pooling on the concrete, running into the cracks and dips in the floor.

A body followed.

She’d been pressed up against the door, her right arm tucked across the small of her back, her fingers clamped around the doorknob. They retained their hold as she fell backward. She dangled for a moment, then cheap nails pulled out of the chipboard and with a shriek of metal against wood, the door came off its hinges.

A small bounce as the back of her head impacted with concrete.

Enough of a bounce to rearrange her features into the nobody’s home expression of death.

Enough to wipe away the expression the body had worn on its way to the floor.

Terror.

She looked as though she’d been scared to death.

Mason scowled down at his errant guest star. “Catherine? Get up!”

“She’s dead.” Tony shoved the sides back in his pocket and unhooked his microphone.

“What? Don’t be ridiculous; she doesn’t die until tomorrow afternoon.”

“And her name was Nikki Waugh.” It was the name he’d almost heard out in the office. He’d realized it the moment he’d read it on the cast list.

“Was?” Mason sounded like he was about to fall apart, like his hindbrain knew what the more civilized bits refused to acknowledge, so Tony let it go. Reality would bite him in the ass soon enough.

At least Nikki’s shadow seemed to be staying where it belonged.

* * *

“You seem remarkably calm about this, Mr. Foster.”

RCMP Constable Elson said Mr. Foster the way Hugo Weaving said Mr. Anderson in The Matrix. Maybe it was subconscious, but Tony was willing to bet it was on purpose—a guy in a uniform with delusions of grandeur. He shrugged. “I spent a few years living on the streets in Toronto. I’ve seen dead bodies. Four or five poor fucks freeze every winter.” No point in mentioning the baby soul-sucked by a dead Egyptian wizard.

“Living on the streets? You got a record?”

He didn’t think they were legally allowed to ask him that, but they’d find out as soon as they ran him so what the hell. “Small stuff. You want to talk to someone in Toronto about it, call Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci at violent crimes. We go back.”

“Violent crimes isn’t small stuff, Mr. Foster.”

“I just said he knew me, Officer, not that he’d booked me.”

“You being smart with us?”

There were a hundred answers to that. Unfortunately, most of them were not smart, so Tony settled for a sincere but not too sincere, “No.”

The constable opened his mouth again, but his partner cut him off. “Let’s just go over this one last time, shall we? Ms. Waugh was late coming onto the set. You went to get her, followed by Mr. Reed. He pulled open the door. Ms. Waugh fell out, still holding the handle. The door pulled off and she hit the floor. You told Adam Paelous, the first assistant director, who told Peter Hudson, the director, who called 911. Correct?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“And you didn’t call because …”

“No one carries their phone on the soundstage.”

Constable Danvers flipped her occurrence book closed and tapped the cover with the end of her pen. “I think that’s everything, then.” As Tony started to stand, she raised a hand. “Wait; one more thing.”

He sighed and sat.

She leaned forward slightly, elbows braced on the edge of the ancient table the office staff had secured for their kitchen and said, “So, is Mason Reed always so full of himself? Because he’s nothing like Raymond Dark.”

Tony stared at her, hoping his reaction didn’t show on his face. He’d never actually thought of cops as people who watched bad syndicated television and were just as into the whole celebrity thing as everyone else. Which, he supposed, was fairly stupid of him—a uniform and a gun didn’t necessarily come with taste and cops, more than most, could use a few hours of escape into the tube.

Two guys in front of the camera, forty behind, and everyone wanted to know about the actors.

The short answer to Constable Danvers’ question was: Yes.

Longer version: Most of the time, he’s an egotistical pain in the ass.

The answer from someone who intended to go far in this business: “You know actors.” He shrugged. “They’re always acting.”

“So we can take his observation that he knew instantly Ms. Waugh was dead with a grain of salt?” Elson growled with an impatient look at his partner. It seemed that Constable Elson was not a Darkest Night fan.

Tony shrugged again. “Don’t know enough about him. I guess he could of known.” He’d certainly recovered from his initial shock fast enough.

“You knew.”

“I figured. Like I said, I seen … I’ve seen dead bodies before.” Twenty minutes with the cops and street rhythms were creeping back into his voice. Jesus, good thing Henry’s not here.

“At the risk of going all Professor Higgins on you, people judge you the moment they hear you speak. If you want to be taken seriously by the people in power, you use the words and inflections they use.” Henry had stopped pacing and turned to stare down at Tony sprawled on the couch. “Do you understand?”

“Sure. ’Cept I don’t know who this Higgins dude is.”

A third RCMP constable stuck his head into the kitchen. “Body’s bagged. Coroner’s moving out.” His gaze flicked down to Tony and back up to his fellow officers. “You done?”

“We’re done.” Elson stood, Danvers a second behind him. “If we need anything else, Mr. Foster, we’ll be in touch.”

“Sure.” He stayed where he was until they’d cleared the kitchen, then he went to the door to watch them cross the office. He’d missed the first part of their conversation, but the end of it rose clearly over the chaos.

“… and I got to talk to that Lee Nicholas guy you like.”

“Bastard. Did you check for the nipple ring?”

“Why the hell would I do that?”

“ ’Cause I’ve got twenty bucks riding on it.”

And the door closed behind them.

Tony supposed it was mildly reassuring that certain members of the RCMP were as shallow as the world at large. Added benefit—should the need arise, he knew how to get on the good side of Constable Danvers. Provided that twenty bucks was pro nipple ring.

Amy mouthed Get your ass over here! at him and he obediently crossed to stand in front of her desk. There was half a grande Caffe Americano tucked between her monitor and the phone, so he assumed Veronica, although nowhere in sight, had made it back from the wilds of downtown Burnaby.

“That’s great, thank you.” She hung up, looked for a moment like she was going to take his hand, and settled instead for lacing silver-tipped fingers together. “You okay?”

Interesting question. “Why wouldn’t I be?” he asked, honestly curious.

“Duh, I don’t know. Maybe because you found a corpse?”

Oh, yeah. He shrugged. “Compared to the corpses we usually get around here, it was pretty anticlimactic.”

“What do you mean, anticlimactic?”

“No chew marks, no demon slime, no attempting to shove twenty feet of intestines made of condoms stuffed with spaghetti sauce back into the body …”

“Eww.” Amy tossed a crumpled piece of paper at his head. “This was real, fuckwad!”

“Yeah. It was.” But, sadly, still anticlimactic.

A moment of silence.

Amy rubbed her forehead, smudging ink across pale skin. “I never even talked to her, you know? I feel like I should have.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

There was nothing Tony could say to that, although he sort of understood.

“Anyway …” More rubbing and the ink smudge moved down one side of her nose. “… Adam came in while you were with the cops and he wanted me to tell you that Peter’s going to shoot reaction shots this afternoon. Lee first. Mason’s all …” She sketched a remarkably sarcastic set of air quotes. “… ‘I’m too stressed to work,’ but he hates to think Lee’s getting attention he’s not getting so …” She shrugged. “Peter’s hoping Liz’ll have found a close enough match for Nikki by tomorrow that he can pick up today’s schedule.”

“We’re not ditching the ep?”

“Can’t afford to.” Tone and cadence added the show must go on as clearly as if she’d spoken the cliché out loud. “Besides, Catherine’s only in two more scenes and she dies horribly in one of them.”

Tony pulled out his sides and flipped through to the script. “Today’s pages were all about her exposition in the office. That’s going to need a good match.”

“So she’ll be distraught. With enough runny mascara no one’ll ever notice as long as the hair and clothes match.”

“The original Catherine’s still in the clothes.”

“Oh, yeah.” Amy looked intrigued by the macabre thought. “Bet you CB has them back by tomorrow.”

Skin crawling, Tony shook his head. “No bet. But will the new Catherine be willing to wear them?”

“Hello? We went to Liz.”

Liz Terr’s agency wasn’t called Starving Actors R Us, but it should have been.

“Good po … What are you looking at?”

“You’ve got an audience.”

Tony turned in time to see one of the writers jerk back behind the shelter of their workroom door.

“He was staring at you like you’re suddenly a resource.”

“For what?”

“Dead bodies. Police interaction. How should I know?”

“Those guys need to get a life.”

“If they had a life, would they be working here, fleshing out the boss’ holy writ? Giving form and function to the dark thoughts of Chester Bane?”

Glancing over at the open door to CB’s office, Tony wondered at the risk Amy had just taken. Rumor had it that CB didn’t care what was said about his size, his temper, or his fish, but the very short leash he allowed the writing staff was never to be acknowledged. Impossible to blame disaster on the writers if it was. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. CB Productions, please hold.” She rested the phone against her cheek and sighed. “It’s just … one minute she was alive and then she wasn’t; you know?”

“Yeah.” Although Tony had a terrible feeling it hadn’t happened that quickly. “You’d better get back to work before this whole place falls apart.”

“You, too.”

He turned his radio back on as he crossed the office, but all he could hear was the kind of quiet chatter that said nothing had started happening yet. Hand outstretched to open the door that led to the halls of costumes and ultimately the soundstage, he paused, his attention caught by his shadow. The banks of flickering fluorescent lights lit him up in such a way that it looked as though he was going one way and his shadow was going another, gray and barely visible fingers stretching out across scuffed paint to turn the handle of the basement door.

The basement.

Where the FX workrooms were.

Where Arra Pelindrake was. She’d been on location last night and he’d seen her today just before he found Nikki’s body. He’d been looking right at her when that voice had murmured Nikki’s name in his ear jack.

Maybe his shadow knew something he didn’t.

* * *

The big room at the bottom of the basement stairs was remarkably well lit. Between the fluorescent lights and the scattered fill lights, the illumination was essentially constant. Floor, walls, and ceiling had been painted a pale gray. Doors were set flush and the various tools of Arra’s trade were arranged neatly on gray metal shelves in such a way that they …

… that they threw no shadows.

One hand still on the banister, Tony glanced down at the floor, twisted and looked over his right shoulder, examined the nearest walls. No shadows. He had the strangest feeling that if he turned around, he’d see his shadow waiting for him at the top of the stairs, unable to come any farther.

After a moment’s reflection, he decided not to look.

Arra’s desk was in the far left corner of the room. He couldn’t see her behind the bank of multiple monitors, but he could hear the shuff-click of her mouse.

What was he doing down here again?

He couldn’t remember even speaking to Arra during all the months he’d been with CB Productions. Even when called in to do second unit work, he did his job and she did hers and long conversations over the state of the industry or what gunpowder makes the prettiest boom never happened. Was he actually going to walk up to her and say, “I think you know what’s going on.”

Considering he was halfway across the room and still moving, it certainly seemed as though he was going to say something.

She didn’t acknowledge him in any way as he came around the monitors although she had to know he was there. Right hand on her mouse, left hand on the keyboard, her eyes remained locked on the half-dozen screens of various sizes and resolutions—every one of them showing a different game of solitaire. Two were the original game, two spider solitaire single suit, one spider double suit and one the highest level, all four suits.

She lost that one as he watched.

Dragging her mouse hand up through short gray hair, Arra sighed without turning. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Not good. In Tony’s experience, when slightly scary people said they were expecting you, things were about to go south in a big freakin’ way.

“You have seen things,” she continued, quickly placing three cards. “You are not certain what you have seen, but neither are you willing to disregard the evidence of your own eyes merely because it does not fit with a contemporary worldview. This leads me to believe that you have seen things on other occasions.”

And worse. It was always bad news when people started talking without using contractions. Since she seemed to be waiting for a reply, Tony pointed toward the far left monitor, an old VGA with a distinct flicker. “You can move that black jack.”

“I know. I’m just not sure I want to.” Kicking away from the desk, she swung her chair around and stared up at him. “So, Tony Foster, tell me what you’ve seen.”

She knows my name!

And closely following that thought, Of course she knows your name, you idiot, you work together. Sort of. More or less. In a way.

He could still walk away. Shrug and lie and leave. Not get mixed up in whatever the hell was going on. If he answered her question, which wasn’t so much a question as an expectation of an answer, he’d pass the point of no return. Putting it into words would make the whole thing real.

Screw it. It can’t get any more real for Nikki Waugh!

“I’ve seen shadows acting like shadows don’t. Don’t act,” he added when Arra’s brows rose. He’d never noticed before that her eyes and her hair were the exact same shade of gray. “And that’s not all. I’ve heard a voice on my radio.”

“Isn’t that what it’s for?”

“Yeah and that’d be funnier if someone wasn’t dead.”

“You’re right. I apologize.” She looked down at the front of her Darkest Night sweatshirt and brushed a bit of imaginary fluff off Raymond Dark’s profile.

Tony waited. He knew how to wait.

Eventually, she looked up again. “Why have you come to me?”

“Because you’ve seen things, too.”

“I saw your friend last night. On location. He walks in shadow.”

“Different shadows.”

“True.”

“You know what’s happening.”

“I have my suspicions, yes.”

“You know what killed Nikki.”

“If you believe this, why not go to the police?”

One moment the baby was alive and the next moment it was dead.

“Some things, the cops can’t deal with.” Before she could speak again, he held up one hand. “Look, this dialogue is heavier than even the guys upstairs would write; can we just cut to the chase and leave this crap to those who get paid to say it?”

Arra blinked, snorted, and grinned. “Why not.”

“Good.” He wiped damp palms on the front of his thighs. “What the hell is going on around here?”

“Do you have time for a story?”

“Tony!” He jerked as Adam’s voice jabbed into his left ear with all the finesse of an ice pick. “Where the hell are you? The cops left fifteen minutes ago!”

Apparently not. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

“Wait. Give me your radio.” When he hesitated, she frowned. “I don’t care what he wants you for. This is more important.”

He unholstered the unit and passed it over, carefully stepping back out of her personal space.

Arra looked distastefully at the ear jack and left it lying on her shoulder as she raised the microphone to her mouth. “Peter, it’s Arra. I’ve stolen your PA for a while.”

The director’s voice sounded tinny but unimpressed. “What for?”

“Do you care?”

“No. Fine. Whatever. I’ve only got a show to shoot here. Do you want a kidney, too?”

“No, thank you. Tony will do.”

As she handed the radio back to him, he realized two things. He shouldn’t have been able to hear Peter’s reply—not from a meter and a half away—and she hadn’t changed the frequency. She shouldn’t have been able to reach Peter on that frequency.

“So, it seems you have time for a story after all.”

It seemed he did.


THREE

“It’s a fairly long story.” Arra nodded toward an old wooden chair nearly buried under a stack of paper—mostly technical diagrams and the mathematical notations necessary for pyrotechnics. “You’d better sit down.”

The time it took him to clear the chair gave her a bit of a breathing space, a chance to collect her thoughts.

Tony Foster had seen the shadows. More importantly, he had seen her.

He wanted to know what he had seen.

Fair enough.

Curiosity had been the driving force behind the rise—and fall—of innumerable civilizations. It prodded creation and destruction equally. And once let off the leash, there was no catching it again until it was satiated. This left Arra only one option.

Well, actually, two options; although the odds of her taking the second were so infinitesimally small she felt it could safely be ignored.

As he settled himself, she leaned back, crossed her legs, and steepled her fingers. When those pale blue eyes—eyes with the rare ability to see the world as it was without the usual filters of disbelief and denial—fastened on her face, she began. “I came to this world from another seven years ago.”

