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      Vampires are very old. Not only within their own tales, but also in human mythology. The first recognizable vampire appears as far back as the second millennium before the common era, in the indigenous polytheistic traditions of ancient Mesopotamia. Vampiric beings also appear in the traditions of Ancient Greece and Rome, the Celtic lands of Europe, among the indigenous peoples of Central America, in Japan and Malaysia, and more.

      Across the centuries and across the globe, vampiric beings have evolved, changing in response to shifts in economics, gender construction, technology, political structure, literature, medicine, and even religion. In some myths, the vampire is a ferocious and much-feared predator, a reminder of human frailty and insignificance. In other tales, the vampire is an avatar of cosmic powers, a harbinger of death and decay. In still others, the vampire is lonely and long-suffering, a figure of sympathy, if not outright pity. And in still other myths, particularly modern tales, the vampire is a lover and a protector, whose promises of an eternal happily-ever-after end sometimes in tragedy and sometimes in ecstasy.

      Ironically, for a monster who traditionally possesses no reflection, vampires are the perfect reflection of us: our needs and desires, our jealousies and fears, even our hopes and aspirations.

      And so we come to Vampires Save the Day Night, with stories that draw on that global mythology and that range in tone and focus from the cozy to the adventurous to the horrific.*

      “Magical Auction Sniper” by Kit Muse and “The Show Must Go On” by Leah Cutter, for example, are cozy comfort reads, ideal for a rainy afternoon.

      “A Thirst for Justice” by Deborah L. Davitt and “Fathoms and Phantoms” by Nik Patrick are straight up urban fantasy adventures with the vampiric heroes valiantly fighting the good fight.

      “Ruin on the Mountain” by Chad A.B. Wilson, “A Cup at Joe’s” by Nidheesh Samant, and “It’s Your Problem, Too” by Amanda Desiree, on the other hand, expose the narcissism and self-interest that lay at the heart of many heroic acts.

      Other tales in this collection might be also classified as urban fantasy. But these are much darker tales, blurring the fluid boundary — if there is a boundary — between human and monster, between hero and villain. “Artie’s Curse” by Scott J. Couturier deals with the tragic consequences of a toxic friendship, while “Family Man” by Hugh Alan questions the natures of both monster and monster hunter. The long-lived protagonist of “The Vampire’s Lament” by Matthew Spence mourns the suffering and hatreds of humanity, the narrator of “A Bad Night at Lennie’s” by Ibai Canales has his entire world turned inside out by the violent entrance of a being who should not exist, and the hunter at the center of “Said the Spider to the Fly” by Kay Hanifen finds himself unexpectedly caught in a web of another’s making.

      “Huntress” by Blaze Ward is an old-fashioned superhero adventure with a bloody twist, while “Contrary Motion” by Spencer Keene and “Last Woman” by Geoff Holder remind us that sometimes drastic action is necessary to save who and what we love; that sometimes being the hero means doing the terrible necessary thing. At the same time, “Leaves Under the Sun” by Fen Hendren demonstrates that even supposed villains can find redemption in serving a greater good.

      “Echo of a Shouted Thought” by Galen T. Pickett is a meditation on loneliness and belonging, and the vampire protagonist of “When Light Fills the Desert” by Patricia J. Esposito is both a lover of beauty and a ruthless, unapologetic predator. Finally, “Like a Bee Sting” by Rayn Epremian carries us into a future of quiet solitude and desperate hope.

      Vampires Save the Day Night also features two poems. Dex Drury’s “Through Slats of Bone” is a tragic tale of love and lies, while Gerri Leen’s “Your Blood Holds So Many Smells” is a mournful ode to pragmatism and the changes that must be made to survive.

      The vampires of this anthology may be monsters, but they are also heroes, if only to themselves or their loved ones. Being a hero can mean literally saving the world, or it can mean protecting your family or community, or being true to yourself no matter the personal cost. Being a hero can also mean just getting through one more day (or night), despite the pain and uncertainty.

      Like us, these vampires struggle and strive. They question and hope. They seek connection and purpose. Sometimes they win the day, and the victory is sweet; more often bittersweet. Sometimes they lose terribly, tragically, but fight anyway. They are heroes, anti-heroes, and not-so-reformed villains.

      

      
        
        Rebecca Buchanan

        Summer 2025

      

      

      

      *Remember: this is a vampire anthology. As such, some of the stories are quite graphic in terms of violence, gore, and blood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Thirst for Justice

          

          By Deborah L. Davitt

        

      

    

    
      I could hear the pop of a cork being pulled from a bottle, the liquid sound of some fluid or another being poured into a glass. I could smell the fire-and-smoke scent of whiskey from ten feet away. Then the bartender offered it to me. Tall and red-haired, Irish by her accent. “You look right thirsty,” she suggested, her voice low and meaningful.

      “I don’t drink that, unfortunately,” I replied. Thirst clawed at my throat and mouth, drying my tongue. “And I’m here to meet with a client. Bad form to drink on the job.” My eyes lifted from my laptop screen, meeting hers involuntarily.

      I try to avoid eye contact, since the Return of magic changed me. It made my gaze hypnotic, which is the least of my problems, but it does mean that I can be charged with any number of crimes just for meeting someone’s gaze. I have an employee who’s an incubus who has much the same problem. He, bright lad that he is, tends to wear mirrored sunglasses at all times. He has the luxury of being a former surfer who now works in IT. The scruffy, too-cool-for-school look works for him.

      Me, I used to be a district attorney. I can’t get away with mirrored sunglasses with a suit. So I generally let my gaze drift around other people’s eyebrows or cheekbones.

      But this bartender met my eyes. Held them. And we mutually drowned there, locked in each other’s gaze for an embarrassingly long moment. I finally mustered the willpower to look back down at my laptop before holding out my hand. “Ron Mayer,” I introduced myself. “Lawyer. Vampire. I’m told there’s not much difference between the two. Currently, I handle private investigation cases.”

      She smiled, accepting my hand. “Grainne O’Malley,” she replied. “Bean sí.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Banshee.”

      “Oh, you’re my client,” I said in belated realization. “You were awakened during the Return?”

      “No, I … predate the Return.” A lopsided smile as she set the whiskey down between us, giving us pretext to talk. “I’m older than I look.”

      “I generally don’t discuss a woman’s age, but ….”

      “I died in 1683. Rose as a banshee the same year. Haunted my village for close to two hundred years. I wailed through the whole of the Potato Famine. The Enlightenment didn’t reach my little village, you see, till the trains did. It was the Industrial Revolution that did for me.”

      “And then you reawoke … here?”

      A tired nod. “No one talks the way they used to. And I need to make a living, don’t I, but the only skills I have are pulling taps and pouring drinks, as it happens.” Her accent was as hypnotic as her eyes; her voice musical. I wondered what it sounded like when she keened for a coming death. Not that it would affect me. Probably.

      Being dead has its minor advantages.

      I cleared my dry throat. Thirsty didn’t even begin to cover how I suddenly felt. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to discuss the case at hand. My secretary didn’t get much in the way of details from you on the phone.”

      Her eyes flickered up, catching me staring at the green silk scarf she’d tied around her neck, filling in the scoop neckline of a white silk blouse. “You’re staring at my throat.”

      “Sorry. Better than your eyes,” I replied, immediately taking my gaze and planting it on the top shelf of bottles behind her.

      “Poor thing, when was the last time you had a drink?”

      “I went to the blood bank Monday.” Thirst clawed at my throat. All those bottles, filled with ambers, blues, reds, and greens, but not one drop for me.

      “It’s Friday.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “You don’t drink from the living vein?”

      “I wish I could. My ex-wife hated the thought. Thought it was demeaning. She divorced me before the law caught up with what being differently alive even meant.” I tilted my head fractionally. I … hadn’t meant to say any of that. There was something about her eyes that pulled the words right out of me.

      She caught the male bartender working with her by the shoulder, murmured something in his ear, and came around from behind the bar. “Let’s get out of here,” Grainne told me. “Let’s go somewhere we can talk freely.”

      Somewhere turned out to be her apartment. I hesitated at the door, and she laughed, a low, throaty sound. “You don’t have to wait for an invitation, you know. I’m as dead as you are.”