Fingers stopped worrying at a faded patch of denim. “From another world?”

“Yes.” She waited, but he only indicated she should continue, his expression suggesting he’d merely asked for clarification in case he’d misheard. “My people were about to lose a war they had been fighting for many years. The enemy was at the gate and the gate had fallen and hope was dead. As it happened, hope had been dying for days—the last battalions of the army had been destroyed and nothing remained of our defenses save terrified men and women fighting individual losing battles against the shadows. I stood on the city wall, I watched the darkness advance, and I realized it was over. Certain I was about to die, I retreated to my workroom. It would only be a matter of moments before the enemy found me. In desperation, I tried something believed impossible. I tried to open a gate between my world and … and any world. My order had long insisted that the number of worlds were as infinite as the possibilities, but all previous attempts to break the barriers between them had failed.

“I don’t know why I succeeded that day. Perhaps because failure would not result in a scholar’s footnote but rather a shallow grave. That kind of certainty tends to give one …” She could still feel the panic clawing at her; still taste the bile in the back of her throat. A drop of sweat rolled down her side, pebbling a line of flesh as she fought to keep her voice from trembling. “… encouragement. Perhaps I succeeded because for the first time a world—this world—was close enough to reach. I don’t know. I’ll probably never know. The gate opened up into an empty cardboard box factory just as Chester Bane was investigating its potential as a home for his production company.”

“So CB knows about …?” A disapproving flick of pale fingers served to indicate the general situation.

“Not all of it. He hasn’t seen the shadows.”

“Why haven’t you told him?”

Easy to hear the subtext—Why haven’t you told him so he could’ve done something?

“There’s nothing CB can do.” This was the absolute truth. If not all of it.

The boy seemed to consider that for a moment, brows drawn in, a fold of his lower lip caught up between his teeth, then: “So, in this other world, you were a scientist?”

“A what?” Arra hurriedly revisited everything she’d just said and snorted. “No, in this other world, I was a wizard.” She waited, but the comment about robes and pointy hats and Harry Potter never came. Upon reflection, hardly surprising. She very much doubted that Tony’s friend the Nightwalker slept in a crypt on a layer of his native earth. Their relationship—whatever it was and she was certainly in no position to judge—would have dealt speedily with cliché or it wouldn’t have lasted long enough to develop the bonds so obvious between them. “Our enemy was also a wizard. Naturally powerful, he had … It’s difficult to describe exactly what he had and what he did without indulging in excessively purple description.”

“Yeah, well, too late.” From the sudden flush, it was obvious the comment had slipped out accidentally. Arra decided to ignore it—and not only because she had a strong suspicion it was accurate. The story was difficult to tell without falling into the cadences of home.

“Wizards, like most people, are neither good nor evil, they merely are. This wizard, the enemy wizard, made a conscious decision in his search for ever more power to turn to the darkness and, in return for that power, accept its mantle.”

“The mantle of darkness?”

“Yes. It sounds like the title of a bad fantasy novel, doesn’t it?”

A sudden grin. “I didn’t want to say …”

“He had a name once, but he came to be called the Shadowlord.”

The grin disappeared. “He’s found the gate and he’s followed you through.”

Arra blinked. That was unexpected. “Has anyone ever accused you of leaping to unwarranted conclusions?”

“Unwarranted?” Tony’s eyes narrowed and Arra found herself surprised by the intensity of his emotion. She had expected astonishment, wonder, even, in spite of all he’d seen, disbelief. Perhaps fear when he finally realized what her story meant. But rage? No. She’d forgotten that anger was the first response of the young; the gods knew she’d seen the evidence of that often enough in the past. His left hand raised, one finger flicked up into the air. “You opened a gate from another world where …” A second finger. “… you were fighting an evil wizard called the Shadowlord and, hey …” A third and final finger. “… the shadows around here are suddenly Twilight Zoned!” All three fingers folded into a fist. Not threatening, but definitely challenging. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

Was there any point in denying it? Maintaining a carefully neutral expression—her emotional responses were hers alone—she picked up a pad of drawing paper and pencil. “Not entirely, no. He hasn’t found the gate. It only remained open for a brief time after I arrived. He’s used the research I left behind to reopen it. And the Shadowlord himself hasn’t dared to cross over. He’s merely sent shadows—minions—through the gate to see what he might find on the other side.”

“Merely? There’s no merely!” Anger pulled him up off the chair. “Nikki Waugh is dead!”

“And there’s nothing you can do about it. Rage will not return the dead to life.” The pencil moved over the center of the page with enough pressure to indent the lines into the paper. “Neither will sorrow.” The lead broke and Arra laid the pencil down, exerting all her will to keep her hand from shaking. When she finally looked up, it was to see Tony staring down at her. “Neither will guilt,” she continued as though there’d been no pencil, no pause. “Trust me that I know this, Tony Foster.”

“All right. Fine. You know.” He whirled around, walked three steps away, whirled again, and walked two steps back, hands opening and closing by his sides. “What are you going to do to stop it from happening again?”

Ah, yes, the sixty-four thousand dollar question, unadjusted for inflation. “There’s nothing I can do.”

“Why the fuck not? You’re a wizard!”

He said the word like it was an answer. Or a weapon. Stretching out an arm, she scooped a square art eraser up out of the clutter in her desk drawer. “Weren’t you listening? We lost. The Shadowlord cannot be defeated. Now he has tasted this world. The next shadow he sends will have more purpose.” The pattern she’d been doodling began to disappear. “It will find a host and use that host to gather specific information.”

“A host? What does that mean?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. The shadows are his spies, his advance scouts. They’re simple creations at first, but he uses the information they bring him to make each successive sending more complex. Nikki Waugh’s death will allow him to tailor a very complex shadow indeed.”

Tony’s brow furrowed. “He can make a shadow that can take over a person?”

“Yes.”

“A person here?”

“Yes. Here is where the gate is and these shadows—unlike the simpler versions—can’t travel far.”

“Close the gate permanently.”

“Research seems to indicate that the gate can only be manipulated from the originating world.”

“Research seems to indicate?” he repeated incredulously.

Fair enough, that had sounded a bit pompous. “It was one of the few things my order discovered that they were certain of,” she clarified.

“All right. Fine. If you can’t close the gate, then stop the shadow!”

Arra sighed. She lifted her head, met his gaze squarely, and, although it would weaken what she hoped to accomplish here, lied. “I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“The Shadowlord was not affected by anything we threw at him.” And back to the truth. Such a small lie, like a single dropped stitch, could hopefully be ignored. Not that hope was something she had in great supply of late. The important thing was that all of Tony Foster’s questions be answered. That his curiosity be satisfied.

“I have to do something.”

“I’m getting that impression.” The pencil lines were gone and nothing remained on the paper but a little pile of eraser leavings, dark with lifted graphite.

“I’m going to do something!” Pivoting on one rubber heel, he stomped back toward the stairs—young, defiant, and dead sooner rather than later if he interfered.

At least that was the reason she gave herself as she carefully lifted the sketch pad toward her mouth. And paused.

There was always the chance that his friend, the Nightwalker, would notice her work. Although it was coming to an end, she liked the life she’d built for herself here in this new world and the last thing she wanted was to be noticed by those who lived in Mystery.

Well, actually not the last thing she wanted …

One step from the top of the basement stairs, as his hand reached out for the door handle, Arra murmured, “Forget,” and blew the top sheet of paper clean.

* * *

Tony stood by the basement door and realized he felt a lot better about things. The questions that had been gnawing at him seemed to have lost their teeth. Nikki Waugh was still dead and that truly sucked, but there was nothing he could do to bring her back so maybe, just maybe, he should let her go.

“Hey!”

He let Amy’s beckoning finger pull him across the office.

“What were you doing downstairs?”

“Downstairs?”

She rolled her eyes. “In the basement. The dungeon. The wizard’s workshop.”

“Wizard?” Something waved from the edge of memory; gone when he tried to work out exactly what it was.

“Duh. CB’s own special effects wizard. Arra. Short old broad who blows things up.” Artificially dark brows drew in. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Sure. I’m …”

The shrill demand of the phone cut him off. “Don’t go anywhere,” Amy ordered as she lifted the receiver. “We’re not done. CB Productions.” Her voice dropped nearly an octave. “Where the hell are you? It does matter, Gerald, because you were supposed to deliver that replacement coffin pillow today!”

Shaking his head, Tony propped a hip on her desk. Welcome to the macabre world of vampire television.

“Hey, Tony!”

He jumped as Adam’s voice blared from his ear jack and bounced around his skull a couple of times. Cheeks flushed—he hadn’t overreacted like that since his first week on the job—he reached for his radio muttering, “The volume control on this thing is totally fucked,” just in case Amy or anyone else in the office had seen. Then, dropping his mouth to the microphone: “Go ahead, Adam.”

“If Lee’s up to it, we’re ready for him on the set.”

Tony glanced at his watch. Nikki’s body had been out of the building for just over an hour. An hour? That seemed …

“Tony! Thumb out of your ass, man!”

“Yeah. Sorry. Uh, what if Lee’s not up to it?”

The 1AD snorted. “Peter says you’re to get him up to it but I’m not touching that. Just do what you can to get him back out here. Losing a day won’t bring Nikki back.”

“The show must go on?”

“Yeah, like I haven’t heard that a hundred times in the last hour. Hustle up, we’re burning money.”

Death came, death went, and it was amazing how fast everything got back to normal. He waved a hand in front of Amy’s face and pointed toward the exit.

She nodded. “No, we don’t need it immediately, but that’s not the point …”

Shadow following, Tony headed for the dressing rooms.

* * *

For all his bulk, Chester Bane knew how to remain unnoticed. If being Chester Bane meant bluster, then a lack of bluster meant a lack of Chester Bane. He stood silently just inside his open door and watched the door leading out of the production office swing closed.

Tony Foster had been in the basement.

* * *

The one good thing about finding a dead body was that the rest of the day, no matter how mired in suckage, could only get better. That was the theory anyway, but by quitting time, Tony figured no one could prove it by him. He had to talk to someone about this.

Someone.

Yeah. Right. There was only one person he could talk to about this.

Although he hadn’t lived at the condo for almost eighteen months, he still had his keys. He’d tried to give them back, to cut the final tie but Henry, his eyes dark, had refused to take them.

“Many people have keys to their friends’ apartments.”

“Well, yeah, but you’re …”

“Your friend. Whatever else I may have been, whatever else I am, I will always be your friend.”

“That’s uh …”

“Yeah, I know. Way over the top.”

The place was a little neater without him, but nothing else had changed since he’d left. “Henry?”

“Bedroom.”

Henry slept in the smallest of the three bedrooms, the easiest one to close off with painted plywood and heavy curtains against the day. He wasn’t there now, so Tony continued down the hall. Henry slept in the smallest bedroom but he kept his clothes in the walk-in closet attached to the master suite. For a dead guy, Henry Fitzroy had a lot of clothes.

He paused in the doorway and watched the vampire preen in front of the mirror. Popular culture had gotten a few minor details wrong. Vampires had reflections and, if Henry was any indication, they spent a significant slice of eternity checking them out. “The pants are great, but strawberry blonds can’t wear that shade of red. The shirt doesn’t work.”

“You’re sure?”

“Trust me. I’m gay.”

“You have a gold ring through your eyebrow.”

“And it clashes with nothing.”

“You’re wearing plaid flannel.”

“I’m getting in touch with my inner lesbian.” Tony pointed toward the discarded clothing on the bed. “Try the blue.”

Henry stripped off the shirt, yanked a cream-colored sweater off the pile, and dragged it over his head.

“Or not.” Grinning, Tony backed away from the door so Henry could leave. Feeling better than he had in hours, he fell into step beside the shorter man. Feeling grounded. Which said something about the entertainment industry, when he turned to a vampire for grounding. Or maybe it just said something about him.

“You sounded upset when you called.”

And the ground disappeared again. Once the show had stopped going on, once he was on his way home from the studio, he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what had happened. He’d found himself thumbing in Henry’s number before he came to a conscious decision to pull out his phone.

“Someone died at work today.”

Henry paused at the end of the hall, turning to look at him. “The stuntman?”

What stuntman? It took Tony a moment to remember that Henry had been at the second unit shoot. “Daniel? No, those guys are hard to kill; knock them down and they just bounce back. Daniel’s fine. It was the victim of the week. On the show,” he added hurriedly as Henry’s eyes widened. “There’s always a body; I mean there has to be, right? The show’s about a vampire detective. But this was a real body.” He swallowed, although his mouth had gone so dry it didn’t help. “I sort of found it.”

“Sort of?”

“Mason Reed was with me. He yanked open her dressing room door and she fell out.” One hand dragged back through his hair. “Dead.”

Cool fingers on his elbow, Henry steered him over to the green leather sofa and gently pushed him into a sitting position before dropping down next to him. “You okay?”

“Yeah …”

“But you don’t think you should be.”

“It’s not that she’s dead. That’s bad, but it’s not what’s got me so … I don’t know, freaked, I guess.” Resting his forearms on his thighs, hands dangling, Tony laced and unlaced his fingers, not really seeing the patterns they made. Trying not to see Nikki’s face. “Just for a moment, before her head hit the floor, she looked terrified. You’ve seen a lot of bodies, Henry. Why would she look terrified? Never mind, don’t answer that. Obviously something frightened her. But she was alone in the dressing room. I mean, of course she was alone; those things are so small most actors can barely fit their egos in with them, but she was alone …”

“I’ve left a lot of people alone in locked rooms.”

“Well, it wasn’t you, so you’re saying …” Twisting around, he raised a hand as Henry opened his mouth to reply. “Oh, don’t give me that fucking ‘more things in heaven and Earth’ quote. You’re saying it was something like you. Something not of this world …” Not of this world. Not this world. Fuck! He almost had it.

“Tony?”

“I feel like I’ve put down the last bit of toast and now I can’t find it. I know I haven’t eaten it, but it’s gone and that unfinished feeling is driving me bugfuck!” Unable to remain still, he leaped to his feet and walked over to the window. He laid one hand against the glass and stared out at the lights of Vancouver. “She shouldn’t be dead.”

“People die, Tony. They die for a lot of reasons. Sometimes, it seems like they die for no reason at all.”

The glass began to warm under his palm. “And I should just accept that?”

“Just accept death? I think you’re asking the wrong person.”

“I think I’m asking the only person I have a hope in hell of getting an actual answer from.” When he turned, Henry was less than an arm’s length away. He hadn’t heard him move. “I don’t need more platitudes, Henry.”

“All right. What do you need?”

“I need … I need … Damnit!” He tried to turn again, but an unbreakable grip on his shoulder held him in place.

“What do you need, Tony?”

He fought for a moment against relinquishing control then surrendered and sank into the dark, familiar gaze. “I need to remember.”

“Remember what?”

Impossible not to answer. His mouth moved. He wondered what he was going to say. “Remember what I’ve forgotten.”

The dark eyes crinkled at the corners as Henry smiled. “Well, that’s a place to start.”

* * *

In a business where twelve-hour days were the norm and seventeen not unheard of, Chester Bane often stayed late at the office. His third wife had divorced him because of it. He’d enjoyed her company, but he’d preferred to walk around the soundstage, around the world he’d created, without the distraction of actors and crew. Over the years, security and cleaning staff both had learned to avoid him.