      “Even before I was a vampire, I had manners.”

      “Come inside. Please.”

      She led me to a couch, sat down beside me, and then, to my considerable surprise, unwound the scarf from her long, slender throat. There were bruises there, livid against her skin, in the shape of a man’s fingers. Some three hundred and thirty years ago, she’d been strangled to death. “Ever mix business and pleasure, Mr. Mayer?” Her eyes were old. Sad. And yet, beguiling in their intensity.

      “I go out of my way to avoid it,” I muttered, trying to find somewhere, anywhere else to look. Her one-room apartment had no modern flourishes. No television, no radio, no computers. There was a shelf of books beside the bed — a mix of college textbooks and romance novels.

      “You don’t have to avoid it with me,” Grainne said, reaching out to touch my face. Her flesh was as cold as mine — no, colder, strikingly so. “You haven’t accepted any money from me yet. There’s no … how do you put it in these times … conflict of interest. We’re just two people right now, who have something in common.”

      “I doubt you’re … thirsty.”

      “No, but like you, I feed on death.” Her lips quirked at the corners. “I like you, Mr. Mayer. Believe me, I don’t invite people here often.”

      Ever had whiskey after a month of nothing but water? That’s what her life-stuff was like. The bags of blood from the Red Cross, donated a pint at a time and filled with anticoagulants that left a metallic taste in the back of my throat, were nothing like her blood, her energy, that filled me like quicksilver and fire and moonlight, all at once. We started off on the couch. Migrated to the floor. Finally found the bed, where, after a time, we finally were able to stop feeding on each other, the reciprocal loop of power and pleasure washing between us. Mostly because she went insubstantial as a ghost at a certain point, and I threw myself back against the pillows, sweating blood from my exertions.

      “You’re amazing,” I told her as she hovered above the bed, all shimmering whites and greens, glowing faintly in the darkness. “But now, I think we should probably discuss your case.”

      I rolled upright, and reached for my shirt. I hadn’t expected tonight, and I felt better talking about cases and legal matters while dressed in the uniform that the courts had taught me was my own.

      A sigh’s worth of silence, and then she became substantial once more, weight pressing down on the bedsprings beside me. Her voice was little more than smoke as she began to talk. “There’s an evangelist here in town. Started as a faith-healer before the Return.”

      I snorted under my breath, and continued buttoning my shirt. “And now?”

      “Claims to bring the dead back to life.”

      This time, I whistled. “Not entirely out of the realm of possibility, these days.” I gave her a sidelong look. “You didn’t try to have yourself resurrected, did you?”

      “Not personally.” Grainne sighed, and reached out to touch my face in the dark. “I have relatives here in the States. Ones that came over during the Famine, who’ve lived here for over a century, and usually don’t remember that they’re Irish till St. Patrick’s Day. One of them — Irene Connor — had the locket I was wearing when I died. The locket I’m bound to.”

      She didn’t need to paint much more of the picture for me. “You awoke from the locket when the Return came, and suddenly, she had a banshee in her house.”

      Grainne nodded, wincing. “She and her husband didn’t know what to do with me. And then, one day, I knew that their son was going to die. I wailed. I keened. They begged me to shut up. And the next day, there was a car accident.”

      I reached out and touched her shoulder. “They blamed you?”

      “Oh yes.” Her voice was muffled. “They took my locket and their boy’s corpse to this evangelist. Told him to bring their boy back. Offered my locket — my life — in return for his.”

      “I’m going to assume that the boy isn’t alive at the current time.”

      “He told them that God works in mysterious ways, and brought him back all right … but ….”

      “But?”

      “He’s aware,” Grainne replied on a sigh. “But his skin is gray. He hungers for human flesh. And they’re … trying to keep him fed.”

      I ground my teeth. Children were not supposed to be subjected to necromancy. They aren’t old enough to consent to something that will change their lives — or unlives — forever. “He’s a ghoul?”

      “One step up from a zombie,” she acknowledged.

      I had a ghoul on staff at the agency, as it happened. Manny Alvarez would be pissed to hear about this. “So you want your locket back, so that you can’t be compelled?”