Tonight, fish fed, he walked across the dark production office and stood outside the basement door. His set PA had been down in the basement the day after he’d distinguished himself at a second unit shoot.

The day after something had gone wrong at a second unit shoot.

The day a young actress had died, the body found by that same set PA.

Individually, the first was unusual, the second unexpected, and the third a tragedy. Together, they added up to something. CB didn’t believe in coincidence.

In the seven years since buying the old box factory, he’d seldom gone down to the basement. He could have. Nothing stopped him. He just hadn’t. Arra Pelindrake provided him with inexpensive special effects and he in turn provided her with a way to exist in this new world. They never spoke of how the air had torn above his head and she had dropped through the rent stinking of blood and smoke. They never spoke of flames that didn’t burn and squibs that used no gunpowder. They never spoke of what she did or how she did it as long as his shows came in on budget. In under budget; even better.

That was the sum total of their relationship.

He neither knew nor cared if she spoke of him outside the studio although he expected she did. Everyone bitched about their boss.

He was unable to speak of her. His choice. He wasn’t fool enough to believe that he’d never want to share so unbelievable a story and rather than lose her—and what she could do for him—he’d asked her to ensure his mouth stayed shut. He remembered everything and could put the necessary spin on her activities vis-à-vis the outside world but he was incapable of discussing what she was or where she’d come from.

At the time, it had seemed like the smart thing to do in order to protect his investment. All of a sudden, he wasn’t so sure.

His hand closed around the door handle.

Something was going on. Something attempting to make an end run around his control.

The stairs made no noise as he descended into the gray on gray of the lower level. He noted models and masks as he crossed to the desk, adding them to the mental inventory he kept of his possessions. Although the computer had been powered down, the ready lights on both monitors and speakers glowed green. He barely resisted turning them off. Wasted power meant wasted money.

There were modern fetishes scattered all over the desk. Little plastic Teletubbies. An octopus with only six arms. A red cloth frog exuding cinnamon and dust about equally mixed.

He had no idea what he was looking for and suddenly felt ridiculous.

A startled squeak from the stairs spun him around and he glared silently at the cleaning lady standing frozen in place about a third of the way down. The CB in CB Productions stood for Chester Bane and he had every right to be where he was. When it became clear she was not going to move without his permission, he beckoned her forward and, as she stepped off the last tread, he growled, “Do your job and go.”

Arms folded, he watched her scuttle across to the desk and scoop up the garbage pail. As she tipped it up into the green plastic bag she carried, he frowned.

“Hold it!”

She froze again; a tiny statue in a green duster.

He scooped half a dozen sheets of paper out of the trash one-handed. “These are not garbage. The writing staff can use the backs for notes.”

She nodded although it was clear she had no idea what she was agreeing with.

“Carry on.”

For her age, she moved remarkably quickly back up the stairs. CB followed considerably more slowly, the knees that ended his football career protesting painfully as they hauled his weight back up to the first floor. He flicked off the basement lights, recrossed the production office, and paused at the door to the bull pen. No. He’d give the paper to the writers in the morning. They’d likely need it explained.

Back in his own office he tossed the papers on the desk.

Paused.

Picked up the top sheet. Thick, slightly rough. Drawing paper. Blank on both sides. Wasteful. Perhaps it was time to have a word with …

Flicking on the desk lamp, he aimed the circle of light directly at the sheet of paper. Faint gray lines ghosted across the page. There. And then gone. Although under the caress of a fingertip, the imprint of a pattern remained.

Something was definitely going on.

* * *

“It’s no use.” Henry sat back in his chair, allowing Tony to look away and break the contact between them. “There’s definitely something blocking the memories.”

“Shock?”

“Perhaps. I’ve seen shock block memories in the past and for all your experience with the … unusual, you’ve never had the corpse of a friend drop at your feet before.”

Tony sighed. “She wasn’t exactly a friend.”

“And you feel guilty about that now she’s dead?”

“No. Maybe.” He picked at the faded patch of denim on one thigh. “I don’t know. Henry, what is it if it isn’t shock?”

“I have no idea.”

“Educated guess?”

Prince of Darkness safely tucked away, Henry smiled and stood, dragging his chair back to its usual place at the dining room table. “You must believe I had an interesting education, Tony.”

“Well, yeah. Interesting experiences anyway.”

“True enough. But, in this instance, none of them seem to apply.”

Tony didn’t entirely believe that, but since he had nothing to back up an accusation except that Henry was spending just a little too much time fiddling with the chair, he dropped his gaze to his watch before his face gave the whole thing away. The numbers took a moment to sink in, but when they did he stood. “Oh, crap. It’s almost 3:00. No wonder I’m feeling so punchy. I’ve got to get going.”

“Why not stay here?”

“Why not?”

Henry ignored him. “There’s an extra bed and a change of clothes and we’re not a lot farther from Burnaby than your apartment. What time do you have to be at work tomorrow?”

“Uh … unit call’s at 9:30.”

“An early enough call given that it’s nearly 3:00.”

What he could see of Henry’s expression showed nothing more than an almost neutral concern. They were long over and he’d ended it. They were friends. Friends had the keys to friends’ apartments. Friends offered crash space. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to stay.”

“Good.”

“Will you be …” Funny how a distance of eighteen months suddenly made what had once been a perfectly normal question sound like horror movie dialogue. “… going out to Hunt?”

“No.” One hand rose to tug at the edge of the cream-colored sweater. “It’s too late.”

Suddenly the earlier indecision over which shirt to wear made sense. Tony felt his cheeks flush. Knew Henry was aware of the sudden rush of blood and that only made it worse. “You were on your way out.”

“Yes.”

“You were going to feed.”

A graceful nod in acknowledgment. “I’ll call her tomorrow and explain.”

“I’m sorry …”

“Weighing a new acquaintance against the needs of an old friend was no choice at all, Tony.”

“I’m not your responsibility.”

One red-gold eyebrow rose. “I know.”

“I feel bad about you not feeding.”

“I can wait until tomorrow night.”

You don’t have to. He could feel the words waiting to be said and was fairly certain Henry could as well. And if not, he knew Henry could hear his pulse pounding. Trouble was, he couldn’t think of a way to say them that wouldn’t make him sound like a desperate heroine in a bad romance novel. Not that he read bad romance novels or anything. It was just something that he thought a desperate heroine would say because it had been eighteen months, for fuck’s sake, and Henry saw him now as a person, an individual, and surely that meant they could—all right, he could—act like an adult and not fall back into need at the feel of teeth through skin.

The moment lengthened, stretched, and passed.

Henry smiled. “Good night, Tony.”

“Yeah …”

* * *

“It’s a great piece of music, Zev, pretty damned near perfect, but you know CB won’t pay much for it.”

“Not a problem. It’s a local band; they’re desperate for publicity, and I can get the rights for little more than a screen credit.” The music director glanced up and smiled as Tony came across the office. By the time he reached Amy’s desk, Zev’s smile had slipped slightly. “Are you all right? You look … tired.”

“Just didn’t get much sleep last night. All I have to do is hang on until lunch, then I can catch some zees on the couch in Raymond Dark’s office.”

“Catch some zees?” Amy snorted. She slid the headphones off and passed them back to Zev. “Do people actually say that?”

He shrugged. “Apparently.”

Before Tony could get up enough energy to wave a finger at the two of them, the door to CB’s office opened and Barb emerged looking pale.

“Your turn, babe,” the company’s financial officer muttered to Zev as she passed the desk. “Word of warning, if you want him to spend money, he’s in a mood. Play this wrong and you’ll end up humming the score yourself.”

Amy raised a hand as Barb disappeared into her office. “I can help. I used to play the kazoo!”

“Everyone used to play the kazoo.”

“In a marching band?”

“Okay, that’s different.”

“Sero!”

The three of them winced in unison.

“Our master’s voice,” Amy whispered dramatically. “Good luck. Vaya con dios.”

“Tracht gut vet zein gut.”

“What does that mean?”

“Think good and it will be good.”

“SERO!”

“Yeah, you just keep thinkin’, Butch. In this particular situation, I’d push the free in free band.” Amy watched Zev until the door closed behind him then turned her attention to Tony. “He’s right. You look like crap. Hot date?”

He sighed. “Weight of the world. Wasn’t your hair pink yesterday?”

“Fuchsia. And that was then. What do you want?”

“Tina sent me in to see if they …” A nod toward the closed bull pen door. “… have spit out something like the final rewrite of next week’s script.”

“You’re in luck.” She lifted a file folder off the stack of assorted papers on the floor beside her desk and handed it over. “Hot off the press. I’d have sent it in with Veronica, but she’s dropping off a deposit for our next location shoot at the city manager’s office. And then getting coffee.”

“What’s wrong with the pot in the kitchen?”

“The writers emptied it again. What do you mean, ‘weight of the world’?”

“Things on my mind.”

“Like?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You need more B vitamins.”

“I need …” He stopped, ran a hand up through his hair, and exhaled explosively. “I need to get back on set.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Before something happens.”

“What?”

“That’s the part you didn’t say. Before something happens. What’s going to happen?”

“Answer the phone.”

“It’s not …” The ring cut her off. “How did you …?”

Tony shrugged, turned, and headed out of the office, the familiar “CB Productions” sounding behind him. A no brainer on the phone ringing since it rang every thirty seconds eight to ten hours a day.

Before something happens.

He had no fucking idea what Amy was talking about. All that dye was obviously affecting higher brain functions.

The red light went off as he passed the women’s washroom and the sound of flushing followed him out onto the soundstage. The living room set for the whatever-the-hell-they-decided-to-call-it estate looked incredible even though it was the same old furniture from Raymond Dark’s living room, jazzed up with a couple of cushions, a blue-and-yellow sheet, and some duct tape. One of the electricians was already sound asleep on the couch. Had Peter called lunch? Tony checked his watch, the movement dumping papers out of the file and all over the floor.

“Son of a fucking bitch.”

It had just been that kind of a day. Nothing had gone right from the moment he’d woken up in Henry’s condo. Between the whole déjà vu of that and the forgotten toast problem with his memory, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on anything. Fortunately, they were killing Catherine this morning and once Nikki’s replacement had been safely delivered to the set, he didn’t have a lot to do.

Dropping to his knees, he started gathering up the papers.

One of them had slid almost to the edge of the fake hardwood floor. He stretched out his hand and froze as a line of shadow crossed the piece of paper and was gone. His heart started beating again as he realized the sleeping electrician’s boot had moved for a moment into the light. Boot shadow. That was all.

Given the variety of lights in play, the soundstage was filled with unexpected shadows.

Tony had no idea why the thought made him feel like running.

From the corner of one eye, he caught sight of another shadow moving past him, moving out toward the offices. He whirled around too fast for balance and nearly fell. The shadow was attached to a sound tech. Probably heading in to jiggle the toilet handle.

This is insane.

His fingers closed around the last piece of paper and he refused to turn as a second shadow slipped along the concrete heading for the door. A darker shadow. Its edges more defined.

Hurrying to catch up as the door whispered closed.

A quiet click as it latched.

There, and he hadn’t looked.

Clutching the file, he stood, took half a dozen steps toward the set, and realized he’d only heard one set of footsteps go by. The sound tech.

The second shadow had been moving in total silence.

Something …

Peter’s voice jerked him away from the thought. “That’s it for now, people. Lunch!”

Thank God. He really needed to get some more sleep.


FOUR

The body lay crumpled against the side of the building, a smear of blood against the bricks tracing its trajectory toward the ground. Shadows hid most of the details, but an outstretched arm placed one pale hand, like a crumpled flower, out into a spill of light.

“An inch more to your left.”

The hand moved.

Tina consulted the photograph she’d taken before lunch, cocked her head to check the body from another angle, and finally straightened out of her crouch. “That’s got it.”

“Good.” Adam took the picture from her as she passed and shoved it into the continuity file on his clipboard. “Let’s freshen up the blood and I want a warm body in there to check Lee’s light levels. Mouse …”

The camera operator looked down from his rig. “What?”

“You’re six one, right?”

“Six two. And I’m twice his size horizontally. And I’m working.”

“Fine. Dalal, hit Lee’s marks beside the body.”

Looking like he was wishing he’d stayed at his worktable, the prop man shook his head. “I’m five eleven.”

“So think tall. You’re not doing anything, get over there. Tony! Go get Lee!”

As Dalal reluctantly crossed the set, Tony headed off the soundstage. Technically, the part of the warm body should have been played by a stand-in, and whether or not they had one on set was generally a fairly good indication of the company’s current financial standing. Given the hurry-up-and-wait nature of shooting television, there were always people standing around with nothing to do until someone else did their job. Given the people CB tended to hire, no one was likely to report him for screwing with union rules. Those who might didn’t last long.

So far, Tony had managed to stay on the move and out from under the lights. The thought of being in front of the camera, even without the camera actually being on, made him sweat.

“Lee?” He took a deep breath, reminded himself that geeky was not a good look, and rapped on the dressing room door. “They’re ready for you.”

The door opened almost before he moved his hand away. Frowning, Lee peered out at him as though he wasn’t entirely certain he understood what he was seeing. “For me?”

“Yeah. Scene 22B.” The room behind the actor seemed unusually dark. “You discover the body.”

“The body?”

“Catherine’s body.” With the wig and the blood—and according to bar talk, Darkest Night used more blood than any other program currently shooting in the Vancouver area—fans of the show would never know it wasn’t Nikki.

Stepping back, Tony indicated that Lee should precede him down the hall. He’d learned early on that expecting actors to follow was like expecting cats to follow and after the whole “quickie in the broom closet” incident with Mason and the previous wardrobe assistant, he never let them out of his sight. When Lee continued to merely stand and stare, he stepped forward again, suddenly concerned. “Hey, are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

Tony wasn’t so sure. “You look …”

“I’m fine.” Lee gave himself a little shake and slowly moved out into the hall. It seemed that rather a lot of the shadows moved with him. The dressing room visibly lightened as he left.

And that’s just wrong. Tony stood where he was for a moment, eyes narrowed. Not to mention, well, wrong! He’d have asked himself if he were imagining things except that he had no idea what he thought he might be imagining. Finally, when it became obvious that nothing was out of place, he hurried after Lee, careful not to step on the actor’s shadow.

* * *

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, it’s one goddamned line and I’ve already said it seventeen fucking times!”

The crew suddenly became very busy, looking anywhere but at Lee and Peter.

“It’s not about your performance, Lee,” the director said calmly, “it’s a technical glitch. There’s a shadow …”

“So get rid of it!”

“That’s what we’ve been trying to do.” Peter’s genial voice picked up an edge. “We’ve been trying to do it all afternoon.” As one, they turned toward the lighting crew clustered around the director of photography, who continued describing his latest concept in an exasperated mix of English and French.

Although over the course of the afternoon the lighting layout had practically been rebuilt, the shadow continued to reappear in take after take. Scene 22B, take one: it had covered Lee entirely as he’d leaned forward and flipped over the body. Scene 22B, take seventeen: it was a dark bar across his eyes.

Watching from the sidelines, Tony found himself wondering where the shadow was going. And then wondering when he’d started thinking in cheap horror clichés. Actually, he knew the answer to the second question: right after he’d met Henry.