      “That, and I’d love to bring him up on charges of unlicensed necromancy, but the police won’t touch him. He’s too big a target.”

      “You’ve tried to reach out to them?”

      She started to reply, then stopped. I started to get the real picture right around then. “Aha. You’re being compelled right now, aren’t you?”

      Her green eyes were huge and weary, but she didn’t — couldn’t — reply.

      “The evangelist have a name?” When I was alive, I’d been Jewish. I was fairly sure I wasn’t, anymore, but I’d never exactly followed evangelical circles.

      “He goes by Brother Noel.” That, she was permitted to say.

      Another soundless whistle from me. Brother Noel had a megachurch so big that even I’d heard of it. His in-person congregation was around 15,000; his television and web presence brought in thousands more. A shot in the dark now: “So what’s he want with me?”

      Grainne’s lips parted, then closed. A reluctant smile crossed her face, then a frown.

      I pulled on my jacket, feeling like it was armor, and then leaned back against the pillows. “Was any of tonight for real?”

      “All of it. He doesn’t care how I get you to agree, so long as you do.” Those words sounded as if they’d been forced out of her, but I wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and she didn’t go insubstantial, so she must have craved the contact as much as I did. “As far as he’s concerned, I’m already one of the damned, I just haven’t had the courtesy to stay dead.”

      “And he reconciles being a necromancer with being a man of god how, exactly?”

      “He reckons that his god gave him his power over the undead for a reason. To turn us into puppets for the betterment of humanity.”

      “So, he’s heard of my tiny firm, and wants to make an example of me — must have been the Herrera case.” I leaned my head against hers, keeping my voice low. “That got us in the papers, some low-key online attention, too.” It had been a hell of a case, involving a conquistador’s ghost, an Aztec skull, and signs from gods we’d all thought safely dead for centuries. “So he wants to put me out of business?”

      She shook her head against my shoulder. “Don’t underestimate him,” Grainne managed with some effort. “He’s more than he seems.” Then her lips sealed shut, and she gave me an agonized look.

      I tipped her head up so we could meet each other’s gaze once more. “You may not have been around for it, but the Thirteenth Amendment abolished slavery. Him using your locket to control you? Just another type of slavery.”

      “To him, we’re not even people.” Her voice sounded limp now. “We’re corpses that haven’t had the courtesy to stay properly dead.”

      “We’re going to get him, and we’re going to nail him. For both you and your young relative. Does the kid have a name?”

      “Ronan.”

      “Nice name. How old is — was he?”

      “Six.” She sounded completely exhausted now.

      I restrained the impulse to swear. The god I’d have invoked wasn’t much listening to his world these days anyway. If he was, creatures like me wouldn’t have existed.

      “In the old days, I’d have keened for his death, and people would have mourned, but children died so young back then, and so often. They wouldn’t have risked their souls to bring him back. They’d have known that no man of god would make such an offer.” She sounded bewildered, and sat up, taking one of the college textbooks from the shelf beside the bed. “I’ve been putting myself through school since my return,” Grainne said, and looked at me directly. “How can a world so rich in knowledge be so foolish?”

      “I don’t know.” I sat up, taking one of her hands loosely in mine. “I need to know everything you can tell me about Brother Noel.”

      She hesitated. “There are things I am bound not to tell you,” Grainne admitted. “Things I’ve been told to lie about.”

      “And for so long as he holds the locket that you’re bound to, he can enforce those lies and omissions?”

      “He has power over such as us,” she replied, obliquely.

      I smiled faintly. “Yes, but he clearly hasn’t done his research.”

      “Oh?”

      “If I told you what I have in mind, would you be required to tell him everything that I said?”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping.

      “Do you want to make this official, with paying me a retainer on the case, or do you want to keep this unofficial?”

      “Official offers you protections,” she managed in a whisper, looking down and away. “Even if there’s a potential for conflict of interest, now.”

      “I have a better idea,” I offered. “Come work for me.”