“Get rid of it in post!” Lee snapped. “And why is it so fucking cold in here?” Usually someone who took the inevitable technical delays of television in stride, his temper had frayed a little more with every take. Hartley Skenski, the boom operator, had tried to make book on whether or not he’d stomp off the set before they were finished, but no one had taken him up on it.

“We’ll do it just once more. I promise,” Peter added as Lee’s lip curled. “If it’s still there, I’ll let the guys in post deal with it.” He opened his mouth and closed it again, clearly deciding to leave the temperature question unanswered.

Green eyes glittered during a long pause. “One more.”

While another five hundred milliliters of blood were applied to the latex gash in the actress’ throat, Lee dropped back onto one knee.

Tony moved quietly around behind the video village and checked out the monitor showing the close-up of the actor’s face. The bar of shadow was still in place. He stepped hurriedly out of the DP’s way and winced as Sorge began to swear.

The shadow quivered.

And disappeared.

The torrent of French profanity stopped between one word and the next. “Go now.”

Peter dropped into his chair and jammed on his headphones. “Quiet!”

No need for anyone to repeat. The soundstage was so quiet, Tony reminded himself to breathe as he crossed his fingers.

“Roll cameras! Slate!”

“Scene 22B, take 18!”

Lee didn’t wait for action. Reaching down, he grabbed the corpse’s shoulder, flipped her over onto her back, and snarled, “Well, it looks like Raymond’s secret is safe.”

“Cut! Print.”

“It looked good,” Sorge murmured.

“It sounded like shit,” Peter snapped. “But we can fix that in post. Tina, I want the sound from take one.”

“Sound from one, got it.” As she noted it on her lined script, everyone else turned to watch Lee stomp off the set.

Peter pulled off his headphones as the corpse sat up and rubbed her shoulder. The crew moved about their usual post-print routine strangely subdued, as though they weren’t entirely certain how to react. “I don’t need a second prima donna around here,” the director sighed as the distant sound of a slamming door marked Lee’s passage from the soundstage.

“Maybe he’s still upset about the body. The real body,” Tony elaborated as everyone now turned to look at him. “You know …” He added a shrug to the explanation. “… Nikki.”

After a long moment, during which Tony mentally rewrote his résumé, Peter sighed again and gestured wearily in Lee’s wake. “Go make sure he’s all right.”

“I told CB we should have taken at least one day off,” he added as Tony hurried away.

Sorge snorted, the sound remarkably French. “And CB said the show must go on?”

“No, he told me to get the fuck out of his office.”

* * *

Lee’s dressing room door was open when Tony reached it. He paused, wiped sweaty hands against his thighs, and leaned forward just enough to see inside. Still in costume, Lee stood in the center of the room, slowly turning in place. It looked almost as though he was seeing the room for the first time.

“Uh, Lee?”

He continued turning until he faced the door, then stopped and frowned.

Tony had no idea why he was suddenly thinking of Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Terminator. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.”

And the Terminator thing fell into place. Lee was staring just slightly beyond him, like he was accessing an internal filing system. “Can I, uh, get you anything?”

Focus snapped onto his face and a long finger beckoned Tony forward. “Come in and close the door.”

“The door?”

He’d never seen Lee smile like that before. It was almost … mocking. “Yes. The door. Come into the room and close it behind you.”

Unable to think of a reason why he shouldn’t, and not sure he wanted to, Tony did as he was told.

“Turn off your radio.”

“But …”

“Do it. I don’t want to be interrupted.”

While you’re doing what? Tony wondered as his left hand dropped to the holster on his belt. But Peter had sent him. He was supposed to be here.

“I want you to tell me things.” The actor’s voice stroked over him like wet velvet. “In return, I will give you what you desire.” The requisite vampire-show leather coat slipped off broad shoulders and hit the floor. The burgundy shirt followed a heartbeat later.

Half a dozen heartbeats actually, given how quickly Tony’s heart had started beating. The total weirdness of the situation helped him keep a partial lid on his physical reaction although he was definitely reacting. A dead man would react to a half-naked Lee Nicholas and—given a specific dead man—Tony knew that for a fact.

As Lee reached for him, he astounded himself by stepping back.

This was rapidly becoming everything he’d ever dreamed of and a bad soap opera scenario pretty much simultaneously.

No! Another step and his shoulder blades were against the door. This was wrong! It was …

It was …

He slammed his head back against the door, almost had it, and swore as the memory slipped away.

* * *

CB stared down at the sheet of drawing paper on his desk. The lines pressed into the surface had gone gray again, just for an instant. He frowned. He didn’t like mysteries and he had already wasted far too much time on this one.

Still frowning, he opened his desk drawer and pulled out a pencil.

* * *

Palm flat against the cool skin of Lee’s chest, Tony struggled to ignore the little voice in his head trying to convince him to shut the fuck up and enjoy the ride. “Lee, this is, uh …”

“What you want. I give you what you want; you give me what I want. There are other ways I could gain the information, but since you’re here …” His voice trailed off as his hand connected with Tony’s crotch.

“No, you don’t WANT to be doing THIS … Fuck! Stop DOING that!”

“No.”

“Look, I don’t want to hurt you.” The words emerged kind of jumbled together, but he managed to sound like he meant the threat.

Again, a smile that didn’t look like it belonged on Lee’s face. “Try.”

Damn. Four years on the streets, four years with Henry; he could take care of himself if he had to. A little more difficult when he really didn’t want to hurt the guy feeling him up, but still … Tony tensed, and froze. There was something wrong with Lee’s shadow. There was something wrong with shadows in general.

“… nothing remained of our defenses save terrified men and women fighting individual losing battles against the shadows.”

* * *

CB worked carefully, methodically, quickly; stroking a line of graphite along the imprinted pattern.

* * *

“The Shadowlord cannot be defeated. Now he has tasted this world. The next shadow he sends will have more purpose.”

Tony jerked back against the door, partially because of the sudden rush of memory. Partially because of what Lee was doing. Wondering how a guy got selected for sainthood, he twisted away and gasped, “You’re a minion of the Shadowlord!”

Which sounded so incredibly stupid, he regretted the words the moment they left his mouth.

Lee stared at him for a long moment, blinked once, and started to laugh. “I’m a what?”

Oh, crap. Now he was going to have to repeat it because there really wasn’t any variation on this particular theme. “You’re a minion of the Shadowlord.”

“That’s what I thought you said.” Scooping his shirt up off the floor, Lee shrugged into it, still chuckling. “You know, you’re a very weird guy.”

Tony merely pointed.

Lee’s shadow appeared to be investigating a pile of shadow magazines.

It was a cheesy effect on screen and unexpectedly terrifying in real life.

The actor sighed, reached out, and slapped Tony lightly on one cheek. “Who’s going to believe you? You’re nobody. I’m a star.”

Tony cleared his throat. “You’re a costar.”

The second slap was considerably harder and almost seemed to have more of Lee in it than shadow. “Fuck you.”

“You’re not leaving this room.”

“Is this supposed to be where I strike a dramatic pose and tell you that you can’t stop me?” Lee leaned closer, his position a parody of his earlier seduction. “Guess what? You can’t.”

And he couldn’t.

The shadow dropped the magazine and swept across the room, holding him against the wall. Tony couldn’t move, he couldn’t speak, and most importantly, he couldn’t breathe. It was like being trapped under a pliable sheet of cold charcoal-gray rubber that covered him from head to foot like a second skin, curving to fit up each nostril and into his mouth. Obscenely intimate.

As the door closed behind the thing controlling Lee’s body, the shadow flexed, flopped away from him, and slipped through the final millimeter of open space.

Bent over, sucking his lungs full of stale, makeup redolent, slightly moldy, but glorious air, Tony spent a moment or two concentrating on breathing before straightening and staggering toward the door.

He had to stop Lee before he left the building.

He should never have let him leave the dressing room.

He should never have gone into the dressing room.

I should have figured something was up when the straight guy started coming on to me.

And hard on the heels of that thought, came a second.

If that thing’s in Lee’s head, then Lee knows how I … what I … want.

And a third.

This just keeps getting better …

* * *

Completely redrawn, the pattern appeared to be a random squiggle. A pointless collection of curves. Nothing had happened when the final line had been retraced. The pencil set aside, a hand laid flat on each side of the paper, CB stared down at the nondesign and wondered exactly what he thought would happen.

How could he recognize the answers when he didn’t know the questions?

“CB?” Rachel’s voice over the intercom broke into his fruitless speculation. “Mark Asquith from the network is here.”

He swept the paper into the trash. “Send him in.”

* * *

Tony pounded out into the middle of the production office and realized his quarry was nowhere in sight. Had he guessed wrong? Had the thing gone through the soundstage instead? He took the half-dozen extra steps to Amy’s desk. “Have you seen Lee?”

“Yeah. He’s gone.”

“What do you mean gone?”

“I mean, gone. As in not here.” She snorted derisively. “As in was an ass to Zev and strutted out. As in Elvis has left the building. As in …”

“I get it.” Gone. But maybe not too far gone. “He didn’t take his helmet.”

Amy shrugged. “ ’Cause he didn’t go for a ride on his motorcycle. He walked out the front door and grabbed the network guy’s cab.”

“Oh that’s just fucking great.” That thing had Lee’s wallet, Lee’s credit cards; if it got to the airport, it could go anywhere in the world.

“You got a message for him from Peter?” Amy picked up the phone before he could answer. “No problem. I’ll just call his cell.”

“That’s not …” He frowned. “Do you hear a phone ringing?”

She glanced down at the flashing light and back up at Tony as the office line rang again. “Duh.”

“No, in the distance.” He turned slowly, trying to make it out. “It’s in the dressing room.” The sound could have been coming from any one of half a dozen small rooms behind the thin interior walls, but Lee’s phone had been in the charger on the coffee table. “He didn’t take it with him.”

“An actor without a phone.” Heavily penciled eyebrows rose dramatically. “Isn’t that against some kind of …”

“Amy!” Rachel’s bellow cut her off. “Would you answer that damned thing, I’m on another line!”

As the familiar “CB Productions” sounded behind him, Tony ran for the basement stairs. Arra. The wizard. She’d know how to stop him. It. How to stop the shadow and get Lee back.

Except that Arra wasn’t in the basement.

Tony stared at the empty chair, at the bank of monitors, and fought a sudden urge to smash something. The bitch had screwed with his memories. Made him forget. Made him forget the shadows, and the Shadowlord, and the danger they were all in.

He’d told her he was going to do something and she’d stopped him.

Maybe even stopped him from protecting Lee.

Heart pounding, he took the stairs back up to the production office three at a time, slamming the door behind him hard enough to pull curious glances from the surrounding smaller offices. Even Zev reemerged from post, a set of headphones slung around his neck like a stethoscope.

* * *

“If you’ll excuse me a moment.” As his visitor nodded a confused assent, CB surged to his feet and walked over to his open door. He considered himself to be a lenient employer, but petty displays of unnecessary noise were among the few things he refused to put up with. If it was one of the writers overreacting to script changes again, he would not be pleased.

He reached the doorway in time to see Tony Foster race across the production office.

* * *

Amy slammed a staple through a set of sides and frowned up at him. “What?”

“Arra!”

“I’m not deaf, dipwad. She’s with Daniel, checking out cliffs for a new car-blows-up-in-midair-releases-a-fire-demon-into-the-world shot.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere along the coast, I guess. She said she was heading home after; that just because we’re running obscenely late, there was no point in her hauling ass all the way back out here.” The frown became more questioning than accusatory. “Why?”

Tony shook his head. “Where does she live?”

“I’d have to look it up.”

“A co-op on Nelson,” Zev put in unexpectedly, crossing to the desk. “Downtown Vancouver, across from the Coast Plaza Hotel. What’s the problem?”

Already turning, Tony paused. An evil wizard is about to come through a gate between worlds and kick ass. No. Not a good idea. That just wasn’t the kind of news that most people took well. “Let’s just say it’s none of your business.” It came out sharper than he’d intended and he regretted the sudden hurt on the music director’s face, but he didn’t have time to regret it for long. He had to find Lee.

“Man, you’re two for two on assholes today,” he heard Amy murmur as he ran for the door.

* * *

Returning to his desk, CB bent down and plucked the piece of drawing paper out of the trash. He slipped it under the edge of his desk blotter and settled back into the large leather chair, smiling across at his network visitor. “You were saying?”

* * *

He needed wheels. Riding transit, no matter how environmentally sound, was just not going to cut it. Fortunately, he knew where there were wheels to be had.

Lee’s helmet was in the dressing room. So was his biker jacket. He’d left wearing his costume; gone out into the world as James Taylor Grant. And the only good thing about that was, given their latest numbers, the odds were high no one would recognize him.

Bike keys were in the jacket pocket.

One hand gripping the smooth leather, Tony had a sudden flashback to the feel of smooth skin.

It wasn’t really Lee, he reminded himself, shrugging into the jacket. It doesn’t count.

* * *

He hadn’t been on a bike in years and never one so powerful. As he guided the big machine into the city, Tony prayed that the cops were busy busting more deserving heads. If he got pulled over, he was totally screwed.

He’d never had a license.

But he had to get to Arra and this was the fastest way. He had to force her to help him. Help him find Lee. Help him free Lee. Then they’d talk about the whole forgetting thing.

Except …

She could just make him forget again.

She was a wizard.

And she blew things up for a living.

He was just a PA for a third rate production company. How could he stop her?

Roaring past a late ’70s pickup, he squinted into the red and gold of a brilliant sunset over the distant towers of the downtown core and smiled.

* * *

Tony’s message had been short and to the point. “I’ve remembered. I need you to meet me at the Coast Plaza Hotel or she’ll make me forget again.”

So Henry had canceled his plans for the second night in a row. Just like Tony had known he would. He couldn’t quite decide if he was pleased that the young man not only needed his help but acknowledged his right to give it or if he was annoyed at being so predictable it was unnecessary to even ask for his help, secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t refuse. A bit of both, he decided as he parked the car.

And there was, of course, the curiosity factor. What had Tony forgotten? Who had made him forget and how had she done it?

After four hundred and fifty years, the unexpected was almost as great a motivation as concern for a friend or plain possessiveness. Impossible to separate the latter two anyway.

He spotted Tony pacing in front of the hotel, caught his eye, waved, and walked over to him.

Tony had phoned the moment he’d parked the bike behind the wizard’s building. Specifically, the moment his hands had stopped shaking enough for him to actually hit the right numbers. Adrenaline had started letting him down about the time he reached the city and the last bit of the ride in rush hour traffic had been less than fun. Waiting for Henry to arrive, he’d worked through his reaction and emerged ready to be freaked about wizards and shadows and Lee once again. “Hey. Thanks for coming.”

“You knew I would; in spite of how remarkably cryptic you were.”

“Sorry. I didn’t have time for War and Peace.” He turned and started across the wide sidewalk toward the road.

Assuming he was to follow, his concern deepening toward worry as tension rolled off the younger man like smoke, Henry caught up at the edge of the asphalt.

Traffic held them in place.

“There’s an evil wizard sending shadow minions through from another world.” Tony tried to sound matter-of-fact about it, hoping his tone of voice would make the whole thing more believable. Unfortunately, he had a bad feeling that his matter-of-fact sounded more like about-to-totally-lose-it. “One of the shadows has taken over Lee. From the show. Lee plays, um … he plays …” Oh, just fucking great, now he couldn’t remember that.

“I know who he plays,” Henry said gently.

“Right. We need to find him and free him.” He slipped into a break after a parade of SUVs and hurried across to the center line. Henry’s hand on his arm kept him from moving on although he continued to shift his weight back and forth from foot to foot as traffic roared by inches away both in front of and behind them. “Arra, the woman who does special effects for the show, she’s a wizard from the same world as the shadows. I’d seen some stuff and I told her and she told me what was going on, and then she made me forget.”

Henry maintained his grip as they crossed the final lane. Just in case.

“Anyway, this is where she lives.” Tony nodded up at the six-story, peach-colored building. “I checked the mailboxes before you got here; she’s on the fourth floor in one of the front apartments. I have to make her tell me how to save Lee, and I need you to stop her from making me forget again.”

“All right.”

For the first time since Henry’d arrived, Tony was still. Pale eyes locked on Henry’s face, he murmured, “You believe me? Just like that?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Wizards, shadow minions …”

“Vampires, werewolves, demons, mummies, ghosts.” Henry smiled reassuringly. “And besides, why would you lie about something like that?”

“I guess.” He shrugged, more because he needed to move than because he needed to add a physical emphasis to his words. “I mean, it’s just that between Lee and the memories and the motorcycle …”

“I understand.” Well, not about the motorcycle, but under the circumstances, it seemed unimportant. Henry frowned at the building. It had gone up during the ’80s real estate boom and was definitely not traditional architecture. Personally, he found the multiple angles aesthetically unpleasant but had to admit he was probably biased about the number of additional windows the design allowed. Large sunny apartments were not to his taste. “Are you sure she’s home?”

“Someone’s home. The lights are on and I saw a shadow moving behind the blind. A real shadow. Not the invading kind.”

“Are you sure she hasn’t seen you?”

“Please.” This time the shrug was pure disdain. “From her angle I’m just another guy, and there’s no shortage of guys around this neighborhood. The gym on the second floor of the hotel is one of the best cruising spots in the city. She’s not going to expect us; she thinks I’m still completely fucking clueless.”

“Good. I imagine that a wizard on her own ground with a chance to prepare a welcome can be very, very dangerous.”

“You imagine?”

“This is my first wizard, too, Tony. They’re not something you run into every day.”

“But you can handle her, right?”

“I don’t know.”

“She knows you walk in shadow. I didn’t tell her; she saw you at the night shoot and she just knew.”

“Probably because she’s a wizard.”

“You think?”

“Best that one of us does.” Tony rolled his eyes and, Henry was pleased to see, looked as though the verbal sparring had helped him regain control of his emotions. For Tony’s sake then, he was glad he’d managed to keep the edge from his voice. If this wizard had seen him at the night shoot, seen him with Tony, knew what he was, and still used her power on one of his … he’d do what Tony needed him to but the whole slightly ludicrous situation had just become personal.

They slipped into the building as one of the tenants left, a tan Chihuahua cradled in the crook of his arm. The tenant took one look at Henry’s face and higher brain functions dealing with self-preservation in the twenty-first century kicked in, assuring him he had not seen what he thought he’d seen. That he had, in fact, seen nothing at all. The dog curled her lip and, in spite of the relative size differences, informed the invading predator he could just get the hell out of her building.

“I just don’t get the whole gay men and Chihuahua thing,” Tony muttered as they headed for the elevators. The shrill, indignant yapping could still be heard fading into the distance.

“How do you know he was gay?”

“You means besides the Chihuahua?”

Three elderly women watched them pass from the safety of the laundry room. Before they could decide whether or not to raise the alarm, the elevator door closed and made the decision for them.

Tony jabbed at the button for the fourth floor, then bounced heel to toe as they slowly rose. “The stairs would be quicker.”

“I doubt it.”

“It’s just Lee’s out there, with that thing in him …”

“You saw this happen?”

“Yeah. I’ve been seeing lots of weird shit with shadows, Henry. That’s what Arra made me forget. But she said the next shadow would take over someone in the studio to get information about this world and I saw it take over Lee.”

“And that made you remember?”

“Maybe. No. I don’t know. I just did.”

Hard to keep his lips down over his teeth. “Well, we’ll speak to her about that, too.”

“She’s going to help him!”

“Yes. She will.”

“What are you smelling?” Henry’s nostrils had flared.

“Besides you? Cleansers.”

Tony jerked as the elevator chimed and barely managed to stop himself from forcing his fingers between the doors and yanking them open faster. The moment the opening was large enough, he slipped through and raced down the hall, his Doc Martens thudding against the carpet. Although he’d neither seen nor heard him move, Henry was beside him when he reached Arra’s door.

“Now what?”

Henry reached past him and knocked.

“Yeah, okay, I suppose that’ll work.”

He waited, thought he heard movement, and had raised his hand to knock again when Henry’s fingers closed around his wrist.

“She heard it the first time. She’s standing just inside the door.” The words didn’t so much get louder as more definite, more penetrating, as though they were being thrust through the painted wood. “I can hear her heart beating. It sped up the moment she saw us and it’s beating so quickly now that I have a strong suspicion she knows exactly why we’ve come. And she knows that if she doesn’t open the door, I will break it down, and even if there’s an alarm or she’s called for help, she’ll be dead before security even knows there’s a problem.”

Tony punctuated the threat by punching the air. He only just barely resisted the urge to sneer, I’ve got a vampire by my side and I’m not afraid to use him!

The door opened.

“Do I have to invite you in, Nightwalker?”

“No.”

Arra nodded and stepped back out of the way. “There was always a risk you’d realize his memories had been tampered with.”

“He’s right here!” Tony snapped, pushing into the apartment. “And Henry’s not here because you screwed with my memories. Not only because you screwed with my memories,” he amended as her brows rose. “There’s a piece of shadow in Lee Nicholas!”

“What?”

He turned to face her, his hands curled into fists. “You heard me. There’s a piece of shadow in Lee Nicholas! It came through and it took him over just like you said it would.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. I saw it happen!”

“So you’re sure.” The sound of the door closing was almost the sound of a door slamming. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“Fix it!”

“I can’t.”

This time, Tony heard the lie. “You can.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then brushed a bit of cat hair off her sleeve. “All right, then; I won’t. And at the risk of sounding childish, you can’t make me.”

“I got that covered. I can’t make you, but Henry …”

“Can what?” she asked wearily, walking into the living room and dropping onto the end of the couch. “You can kill me, Nightwalker, but you can’t force me to have anything to do with the shadows.”

Henry swept his gaze slowly around the apartment. Arra had turned out to be the middle-aged woman with the coffee who’d seen behind the masks that night on the street. He wasn’t exactly surprised. He could smell two cats in the bedroom, judged by their heart rate that they were asleep. “All right.”

“All right what?” she snapped.

“As I’m sure you’re aware, my kind are very territorial. Tony is mine.”

About to protest, Tony bit back the words. This was, after all, why he’d wanted Henry with him. To lean on the wizard. To act as metaphysical muscle. The whole Tony is mine thing was just a lever. At least he hoped it was because they’d settled that when he left.

“You put your mark on him and I can’t have that.” He was at her side between one heartbeat and the next. Tony was almost used to the way Henry could move when he had to; Arra had no frame of reference and she paled.

“If you kill me, I can’t help you with the shadow.”

“You’ve already said you won’t help.”

Her nostrils flared. “You could try and convince me.” His hands cupped her head in an almost loverlike fashion. “I don’t want to.”

Tony couldn’t see Henry’s face, but he could see the sudden realization on Arra’s that this was Death standing in her apartment. Not an abstract death sometime in the future, but a flesh and blood and immediate death. Even knowing that Henry would no more follow through on this particular threat than he would feed on fear, Tony’s skin crawled.

Lee had been out in the city, ridden by shadow, for over two hours. They didn’t have time to be subtle.

“All right! I’ll do what I can.”

Death lingered.

“Henry.”

Henry turned slowly, the Hunger still very close to the surface. He hadn’t fed the night before and having allowed so much of the Hunter to rise, he would have to feed tonight. He fought for focus as Tony stepped forward, understanding in his eyes, and murmured, “The moment Lee’s free of shadow.” No need to be more specific, his blood spoke for him.

“Why wait? Go now. Eat, drink … or rather just drink and be merry.” Arra looked from the Nightwalker to Tony and sagged back against the cushions in defeat. “Or not. Just a suggestion.”
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“So, Tony …” Arra settled back into the couch cushions and crossed her legs, her posture suggesting that while Henry may have shaken her confidence he had by no means destroyed it. “… just what is it you and your friend …” Her eyes flickered left to where Henry stood; the motion involuntary. “… expect me to do?”

Tony couldn’t believe she was asking. “Find Lee and get that thing out of him!”

“You know, you’re really overreacting,” she sighed.

“I’m overreacting?” He wanted to grab her and shake her until she admitted that Lee was in danger. Until she agreed to do something about it. “There’s a dark wizard from another world sending shadows through some kind of gate to gather information. Yesterday, one of those shadows killed someone, and today one of them took over Lee Nicholas and sent him off into the city acting way out of character. And I’m overreacting?”

“Well, I’d have to say you’re underreacting about the wizard, but given your friends …” Another corner-of-the-eye glance at Henry “… that’s hardly surprising. You’re overreacting …” She matched his emphasis. “… about Mr. Nicholas. You don’t need to go looking for him—and I certainly don’t—because the shadow will return to the gate approximately twelve hours after it came through.”

“What?” Tony froze in place and stared down at her, searching for another lie. “It’ll bring Lee back to the gate and just leave him?”

“Essentially.”

“So all we need do is make our way to the soundstage and wait?” Henry asked.

Arra nodded. “Be there at 11:15, it’s as simple as that. Research also indicated …” She glanced over at Tony, who curled his lip. “… that the mirror image of the gate equations would also work. On this world, that means there’s the potential for a gate every twelve hours. The Shadowlord will want to retrieve his spy and the information it carries as quickly as possible—he won’t wait until tomorrow.”

“Wait a minute!” Tony took two quick steps closer to the couch. “What the hell does ‘essentially’ mean?”

“It means that it’s unlikely to be as simple as Ms. Pelindrake is indicating. It never is,” Henry continued when Tony spun around to face him. He returned his attention to the wizard. “Is it?”

She shrugged. “It could be. The gate will open, the shadow will leave; any complications will be completely separate from that.”

“Lee?” When she didn’t answer immediately, Tony knew he was right. “Any complications will involve Lee, won’t they?”

“It’s possible he may have been damaged by the shadow’s possession.”

“Possible?”

“Some are; some aren’t. Those who are …” She looked inward, toward memory, and obviously didn’t like what she saw. “Some of them shake it off, some are damaged beyond repair; it depends on the individual and there’s no way of knowing until the shadow’s gone.”

“So what do we do?” Tony demanded.

“To prevent the damage? Once the shadow is in control, there’s nothing you can do. After …” Another inward look, then she shook herself free of the past. “There was a potion we had some success with in the early days, but the ingredients are a world away.”

“Can you substitute?”

An emphatic snort made her opinion of Henry’s question clear. “And what would you suggest I substitute for glinderan root, Nightwalker?”

“That would depend on what its properties were.”

“You’re serious?” When his expression made it obvious that he was, she snorted. “What do you care? Lee Nicholas isn’t yours.”

“No, but Tony is and Tony cares.”

“So you’re here, threatening me, because your ex-boyfriend …” She jerked her head in Tony’s direction. His lip curled. “… has a crush on an actor?”

“I’m here, threatening you, because an evil wizard is attempting to gain a foothold in this world, my world. And the fact that I can make so ludicrous sounding a statement with a straight face should give you some indication of how serious I am.” Henry’s eyes darkened as he allowed the Hunger to rise, capturing the wizard’s gaze and holding it. “I will not sit by and allow that to happen and neither will you.”

When he finally released her, Arra shivered. “Fine. If you put it like that, I guess I don’t have much choice.”

“Astute of you to notice.”

“Thank you.” She heaved herself up off the couch, pushing past Tony without really acknowledging him, and walked into the dining room alcove where two computers were set up on a long table. Both screens showed partially completed spider solitaire games. “I’m blocked here by the queen of spades.” Arra waved toward the laptop. “Caution and an older woman. Now that you two have arrived, it’s easy enough to interpret the problem as my refusal to become involved.” She reached down and closed off the game. “Not really relevant now that my choices have narrowed a bit. This one, though …” The big seventeen inch monitor showed a game with almost all the cards in play. “… here I’m blocked by red twos. Hearts for love, diamonds for outside influences, twos for those unable to make a decision.” She turned that game off as well. “Signs are hazy; ask again later.”

“You use computer games for divination?” Henry sounded fascinated by the concept.

“Why not? Three or four games puts me into a trance state anyway. I might as well make use of it.” Dropping into a chair, she reached for her mouse. “I’ll find an herbal encyclopedia on-line, then you two will have to go out and do some shopping.”

“Lee …” Tony began.

“Will return to the soundstage in …” Arra glanced at the lower right corner of the screen. “… a little more than four hours.”

“Yeah, but right now he’s out in the city controlled by shadow and acting weird! You’re a wizard; can’t you do a locator spell or something?”

“I could or I could create a potion that will hopefully keep him from spending the rest of his life eating soft foods while wearing an adult diaper. I can’t do both. Your choice.”

He looked at Henry who was clearly waiting for him to make the decision. Oh, that’s just fucking great; one minute I’m his and the next minute I’m in charge. That whole on and off again, “I’m over four hundred and fifty years old and a prince and a vampire so I know best,” possessive attitude had been one of the main reasons he’d walked. There were times, and this was one of them, when he just wanted to punch Henry Fitzroy right in the fangs. Not that I’m ever going to. And right now, I need to stop reacting and start thinking.

They didn’t know where Lee was now.

They knew where he was going to be in four hours.

They didn’t know what condition he’d be in when the shadow left.

“Fine. Make the stupid potion.”

Wonderful. He sounded like he was twelve and a petulant twelve at that.

Fortunately, Lee was an actor; acting weird was part of the off duty persona and, in an area overpopulated by actors, most people had stopped noticing.

* * *

“Alright, I got the stuff.” Tony kicked the apartment door closed behind him, causing both of the wizard’s cats to glare up at him like he was some kind of big, scary door-slamming army. “Can we get started now?”

“Elecampane will the spirits sustain,” Arra muttered, taking the bag. “At least according to www.teagar-dens.com. And the vodka?”

He handed over the bottle. “What’s this for?”

“Screwdrivers.” She walked past Henry and into the kitchen. “After you two leave, I’m going to need a drink.” As they crowded into the tiny space after her, she glanced up at them and shook her head. “No sense of humor, either of you.” Cracking the seal, she poured the vodka into a Pyrex pot. “The alcohol will lower his inhibitions and open him up to the possibilities inherent in the potion.” She dumped in four tablespoons of the powdered elecampane root then: “Lemon balm to dispel melancholy. Bay leaves to protect the user from witchcraft—used sparingly because of narcotic properties which may, however, also come in handy. Interesting that even the worst stews in the world always have a bay leaf tossed in. Maybe we’re supposed to hallucinate better-tasting food. Catnip used to treat hysteria and boredom.” She tossed a handful on the floor where the black and white cat and the orange and white cat began drooling all over it. “And a little valerian because, well—why not; your herbalists call it a heal-all and we can use the insurance.”