      She pulled away, giving me a skeptical glance. “No, really,” I went on, working the idea out as I spoke. It was the whim of a moment, but I’d managed to put together a hell of an investigative firm out of an incubus, a ghoul, a werewolf, a werelion, and a night-hag secretary. “Your ability to sense death before it happens will help us find work, if nothing else. Maybe even prevent it, if we’re hired as bodyguards at the right time.”

      She hesitated. “Death is rarely so … easily diverted.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean we can’t try.” I squeezed her shoulder lightly. “No, don’t give me an answer now. Wait till after you’ve got your locket back, and you’ve got free will again.”

      I sprang up from the rumpled bed, collected my laptop, and gave her a little half-bow of my head. “I’ll be in touch, ah, Ms. O’Malley.”

      “I think you can call me Grainne, all things considered.” An ironic glance down at the bed.

      “I like to keep things respectful whenever I can,” I returned, as smoothly as I could. Of course, her eyes saw right through me. “We’ll be in touch with you with regards to your case. Which we’ll be taking pro bono.”

      Damn, I had it bad.

      But, it seemed like Brother Noel was taking aim at me and mine, and he’d launched Grainne at me to get my attention. Which he had. Some of the damsel in distress was probably real, and some of it was probably an act.

      What percentages of it were which was up for debate. But the possibility that she literally was enslaved by a necromancer posing as an evangelical healer was too much to ignore.

      My steps slowed as my Uber driver arrived, taking me through the late-night Houston streets back to my house in the Woodlands. The lights on 45 and 59 — I’d never get around to calling it I-69 — blurred into lines for me as I thought, listening to the driver’s salsa and reggae music, not talking out loud. A necromancer who had access to all the paraphernalia of the holy man. That meant silver, holy water, and crosses, most of which didn’t concern me much — again, I’d been Jewish from birth until death. Maybe if the guy read from a rabbinical commentary on the Torah it might put me to sleep, but then, that had worked when I was alive, too.

      Silver, yeah. That was a bother. And the potential to be commanded by the necromancer … that was a problem. I like to think I have willpower in spades, but that might not be enough when dealing with magic. And she’d warned me not to underestimate him.

      I stayed up half the day in my office with the blinds and curtains drawn, working out the first legal salvos against Brother Noel. I’d try to get him through the courts first and foremost. Illegal possession of a magical artifact that belonged to Grainne O’Malley to start with — that was easy to prove. Her family might have given it to him, but they’d done so as a point of sale — selling her to him in exchange for raising their son. The courts were leery of giving the undead the same rights as the living, wary of setting precedents that would overturn centuries of inheritance law, for example, but slavery was slavery. A necromancer raising zombies to do his or her bidding was just another form of human trafficking. That had been clearly established in Magnian v. Montescue, 2022.

      Of course … my hands faltered over the keyboard. That would require the family to testify. With a six-year-old ghoul in their house, equally illegally, they would probably be hostile witnesses at best. It would require Grainne to testify, and while she might we willing, she might not be able to, given Noel’s grip on her. No, a different tack would be needed.

      Maybe a class action law suit? He had to have done things like this before. Grainne and the Connors wouldn’t have been the first people affected by his necromantic powers. And that way, as people signed on, they could do so in safety and relative anonymity. Of course, that took things into the personal injury side of law. I’d been a prosecutor, however. This was going to take some research.

      So I gathered my people together for the early-evening meeting at just past 6 pm, which is when my offices really came alive. Manuel — Manny — Alvarez and Devon Bamford could and did manage the day shift, serving warrants and divorce papers and all manner of other things. Both were former police officers. Manny had the gray skin and piercing red eyes of a ghoul, of course. Devon was a six-foot-six version of Idris Elba. He was built like a linebacker, but when he opened his mouth, his words came out as a pure working class London accent. In fact, he called me guv.

      I tended to let that go. Devon was also a werelion — lycanthropy is genetic, not contagious — and he could probably have torn a man in half with his bare hands.

      Manny handled Hispanic and undead contacts as best he could. While his Spanish was fluent and native-perfect, tinged with a hint of his upbringing in Peru, many people in Hispanic neighborhoods pulled back from him. They were largely Catholic, after all, and the Pope had decreed that the undead were anathema. Not to be talked to, associated with, and so on. Make the sign of the cross, close the door, and call for a priest.