Tony leaned toward the pot and then back again, nose wrinkling. “It stinks.”

“It always does.”

“It doesn’t look like wizardry either. It looks like …”

“Like something my mother used to do,” Henry finished. “Ignoring the vodka, of course.”

“Oh, don’t ignore the vodka.” Arra tipped the bottle back and took a drink.

“I get the feeling you’re not taking this seriously,” Tony snarled.

She nodded toward Henry. “Ask him if I’m not taking this seriously.”

“You’re taking him seriously, but the whole shadow thing …”

“Is something I’ve been through before and if I was taking it as seriously as you think I should be, I’d be sitting in the closet with a blanket over my head unable to function. I watched a good green land destroyed and the people right along with it. So, to put it in a way you might understand, to put it, in fact, in the vernacular of this world, if you don’t think I’m taking this seriously, you can kiss my wrinkled ass!”

The rhythmic thrum of two cats purring, the buzz from the fluorescent light over the sink, the shuff of clothes rearranging as Tony shifted his weight—but mostly silence. He felt he should apologize, had a strong suspicion Henry was waiting for him to apologize, but he wasn’t going to do it. He wasn’t sorry—he was right. Arra had messed with his memory, let Lee be taken over by shadow, and, in spite of knowing that the evil wizard was spying on them, had no intention of doing anything but playing computer games. If he hadn’t gotten his memories back, if he hadn’t brought Henry with him, she’d still be sitting on her wrinkled ass.

And the silence continued.

Henry could wait, predator patient, for as long as he had to. Apparently, so could Arra.

Tony squared his shoulders, lifted his chin, and said softly, “You’d think, having seen one world conquered, that you’d be working a little harder to keep the same thing from happening here.”

The wizard turned from the stove and stared at him for a long moment. Stared until Tony began to run over recent memories just to make sure they were still there. “I said destroyed, not conquered,” she pointed out at last.

He shrugged. “Same thing, aren’t they?”

“Not always.” Her brows drew in and he felt like he did when Henry turned that kind of intensity on him. Like she was looking inside his skin. “In this case, yes.” Still frowning, she bent and picked a clean jam jar out of the recycling container beside the fridge. “Find the lid for me.”

What did your last slave die of? He’d have asked the question out loud except that he was half afraid she’d have an answer. The lid had slipped down to the bottom of the bin, under a dozen or so washed and crushed cat food tins. Tony brushed it off against his jeans as Arra laid a strainer over the top of the jar and decanted the hot, greenish-brown vodka into it. When she held out her hand, he placed the lid in it, asking, “Shouldn’t that cool down a bit before you close it?”

“Expert on potions, are we?”

“No, but …”

“Then be quiet, I’m concentrating.” Cupping the jam jar in both hands, she took a deep breath and, exhaling, sang a string of words that seemed to be made up mostly of vowels held together with a couple of L’s. Henry stepped back. The cats roused themselves from their catnip stupor and raced for the bedroom. The liquid began to glow. Placing the jar carefully on the counter, she took her hands away. Multiple lines of tiny lights swirled through the potion.

Okay, that looked like wizardry.

From the glance she shot him, Tony was momentarily afraid he’d actually spoken.

“You’d better hurry if you want to get to the soundstage on time,” she said, moving over to the sink and running cold water over her hands. “Get that down him before the last light goes out and he should be fine.”

“Should?”

“You won’t know until you try. He might be fine without it. He might not be fine with it.”

“Oh, that’s helpful.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. You have my number; you can let me know how it turns out.”

“I thought you were coming with us.”

“No. I made the potion. I’m done.”

Catching sight of Henry’s expression, Tony remembered that the vampire almost always had his own agenda. “The shadow within Lee Nicholas cannot be allowed to take the information it carries back to its master.”

“What kind of information is an actor going to pick up?” Arra snorted, drying her hands on a blue-checked dishcloth. “Apple martinis are in. Nicotine is a memory aid, not a poison that’ll take years off your life. And if you can’t manage a vacant expression 24/7, botox will take care of those embarrassing facial lines.”

As much as Tony hated to admit it, at least where Lee was concerned … “She’s got a point, Henry. You don’t have to come either,” he added as Henry’s attention switched over to him. “I appreciate your help, I really do, but you’ve got me what I need; I’ll take care of Lee, then meet you at the condo.”

“The condo?”

“Yeah, you know. I don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten about … uh …” He tapped the inside of his left wrist with the first two fingers of his right hand.

Arra rolled her eyes. “He …” She nodded toward Tony. “… hasn’t forgotten the offer he made you …” An identical nod in Henry’s direction. “… earlier. You feed. He bleeds. As long as I’m not on the menu, feel free to discuss it. I’m not squeamish.”

“No, you’re terrified.” Henry was using his Prince of Man voice, as commanding of attention as his Prince of Darkness although in a different way. Slightly different. Death wasn’t quite so imminent. “You hide it well, but I saw it on your face two nights ago when the stunt went wrong, and I can smell it on you now. It clings like the smoke from a crematorium.”

Nice image. Tony leaned a little forward and sniffed.

They both ignored him.

“We’re all going out to the soundstage,” Henry continued, “because any information that shadow takes back is too much. We have no defenses here against wizardry and, unless we want to see this land destroyed, he can’t know that. Evil is never content with what it has. It has to keep moving, keep acquiring. That shadow must be stopped before the Shadowlord is convinced we’re ripe for conquering.”

“Too late.” Her smile held no humor. “Not the first shadow, remember?”

“But one of the first. Perhaps it took time for us to muster our defenses; he can still be convinced.”

“We’re not defenseless,” Tony broke in. He jabbed a finger toward Arra. “She can defend us.”

“She is the cat’s mother.”

“What?”

Arra draped the cloth over the oven door handle, carefully spreading it flat. “Just something my gran used to say. If you know a person’s name, use it.”

“Fine. You can defend us.” Another jab for emphasis. “If you destroy the shadow, he’ll know we’re not helpless.”

“If I destroy that shadow, he’ll send more.” Her lip curled as she straightened and turned. Under lowered brows, her pale eyes were hard. “Do you think we didn’t destroy them the last time? That we sat around with our thumbs up our collective asses? We fought back. And we lost.”

Tony could hear that loss in her voice. The anger. The pain. The screaming.

“Then close the gate. You opened it originally,” Henry reminded her. “Surely you can close it.”

“I’ve been over this with him.” She jerked her head at Tony, who muttered, “He is the cat’s father.” Wizard and vampire ignored him. “I can’t affect the gate from this side. Only from the world of origin.”

“Then, when it opens, go through it and affect it.”

“If I go through it, I die, Nightwalker, and we’ve agreed—you and I—that I’m not yet ready to die.”

“So basically,” Tony said as Henry considered that last bit of information, “what you’re saying is, now that he knows about us, about this world, we have no hope.”

The smile she turned on him was so bleak it closed around his chest and squeezed. “Now, you’ve got it. Still, look at the bright side.” Lifting the jam jar off the counter, she placed it in his hands. “You might get Lee back in one piece.” A quick glance at the clock on the microwave. “If you hurry.”

She followed them to the door, all but pushing them from the apartment.

Once in the hall, Tony headed straight for the elevator but Henry paused, turned, and said, “The spell you put on Tony, the one that took away his memory?”

“Yes,” she answered warily, unsure of where the question was.

“It only lasted one night. I’m just wondering if maybe it failed because you didn’t want it to last.”

“You think I wanted to be threatened in my own home?”

“I think that, deep down, you wanted other people to know what was going on.”

Her brows rose. “So you’re a psychiatrist now? You have no idea what I want, Nightwalker!”

And the door slammed shut.

* * *

Tony parked Lee’s motorcycle in its usual spot, pulled off the helmet, and stared at the cinder-block building that housed CB Productions. It was dark, deserted looking, but since the greater portion of it was windowless, that was hardly surprising. The exterior security lights around the office windows made it hard to tell for certain if anyone remained in the building.

At only 10:50, it was highly likely that the geeks in post were still at their consoles and entirely possible that at least some of the writing staff were hanging around the bull pen—although Tony wasn’t entirely clear about what the latter might be doing at that hour besides drinking CB’s coffee.

Chester Bane, the man himself, might be a problem. Rumor had it that he wandered the sets at night, in the dark.

“Blocking out new shows?” Tony asked.

The writer shook her head, bloodshot eyes flicking from side to side. “His last divorce really wiped him out; we think he lives in Raymond Dark’s apartment.”

“There’s no bed. Raymond sleeps in a coffin.”

“Your point?”

Not entirely believable, considering the source, but CB on set, for whatever reason, would be a problem.

One they’d have no choice but to deal with, Tony acknowledged as Henry parked his BMW in Mason Reed’s reserved spot. Still, if worse came to worst, Henry could always do the vampire mind whammy on him.

“There’s a door in the back,” he said quietly as Henry came up beside him holding the jar of potion in both hands. “It’s got one of those electronic security locks on it, but I know the code.” Catching sight of Henry’s expression, his face illuminated by the light coming off the liquid, Tony smiled tightly. “No, I’m not supposed to have the code, but I watched the key grip open up one morning and it kind of stuck in my head.”

“Useful.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought at the time.”

Tony steered clear of the shadows as they hurried toward the back of the building. He told himself that skulking through them would scream “people up to no good” should a cop car or the private security hired by the industrial park happen to pass by. Two guys walking to the back door, well, that was obviously two guys who were there for legitimate reasons. That’s what he told himself, and it was an accurate enough observation. But it wasn’t why he was staying out of the shadows.

“Don’t codes get changed on occasion, to prevent this very thing?” Henry asked as they reached the door.

Tony flipped up the cover on the keypad. “Yes.”

“And if they have?”

“Then we’re screwed. Unless you can climb up onto the roof, go down a ventilation shaft, and open the door from the inside.”

Henry looked at his watch. “In less than twenty minutes? I’d rather not.”

“Then I guess it’s a good thing they haven’t changed the code.” He pulled the door open, slowly and carefully, and only far enough for them to slip inside.

“Does Lee Nicholas know the code?”

Frowning, Tony paused, the door almost shut. “I doubt it.”

“Then you’d better leave it unlocked. He’s going to have to get into the building and it would be better for all concerned if he did it quietly.”

Arra hadn’t been entirely certain where the gate would open.

“It was a big empty room when I arrived and I wasn’t in the best condition. It was closer to the offices than the back wall, but that’s all I can remember. I suggest you wait until Lee arrives and follow him. The shadow will know exactly where the gate is.”

“Who knows what gates lurk within the heart of CB Productions. The sha …” Tony broke off as both Arra and Henry turned to stare. “You were thinking it, too,” he grumbled.

The jar of potion shed enough light for Tony to find an alcove that would hold them both, giving them a clear line of sight to the door and along the closest thing to a central aisle the soundstage had. Once inside, pressed shoulder to shoulder, Henry tucked the jar in under his coat.

The darkness was nearly absolute, the dim red of the exit sign barely enough for Tony to orient himself. “He’d better make some noise,” he murmured, “or we’ll never see him arrive.”

“I will.”

“Oh … yeah.” The darkness was nearly absolute to human eyes.

Tony tried not to fidget, but he’d never been much good at waiting. “Henry? Are you still going to try and stop that shadow?”

It took so long for the vampire to answer, Tony began to think he hadn’t been heard. Which was stupid because Henry could hear his heart beating. Although, at the moment, it wasn’t so much beating as pounding.

“Yes.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. The wizard may be right; now that the Shadowlord has found this world we have no chance, no hope, but I choose to think differently.”

“Because no one messes with what’s yours?”

He could feel Henry’s smile in the darkness. Knew how it would look, sharp and cold like a knife.

“Something like that.”

A sudden line of gray below the exit sign warned them that the door was opening. For barely an instant, a body stood silhouetted against the night, then an arm reached in and around to the right. Way up above the heavy steel grids where the grips hung the heavy kliegs, banks of low-level fluorescents came on.

It made sense. Shadows needed light to survive.

Tony shrank back into the alcove as Lee hurried by. He looked like he had when he left that afternoon and that was a good thing. Probably. It meant the shadow was still there, but it also meant it had done no visible damage. He let Henry slip out first, knowing the vampire could stay close without being spotted—standard operating procedure for Raymond Dark and his sidekick. When Lee and Henry disappeared around one of the walls defining Raymond Dark’s office, he followed, eventually catching up to Henry by the video village on the edge of the new living room set.

Lee stood near the couch, looking up toward the ceiling and trembling.

There was—although had Tony not known what he knew, it would have been easy enough to convince himself he wasn’t seeing it—an arc of shadow rising up above the actor’s head.

“The shadow’s separating,” Henry murmured, mouth close to Tony’s ear. “But it seems to be taking some time.”

“Yeah, it took some time getting in. Henry!” He’d set the potion on the seat of Peter’s canvas chair and was walking across the set. “Where are you going?”

Henry stopped an arm’s length from Lee and leaned forward, nostrils flaring. The possessed actor didn’t move, didn’t twitch, didn’t acknowledge his presence in any way. “The separation seems to be keeping all senses occupied.”

“It wasn’t like that going in. Except …” Tony frowned, remembering. “Except that going in took most of the afternoon.”

Henry glanced up. “If the gate’s about to open, it doesn’t have that kind of time. Nor, when leaving, does it need to fit itself into a complex template.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Tony glanced up as well. He swept his gaze across and back, up and down, over and out but couldn’t see anything resembling a gate. He could see … “Henry. What destroys shadow?”

“Light.”

He pointed.

“Arra’s people would have tried something like that.”

“Maybe.” His lips pulled off his teeth in a pseudo smile, a smile he’d learned from Henry as it happened. “But they didn’t have one of those babies.” Not really caring if Henry thought it would work, he ran for the light board.

Sorge, the gaffer, and the key grip had completed a rough setup for the next day’s shoot. The script called for a meeting in this living room on a bright, sunny afternoon. Bright sunny afternoons in the middle of box warehouses required a lot of light. Most shows would use a couple of 10-K lamps, but at some point CB had acquired a high intensity 6,000 watt carbon arc lamp—speculation among the crew was that he’d won a bet—and the gaffer liked to use it for high contrast between daylight shots and the creature-of-the-night lighting they usually used. The actors hated it since it cranked up the temperature on the set. Lee had been heard to say, “To hell with Raymond Dark, I’m about to burst into fucking flames.” But it had been a major contributor to the “look” of Darkest Night.

Critics were split on whether or not that was a good thing.

As it was far too powerful for the enclosed space, the gaffer had rigged it with its own dimmer; planning on starting low and then cranking it up until Sorge stopped him. His hands sweating so badly that he left damp prints on the plastic, Tony spun the dimmer around as far to the left as he could then hooked one finger behind the switch.

Turning, he could see only the outside wall of the living room. Crap. “Henry, let me know the instant the shadow’s out of Lee.”

“I’m not sure …”

“I am. And you’d better get under cover.”

“That had occurred to me.”

It wasn’t sunlight, but Henry’s eyes were sensitive and … “What was that?” It felt as though his fillings were vibrating loose.

“I can’t see anything, but I suspect it’s the gate opening.”

“The shadow?”

“Not quite free. Almost.”

Needing to act or scream, Tony started counting the pulse pounding in his temples. One-two. Three-four. Five-six. Seven …

“Now!”

He didn’t so much flip the switch as bring it along with him when Henry’s voice jerked him forward.

Without fill lamps to soften its edges, the light slammed through the set like a battering ram. Even behind the beam, Tony’s eyes watered.

Then the soundstage plunged into total darkness.

For a moment, Tony was afraid he’d gone blind. A moment later he realized it was only a tripped breaker and began stumbling back toward the set. Once he cleared the wall—not hard to find after slamming face first into it—the light from Arra’s potion guided him to the two men in the center of the fake hardwood floor.

“Get his shoulders up,” Henry instructed as Tony dropped to his knees. “We’ve got to get this down him.”

Tony slipped an arm behind leather-clad shoulders and lifted. Lee was heavier than he thought he should be, as though some of the shadow lingered, weighing him down. Don’t be such a dumb ass. He’s a big guy, that’s all. He looked like hell, but that was probably the fault of the light source. Tony didn’t need Everett to tell him that green and glowing complimented no one’s complexion. Case in point: pouring the potion down Lee’s throat, Henry looked demonic.

“Did it work? Did it destroy the shadow?”

“I don’t know.” Continuing to pour, the vampire managed a shallow shrug. “I wasn’t looking into the light.”

“Oh. Right.”

“It was a good idea, though, something Vicki might have tried.”

“Yeah?” Tony felt his ears grow hot and shifted his grip on Lee’s shoulders to hide his pleasure. From the first time she’d hauled his fourteen-year-old ass in off the streets, Vicki Nelson had been his hero, a cop who honestly wanted to serve and protect, a friend when he needed one, his entry into Henry’s life. He wasn’t sure she knew about that first part, the hero bit. He wasn’t sure he wanted anyone to know.

Lee coughed and tried to shove the jar away, jerking Tony’s wandering attention back to the matter at hand. The jar was about half full. “Does he have to drink it all? I mean, that’s one fuck of a lot of vodka.”

“Arra was nonspecific, but I think we should try to get as much as possible into him.” Henry’s thumb stroked Lee’s throat, coaxing him to swallow. “Good thing he’s semiconscious or we’d have a fight on our hands. Vodka has no real flavor and this sort of herbal mix traditionally tastes as foul as it smells.”

“He’s getting a little more active!” Which was interesting considering the amount of alcohol they were pouring into him. “You don’t think he’s going to hurl, do you?”

“Hurl what?”

“Puke.”

“Let’s hope not.”

It was taking all of Tony’s strength just to hold the actor in place. A line of sparkling liquid ran down his chin, the tiny lights dancing over a hint of dark stubble. He spent a moment wondering what they were going to do in about thirty seconds when the last of the liquid disappeared, taking the light with it—Henry would have to find the panel—then a leather clad elbow caught him hard in the ribs.

“Perhaps we’d better change places.”

“Good idea,” Tony gasped. “Let the guy with super vampire strength take the … Henry?” He twisted around, following the line of Henry’s narrowed gaze, to see a circle of light sweep the set behind him. From behind the light came the deep bellow of a familiar voice.

“What’s going on in here?”

Chester Bane.

Wonder-fucking-ful. The rent-a-cop he might have been able to bullshit. Looks like it’s vampire whammy ti … Strong fingers grabbed his arm, hauled him to his feet, and threw him into the only available hiding place—the triangle of space between the couch and the far wall.

“But Lee …” He protested against Henry’s ear as the vampire landed beside him.

“We’ve done all we can for him.”

“What if the potion didn’t work?”

“The potion was all we had.”

“But CB …”

“Needs Lee Nicholas, doesn’t need you.”

Unpleasant, but true. Production assistant was an entry level position and a lot of people were banging on the door to get in. Lee, on the other hand, had a vocal and growing fan base. As much as Tony hated abandoning him, he’d hate to be fired a lot more.

Jamming his shoulder and head under the back edge of the couch, he reached out and lifted the front edge of the slipcover a centimeter off the floor in time to see the circle of light return to illuminate the figure lying in the center of the floor.

* * *

Although not entirely certain of what he had expected to see, finding Lee Nicholas flat on his back was not it. When the power had suddenly gone off throughout the building, CB had spent long moments finding his flashlight then—followed by the anguished screams of a writer whose creative genius had swept her right past the concept of saving her prose—he’d made his way to the soundstage.

Security had joined him by the women’s washroom and left him again when the sound of voices had drawn him away from his search for the panel.

“Mr. Nicholas.”

The actor moaned and drew one knee up.

He closed the distance between them and glared down at the sprawled body. Drunk, definitely. Hopefully, only drunk. Before he could speak, the beam from a 6,000 watt carbon arc lamp burned the words away.

And left a few new ones as the soundstage plunged into darkness again.

“Go to the light board, Mr. Khouri! Turn the largest dimmer all the way to the right, then try the main breaker again!”

The security guard’s disembodied voice drifted down out of the darkness. “Yes, sir, CB.”

By the time the dancing blobs of color had cleared from his vision, Lee Nicholas was sitting up in his own personal spotlight, rubbing his eyes.

“Oh, man, my head!” He peered beyond the flashlight beam. “CB? Is that you?”

“It is.”

“What are you doing here?” A tentative swing from left to right of a precariously balanced head. “Forget that, what am I doing here?”

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“I just … that is, I don’t …” Brows drew in. “I have no idea.”

As the younger man rose unsteadily to his feet, Chester Bane’s eyes narrowed. “You’re in costume.”

“I’m in what?” From the panicked look on his face, it was clear he was not expecting to see the conservative clothing of James Taylor Grant, vampire associate. Embarrassment quickly followed relief. “I’m shonny … shoory … sorry, CB.”

“Good.” It was a reaction that would have piqued the producer’s curiosity at any other time but not right now. “Change. Then come to my office; we’ll talk.”

“Yeah. Sure. Talk.”

He swept the flashlight beam around the set, then fell into step beside the actor—fully aware of how intimidating his size had to be. “It must have been some party.”

“I don’t remember a party.” Lee staggered, fell against CB’s large and unyielding surface, and hurriedly hauled himself erect.

“I expect tomorrow’s tabloids will tell us everything we need to know.”

“Oh, God.”

“Prayer is always an option.”

The dribble of liquid running down Lee Nicholas’ chin had held a line of moving sparkles. One by one, the tiny lights had dimmed and disappeared. CB had a strong suspicion the tabloids would have even less of a handle on the truth than usual.


SIX

Tony waited for the Translink bus to pull away and then, squinting a little in the early morning sunshine, stared diagonally across the intersection at the studio. It looked like it had on a hundred previous mornings—or at least like it had on the thirty of those hundred mornings when it hadn’t been raining. There were no mystical messages indicating that he’d fried the shadow, discouraged the Shadowlord, and stopped an invasion. There were no declarations of surrender. No proffered treaties. Not even a simple, “You win. I quit.”

He glanced down at his watch. 7:20. He had about four hours to wait before the gate was scheduled to reopen. Four hours before he found out if the gate was even going to reopen.

And if it did?

What then?

He took another look at the studio. Nothing about it gave any indication of what might or might not happen in only four short hours.

Which was too bad, really, because if it had looked different, if physical evidence of either the gate or the Shadowlord had marked the building, he’d be able to take what he knew to the proper authorities. It was the twenty-first century after all; surely someone had plans for dealing with an off-world invasion. Someone, that is, besides people who ran web sites called theyarecoming.com or prob_me.org and who clearly had way too much free time. He made a mental note to scrub that prob_me.org cookie or he’d be getting porn spam for the rest of his life.

Unfortunately, the only evidence he had supporting an invasion was an invisible gate that made his teeth hurt, a wizard who’d deny everything, and an actor who hadn’t remembered being possessed—although one of the tabloids did have a slightly blurry, page 17 shot of him coming out of the main branch of the public library, which would certainly strengthen the possession story. Not much in the way of support. Fox Mulder couldn’t have made a case out of it.

The light changed and Tony headed across the street, absently rubbing his right thumb across the nearly healed puncture in his left wrist. Spending two nights in a row at Henry’s condo hadn’t been smart. And that was the problem. He wasn’t smart around Henry, he was … dependent. Sure, running to Henry for help the moment things got weird made a kind of sense—friends with specialized knowledge and all that—but allowing it to go further, supporting that whole vampire everyone I make a connection with is mine attitude—his wrist throbbed—what had he been thinking? Other body parts made a couple of suggestions. He ignored them.

There was no chance of leaving Henry out of things now; if the gate reopened, he’d have to be told. But the next time …

Oh, yeah, Tony snorted, stepping up on the curb. Because this sort of thing is likely to happen again.

And anyway, since Arra seemed pretty damned sure they wouldn’t survive this time, speculation seemed a bit moot.

Arra.

Tony’d called from Henry’s to fill her in and ended up leaving a message on her machine. He knew she was standing beside the phone, listening, and refusing to become further involved. Too bad. If that gate reopened, he wasn’t going to give her a choice.

He wondered if blackmail would work. You help stop the Shadowlord and I won’t tell everyone what you really are.

Yeah, that’d work. Tony snorted again. If it came down to his word against Arra’s, his story against Arra’s, well, he’d put money on people believing the part that didn’t involve wizards and dark shadow invasions.

Maybe he’d try guilt. Never mind, you’ve been through enough. You just stay home with your cats while the rest of us die. He had to try something because without Arra, it was up to him, and unless it turned out that a 6,000 watt carbon arc lamp was all it took, the world was fucking doomed.

As he retraced last night’s steps to the back door, he glanced over at Lee’s bike. Given the amount of vodka they’d poured into him, he’d probably taken a cab home. Lee had told CB he didn’t remember anything and that was good. Tony knew his memory of what had happened in the dressing room was going to make it hard enough to face Lee—the last thing he needed added in was Lee’s reaction. In his experience, a straight guy with a morning-after memory of copping a feel off a gay guy was more likely to blame the gay guy and get freaked and angry than think, Oops, my hand must’ve slipped. It was just human nature and Tony was usually fine with that, but it wasn’t something he wanted to find out about Lee.

For the first time since he’d started working on Darkest Night, he wasn’t looking forward to seeing the actor on set.

The problem was, the whole dark wizard, gate, shadow, invasion thing was just a little too big to really get a hold of.

The thing with Lee; that he had a hold of just fine.

Oh, that’s just fucking great. Like I don’t have enough going on without mental innuendo.

As usual, most of the early crew stood gathered around the craft services truck nursing coffees and muffins. Carpenters talking with electricians, talking with drivers, talking with the props guy, talking with camera operators; the craft services truck was the studio’s Switzerland. Neutral ground. By unspoken agreement, arguments were left on the soundstage and a certain level of good manners was carefully maintained—people who regularly worked a seventeen-hour day were willing to do what it took to help facilitate the smooth delivery of carbs and caffeine.

Tony grabbed a coffee and headed inside to pick up his sides. He’d gone chasing off after Lee in such a hurry yesterday afternoon that he hadn’t …

“Mr. Foster. A word.”

Wondering what he’d done, Tony crossed over to where Peter was standing with Sorge and the gaffer by the light board. As he closed the distance, he told himself that the positioning had to be coincidence. Unless he’d dusted for fingerprints, there was no way the director could tell he’d been at the board the night before.

Eyebrows raised high enough that they seemed to be following his receding hairline back up over his skull, Peter held out a set of sides. “I believe these are yours.”

He’d gone chasing off after Lee in such a hurry yesterday afternoon, Tony’s brain reminded him.

Chasing off after Lee before Peter had called a wrap.

Without even considering what he was doing, he’d just left work.

Crap.

“I can explain.”

“Good.”

“Remember how you sent me in to check on Lee? To see if he was all right because he was acting so strangely on the set? Well, he just left, in one hell of a hurry, and so I went after him because I didn’t know if he was all right.” He flashed the smile he’d perfected on Toronto street corners staring up at uniformed cops and had kept around to grease his way through slightly more legal problems with authority. “See?”

“You ran out after Lee because I told you to go check on him?”

“Yes.”

“You were so worried about him, you forgot you were still wearing your radio. Remembered to turn it off, but forgot you were wearing it.”

Tony glanced down at the holster riding his hip. “Yeah. I was worried.”

“And how was he?”

Controlled by a minion of the Shadowlord.

Flat on his ass under a gate leading to another world.

Sloshing with vodka …

None of the above.

“I … uh, I never actually caught up to him.”

“So you’re saying you left early and still didn’t do what I asked you to?”

“Uh, yeah. Sorry.”

Peter stared at him for a long moment, then snorted softly. “You just used up all your saved-the-stuntman goodwill, Tony. Next time you run off like that, you can return the radio and keep on going.”

“Right. Sorry.”

“Tell Alan Wu I need him on set to run over his blocking the moment he’s done then hit the office and see if those dialogue changes are ready. And,” he raised his voice, “I’d like to get started on time for a change, people! Why aren’t those cameras set?”

As Tony hurried for the exit, he heard the soundstage begin to rev up behind him. And the good news, he still had a job. And the bad news, that job was still at ground zero for a Shadowlord invasion.

Unless it wasn’t.

Seven fifty-one.

Three and a half hours.

He hated waiting.

Alan Wu, who played Detective Emanuel Chan, Darkest Night’s recurring police presence, guaranteed at least one day’s work a week, was still in the chair when Tony reached the makeup room.

“Look at this hair, Tony.” Everett waved a thick strand of black hair in Tony’s general direction without much regard for the head it was attached to. “Don’t quote me on this, but is this not beautiful hair?”

“It’s the same hair he had last week, Everett.” Tony grinned as he moved around so Alan could see him in the mirror. Everett’s fascination with Alan’s hair and the crew’s awareness of it left the actor alternately flattered and embarrassed. “As soon as you’re done here, Peter would like to see you on set so that he …”

“… can run over my blocking. Same old. Same old.”

Detective Chan liked to move when he talked, his constant motion in direct and deliberate contrast to Raymond Dark’s brooding stillness. It made his scenes harder to shoot, as a stationary actor was easier for both light and sound but, since CB himself had been responsible for that bit of character development, no one argued too loudly against it; they just scheduled extra time and counted on Alan to hit his marks.

Fortunately, twenty years in the business made Alan the closest thing to a sure bet on the set.

The late Catherine’s less-than-loving mom and dad were in the other two chairs being worked on by Everett’s assistant—who worked part-time for CB Productions and part-time at a local funeral parlor. She’d told Tony once that thanks to Six Feet Under, people saw her second job as the more exotic. “But for me—you know, corpses, actors—meat’s meat. At least the dead dudes don’t complain that natural beige foundation makes them look fat.”

Lee was in the same scene, but he wasn’t due on set until 8:30. Two hours and forty-five minutes before the gate. Tony paused outside his dressing room door, imagined he could hear the rustle of fabric, actually could hear muffled profanity, raised his hand to knock, changed his mind, and ran.

Terrified he’d hear Lee’s door open before he was out of sight.