      Business was booming at the dioceses since the Return of magic; people were scrambling to attend seminaries these days. A matter of self-protection, self-preservation.

      If only they understood that not every monster was inhuman.

      Devon handled contacts that wouldn’t talk to Manny — of which there were many. But at least they could both go out in daylight. Not all of my people could.

      Marcus, for instance, was an incubus. You may think there’s little difference between him and a bog-standard vampire. There’s plenty. He can only subsist on death itself — lifestuff taken in the moment of a passionate embrace. He has lunch ‘dates’ with people who have signed informed consent documents that I’ve written for their safety, and also some non-disclosure language for his safety. He gets along on dribs and drabs of lifestuff between visits to old folks’ homes and cancer wards where he’s known to the staff as the Angel of Death. He eases people out of existence. And every time he does, he comes to work the next day a little darker. A little more bereft.

      And then there was Dana, my night-hag receptionist. She looks like a kindly grandmother in her sixties. She knits a fair bit during the day, which is fine — we’re often pretty slow. At night, she heads to her second job at a sleep lab, helping people with nightmares that she can enter and feed on.

      I was lucky to have her this evening, as I convened our little brain trust and I explained the case at hand.

      “We’re doing this pro bono?” Devon asked dubiously.

      “I’m making a bet that taking the guy down will pay off in publicity.”

      “And death threats,” Manny slid in.

      I shrugged. “We wouldn’t be doing our jobs if we didn’t piss people off.”

      A wave of answering shrugs around the room. “How do you want us to proceed?” Marcus asked.

      “Try to find people who’ve left the flock, who’re willing to talk,” I replied. “It’s going to be tough. People who leave cults of any sort tend to want to disappear so that they can’t be found again. But start with Brother Noel’s most vocal, most outspoken opponents, and backtrack from there. I think the best option is a class action lawsuit, but I’m open to other ideas.”

      I rubbed at my eyes. Inhuman constitution or not, I hadn’t actually rested since the night before last. I’d pushed myself to stay awake all day, some part of me alert to the notion of danger. That we could be attacked during daylight hours, and the only people I had who could stand up to a necromancer’s commands were a werelion former cop, a Deaf werewolf forensic accountant named Belle, and maybe Marcus. But incubus or not, he wasn’t muscle. All the gifts that death and night had given him were … ephemeral. Mental. He couldn’t tear a man in half with his bare hands or anything like that.

      Chances are, I could, but I’d never tried. I also, for reasons of public safety and basic humanity, never drank more than one unit of blood a week. A vampire’s strength, or so I was told, had to do with how much blood they’d recently consumed. I would place my strength as slightly above that of a regular human’s, but ….

      On the wall behind Dana’s desk there’s a white board. Once a week, I write there, “You have a choice, every day, to be human, or to be a monster. Make the right choice today.”

      It’s something I believe. Something my people believe, too.

      And now, we’re facing up against someone who believes we’re not people at all.

      It took a week, but Devon turned up hits with people who’d left the congregation in anger, but who’d been forced to sign NDAs before being permitted to leave. Their hints and careful words led him to a number of families with ghouls in their basements — all kids.

      Manny Alvarez was pissed. “Let me go after him, boss,” he said, showing fangs in a mouth slightly darker gray than the rest of his skin. “I’ll eat him fucking alive for what he’s done to those kids.”

      “We’re keeping this strictly by the book, I’m afraid,” I told him. “But if I could, I’d hold him down while you ate his intestines.”

      Belle in Accounting sent some emails to a friend at the Treasury Department — it looked like Brother Noel was under investigation for tax evasion.

      It was all coming together very neatly.

      Which, of course, meant that everything went to hell when Brother Noel, Grainne, and some of his parishioners showed up at our door, mid-afternoon. The scream from Dana at her desk is what woke me where I dozed in my office. I’d been nursing a pint of blood from the blood bank, so I was freshly topped off, skin pink and rosy, as I emerged from my office to see Dana’s white hair stained with blood as she reeled back from a punch thrown by a parishioner. Said parishioners were carrying stakes and crosses — obviously intended for me.