Jesus. What are you afraid of? He’s a guy; it’s not like he’s going to want to talk about it.

He hit the production office just as Amy, hair and fingernails a matching burgundy, was shrugging out of her jacket. Crossing toward her, he lifted a hand in greeting. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself, Kemosabe. You still work here?”

It appeared that yesterday’s early departure was common knowledge. Great. The last thing he needed was a reputation as a slacker. Well, maybe not the last thing; he supposed he needed homicidal shadows less, but still … “All has been forgiven,” he told her, pushing the staple remover around her desk with the tip of one finger, “but apparently I’m going to have to rescue another stuntman before I do it again.”

Amy glanced around the office. “Don’t see anyone in need of rescue.”

“Too bad. Did you know that clock is two hours off?”

She turned to look and snorted. “We reset it to Hawaiian time.”

“That’s not …”

“Did you come in here to criticize, or are you actually hanging around for a reason?”

“I need today’s dialogue changes.”

The changes weren’t on Amy’s desk. Just to be on the safe side, she quickly checked Rachel’s desk, the top of both filing cabinets, and the gray metal shelving unit.

Together, they turned toward the bull pen.

“I went in last time,” Amy told him, crossing her arms over her UBC sweatshirt.

“I’m the set PA,” he reminded her. “The bull pen’s way outside my job description.”

“You want to get anywhere in this business, Tony, you have to show initiative.”

“I’d rather wrestle Richard Simmons.”

“You wish.”

“Hey, guys, what’s up?”

Together, they turned toward the office PA.

Veronica’s eyes widened at the sight of their smiles and she took a step back. “What?”

“I need you to pick up some dialogue changes from the writers for this morning’s shoot,” Amy told her while Tony tried to keep the word “sucker” from showing on his face in any way.

She looked a little confused but nodded. “Sure, no problem.”

They watched her stride purposefully into the bull pen and exit considerably faster a few moments later clutching four sheets of paper to her chest.

“What is that smell?”

“No one knows.” Amy pried the pages from Veronica’s white-knuckled fingers and headed for the photocopier. “What’re we up to? Blue?”

Tony checked his sides for the latest script revision color. “Yeah, blue.”

“Why blue?” Veronica asked.

Tony shrugged. “Because the camera breakdowns are on green.”

“That’s not a reason for blue.”

Amy patted her on the shoulder as she handed Tony the photocopies. “One of the first things you’ve got to learn in this business, kid, is that a lot of stuff happens just because.”

“But why do … ?”

“Because.”

“Yes, but …”

“Just because.” Dropping into her chair, Amy reached for the ringing phone. “And while we’re on the topic, can you try and find another ream of blue paper in that stack of office supplies in the kitchen. CB Productions. How can I help?”

When Veronica continued to look confused, Tony turned her toward the kitchen and gave her a little shove. He’d taken two steps toward the soundstage when the front doors opened and Zev came in, one hand beating time to the rhythm in his headphones. Tony waited until he was sure the musical director could see him, then he smiled and waved.

Zev’s return salutation was distinctly frosty and he continued straight through to post without stopping to talk.

By the time Tony had turned to ask Amy what was up, she already had her hand over the mouthpiece of the phone.

“Because you were a shit to him yesterday.”

“You could at least wait until I asked.”

“Time is money, buckaroo. Go apologize.”

He waved the dialogue changes in answer as she turned her attention back to the phone and headed for the soundstage. Apologize? A suggestion that proved Amy didn’t understand guys. Guys didn’t apologize; the other guy, the guy not being apologized to, got even. Fucking great. If Lee thinks what happened yesterday was my fault, I’m going to have to pull CB himself out of a burning car if I want to keep my …

“Shit. Sorry.” He sidestepped the body heading for the makeup room, realized who it was an instant later, and kept walking. Maybe a little faster. Places to go. Things to do. Dialogue changes to deliver.

“Hey, Tony!”

Crap.

Half hidden behind a not very convincing fake bearskin hat, he turned and tried to look as though he wasn’t remembering the feel of bare skin under his hands. “Yeah?”

“Yesterday, after I left, Brenda says you took off on my bike.”

And crap again. The wardrobe department’s windows looked out into the parking lot and Brenda had been trying to get into Lee’s pants in more than a professional way for months. Over half the crew believed she already had.

Not surprisingly, Lee sounded pretty pissed off.

“Uh, yeah. Don’t you remember?” Because if Lee’d gotten his memory back overnight, Tony needed to know now.

“Remember what?”

Good. Anger turning to suspicion and uneasiness. Well, not exactly good but definitely better than it could be. Tony dredged up a smile and proceeded to lie through his teeth. He’d been told more than once it was one of his most marketable skills. “You told me to take it to your condo for you, but you never showed and I couldn’t get into the garage so I brought it back here.”

“I told you to take it to my condo?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Tony shrugged and flipped a bit of off-color fur back and forth. “Beats the hell out of me. You said you had a killer headache, asked if I could ride, I said I could and …” He shrugged again and played the only hand he had. “That must’ve been one hell of a headache if you can’t remember. You okay?”

“Uh …” Lee’s brow furrowed and Tony flinched to see the flash of panic in his eyes. Sure, anyone might panic at losing so large a chunk of time, but for an actor to suddenly feel he couldn’t rely on his memory … After a long moment, Lee decided to grab the line Tony’d thrown him. “It was a killer headache, totally killer—still not entirely gone, I’m afraid. Listen, thanks, man.”

“No problem.” He waved the blue sheets again, like cerulean semaphore for I’ve got to haul ass, and hauled ass for the soundstage. And the Oscar goes to … Except this was television not movies and syndicated television besides but an Oscar caliber performance regardless. He just wished he didn’t feel like such a shit.

I should tell him. I should tell him that it has nothing to do with him. That the shadow minions of a dark wizard took over his body and that’s why he can’t remember. Tony snorted as he shoved through the last of the costumes. Oh, yeah, I’m sure it’d comfort him to think that while he was losing his memory, I was losing my mind.

Better the comfort of a lie than the absurdity of the truth.

And ain’t that a proverb for the millennium.

At the monitors, he handed Peter the changes. The director glanced over them then passed all but two sets to Tina. Those two sets, he passed back to Tony. “Give these to Mum and Dad. Tell them I need them out here in … Sorge!”

The DP glanced up from sketching Alan’s path across the living room in the air with long sweeping movements of both arms.

“How long?”

“Vingt.” Unaware he was standing directly under an interdimensional gate, Sorge shrugged. “Vingt-cinq.”

“Make it twenty.” Peter turned his attention back to Tony. “Tell them I need them out here in twenty minutes. Suggest that they actually know the new lines.”

“Really?” That last bit sounded suspect.

“Be diplomatic.”

“Uh, sure.” Apparently not.

“And get them back here on time.”

“Right.”

He could be diplomatic. He checked his watch against the time code running across the bottom of the tech monitor and headed back toward the dressing rooms. Odds were good they were both out of makeup by now and anyway, the dressing rooms were on the way.

Memory making his heart pound, just for that moment envying Lee’s memory loss, Tony reminded himself that that shadow was gone. That the shadow following it had been destroyed. He’d destroyed it.

The door to Catherine’s—Nikki’s—dressing room remained off its hinges and Mom and Dad—he didn’t bother checking their actual names; if the morning went well, they’d be gone by lunch—were in the two farthest away. Fortunately, both doors were open. Fortunately, because Tony was suddenly afraid that if he had to knock, he wouldn’t be able to. Dad was reading the paper. Mom had her laptop out.

Their shadows were muted and gray.

He cleared his throat and held up the pages. “Dialogue changes, guys. The director needs you on the set in twenty minutes with the changes down.”

“In twenty minutes?” Mom looked appalled.

Tony glanced at the top page. “I think most of the changes are Alan’s. Detective Chan’s. He usually gets the exposition and that’s what the writers keep changing, so it’s probably changed a couple of your reactions.” He smiled reassuringly as they took the pages. “Nothing big.”

“I mean, I know my lines.”

The newspaper was abruptly folded down. “Are you implying I don’t?”

“I wasn’t talking about you. Jesus, Frank. Get over yourself.” She flipped through the pages and frowned, the makeup on her forehead creasing. “We’re doing all four pages today?”

“Hopefully, we’re doing all four pages by 11:00,” he told her, glancing at his sides. Her name was Laura. He couldn’t know one and not the other, it just didn’t seem fair. “Then three more before lunch and we’re doing seven this afternoon—touch wood.” Reaching out, he pressed a finger against a two by four. “We’re a bit behind.”

Both actors turned to look at the far dressing room.

“Because of … her?” Frank asked.

“Nikki Waugh.”

“Right.” He stepped far enough away from the dressing rooms to get a better look. “That’s where it happened, isn’t it?”

Shadow spilled out onto the soundstage, pooling on the concrete, running into the cracks and dips in the floor.

“Yes.”

“She didn’t die of anything catching, did she?”

A small bounce as the back of her head impacted with concrete.

“No. Nothing catching.”

“I heard she was all twisted up.” Laura moved out to stand beside her temporary matrimonial partner. “Heart attack, my ass.”

“I heard it was drugs.”

Tony checked his watch. Fifteen minutes until he had to get them to the set. No way he could take fifteen minutes of lurid speculation. Not when he knew. Hell, not even if he hadn’t known. “Excuse me. I have an errand I have to run; I’ll be back for you.”

“Don’t worry about it, Tommy …”

“Tony.”

“Of course.” Laura cocked her head toward the sound of Sorge’s voice, his unmistakable hybrid of French and English loud enough to echo against the distant ceiling. “I think we can find our way.”

“It’s all part of the service.” He found a smile from somewhere and managed to keep it in place as he hurried for the exit. Behind him, Mom and Dad—Laura and Frank—settled down for a good gossip, script changes forgotten in their need to visit rumor and innuendo.

Nothing like human nature to make incoming Shadowlords look good. Keeping an eye out for Lee, he pushed his way back through the costumes, out into the production office, and down to the basement when Amy’s back was turned.

He didn’t want to go down to the basement.

There was no reason for him to go down to the basement.

If he needed to talk to Arra, it would be a lot more efficient if he just called her and had her come up to the soundstage.

Tony stopped about halfway down the stairs. He turned, raised his foot to start back up again, and stopped.

He did want to go down to the basement.

And he had a damned good reason for going.

Two steps farther down and he began to feel slightly nauseous.

Who knew what chemicals she was using down there. Half of them would probably blow up if looked at the wrong way and the other half were likely toxic. Better he just go back upstairs and call her.

He was three steps up before he stopped himself.

Bite me, old woman!

Four steps from the bottom, the hair lifting off the back of his neck, sweat running down his sides, he said a silent, Screw it! and jumped.

He felt better the moment he landed.

Wiping his palms against his jeans, he came out from behind a set of shelves and face-to-face with a rotting corpse standing and swaying in the middle of the room.

Sagging gray flesh had ripped open under its own weight and well-fed maggots squirmed out of the rents. A hand with bones protruding through three fingertips reached out for him while white rheumy eyes tried to focus on his face. Dark, withered lips parted and a voice said, “It takes a lot to discourage you, doesn’t it? All right, fine. As long as you’re here, you can tell me if the maggots are too much.”

“Th … th … th …” It felt as though all connections between his mouth and his brain had been severed.

“The maggots, Tony. Are they over the top? I think they give a corpse a nice lived-in look, but they’re not for everyone.”

“Arra?”

The corpse sighed and was suddenly the much shorter, older wizard—the maggots nowhere in sight. “It’s just a glamour,” she said, checking her fingertips. “Raymond Dark’ll be stopping the villain du jour from raising the dead in a couple of weeks and I need to work out the details. It’s not as easy as it looks maintaining three separate glamours over moving actors. Good thing CB’s too cheap to hire more than three corpses. So …” An eyebrow rose. “… what can I do for you?”

“That was …” He waved a hand. “Fuck. I mean …”

“Thank you. Always nice to have an appreciative audience. I take it Mr. Nicholas is functional this morning?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Good.” She waited, then folded her arms and sighed again. “Since you managed to get down here in spite of wards set to prevent that very thing, I assume you want something. What?”

“Right.” Tony glanced down at his watch. Seven minutes before he had to get Laura and Frank to the set. “The gate. We’re shooting right under it.”

“So?”

“I don’t think we’ll be done by 11:15.”

“I repeat, so?”

“You have to be there. You should be there. Just in case.”

“As I believe I mentioned last night, there’s no just in case.”

“But I …”

“Yes. I got your message. You used a really bright light on the shadow leaving Mr. Nicholas and you think you destroyed it, but you’re not one hundred percent positive.” She folded her arms. Tony had read somewhere that people folded their arms as a protective gesture. Arra didn’t so much look like she was protecting herself as putting up battlements, raising the moat bridge, and hanging out No Trespassing signs. “The shadow could have returned unaffected,” she continued, “and therefore the shadows that would have been sent today will still be sent. It could have been injured but not destroyed, in which case shadows will come through to find and remove the threat. It could have been destroyed and so nothing went back through the gate at all, in which case shadows will come through to find out why.

“The Shadowlord will continue to send his shadows through. You might as well just live your life while you can because there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Hey, I have access to a 6,000 watt carbon arc lamp!”

“If the lamp destroyed the shadow, can you shine it on the gate every time it opens?”

“No, but you can …”

“I can what?”

“I don’t know!” Everything he knew about wizards came from the movies and none of it was particularly helpful. “You could help!”

“I helped last night and unless my memory is faulty, which it isn’t, I told you that I’m not going after the shadows. As you might say, been there, done that, got the scars.” Her arms still crossed, her right hand gripped her left sleeve with white-knuckled force.

“You fought before!”

“Older and wiser now. Didn’t you have somewhere you need to be?”

He looked at his watch. Shit! “This isn’t over.” Arra shrugged—although a certain twist to her mouth made the motion look more fatalistic than nonchalant. “That’s what I keep telling you.”

* * *

“All right, let’s get Mom’s reaction shots.” Finding himself at the end of his tether, Peter yanked off his headphones and tossed them back to Tina before walking out onto the set. “Lee, if you don’t mind …?”

Cracking open a bottle of water, Lee indicated that he didn’t.

There were stars, Mason Reed among them, who saw no reason they should have to reread their lines so that the cameras could catch the reactions of the secondary characters. On more than one occasion, Tony, as the least essential member of the crew, had found himself holding a script and trying not to sound like a complete idiot while reading Raymond Dark’s dialogue. Given Raymond Dark’s dialogue, that wasn’t exactly a job for an amateur.

Unless Lee had another commitment, he always stayed. Tony felt this gave his scenes a depth that Mason’s didn’t have and that it could be at least part of the reason for the amount of fan mail Lee had started to receive—although he didn’t kid himself that the larger reason involved the eyes, the smile, and the ass. It had taken him a couple of months to actually notice Lee’s acting ability and he was a trained professional.

Under normal circumstances, Tony was all in favor of Lee’s presence on the set. Today, he’d have been happier had Lee been out of the building. Hell, out of the country. If Arra was right and the next opening of the gate would release more shadows into the world, Lee needed to be as far from the gate as possible—not standing underneath it chatting to the boom operator while Peter went over the reactions he wanted with Laura.
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