      I caught Dana’s limp form and deposited her gently in her chair. A glance at her vacant eyes told me that she’d already left her body — not dead, but dream-walking. People who were conscious were safe enough from her, but anyone who slipped unconscious nearby was in for an unpleasant time. “So,” I said, straightening up and adjusting my tie. “You get your kicks beating up old women, do you, Brother Noel?”

      He laughed, but one of his men twitched a little. I’d struck a nerve. Which was when Manny and Belle shouldered through the door, and Marcus flowed in behind them as a drift of mist. I’d left standing instructions for Devon to stay way the hell out of anything that involved Grainne.

      We were about to see if that particular gamble paid off. I’d put a fair bit of our muscle out of action — again, Devon was a werelion. He made Belle, a werewolf, look like a Sunday outing in the park.

      “Put them down!” Brother Noel said in the controlled, rolling syllables he probably used at the pulpit. “God commands it!”

      Grainne stood as still as a gravestone at his side, but I could see her eyes flicking from person to person. “Don’t hurt them!” she called across the room to us. “Each of them has a relative that he’s … brought back.”

      “Ah, extortion to add to his crimes on top of slavery, necromancy, and, currently, conspiracy to commit murder,” I said, lightly stepping out of the way of a man with a cross as he wildly tried to stick the wooden stake in my heart. I was freshly fed — they all looked painfully slow to me, and the crosses were meaningless, other than the fact that they were made of silver. That would probably burn.

      “Stand still!” the hapless man snarled at me, and tried again to stake me.

      “Murder?” Brother Noel actually laughed. “How can you murder that which is already dead?”

      “The courts are slowly working on the definition of the differently alive, thank you,” I replied, dodging again. I’d been practicing martial arts with Manny and Devon for the past year. I could probably have broken the man’s arm in three places by now, but I didn’t really want to. He wasn’t a danger to me — just an annoyance. And my first weapon had always been my words.

      “Stop playing with him, boss,” Manny told me from across the room. His ghoul teeth flashed in the fluorescent lights overhead as he bared his teeth in a snarl, and, with brutal efficiency, broke one man’s arm, forcing the silver-edged knife in his hand out of his fingers.

      “Don’t hurt them!” Grainne cried out. “They have no choice!”

      “We all have choices,” I replied as Marcus coalesced into full solidity in the center of the room. “We have the choice every day to be a person, or a monster. Marcus?”

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “Tell them to stop fighting us.”

      He took off his mirrored sunglasses. I quickly looked away. The level of compulsion an incubus lays down is something far, far beyond what I can do on a single pint of blood. Maybe if I ever drank my fill … but no.

      “I think it’s time for you all to sleep,” he said softly, beguilingly. “Just … sleep. Dana’s waiting for you there,” he added, glancing sidelong at my unconscious secretary’s still form. “She’ll want to talk with you.”

      Four human forms went limp. Brother Noel swayed on his feet, then laughed and pointed at his ears, where I could see some form of hearing aid. “Did you ever wonder how I could resist a banshee’s voice?” he said. “These filter out the worst that you can do — Grainne! Kill them! Kill them now!” He fumbled at his throat, producing a silver locket on a thin chain, which he wrapped his fingers around. “And you? You’re going to stand there and let her!”

      Grainne’s eyes met mine. His will washed over me, locking me in place, as I feared he might be able to do. Marcus hesitated, putting his head to the side as if confused. Belle turned her head to look at me. Manny froze in place.

      “Go on,” I told Grainne through stiff lips. “Show him.”

      Grainne threw back her head and wailed. Her voice was a searing thing that connected directly to death and entropy and apocalypse.

      And yet, it was also the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. It beguiled me more than Marcus’ gaze could hope to. It compelled me more than Brother Noel’s boundless will. It spoke to all the dark places in me, places I tried to deny on a daily basis by reminding myself of my humanity. Her voice called to the monster within, and I answered. I launched myself across the room at more than human speed, wanting nothing more than to pick her up, carry her to my office, and pick up where we’d left off a week ago, but instead I managed to grab Brother Noel by the scruff of the neck and shake him till he loosed his grasp on her locket. Then I seized the silvery metal in my own hand, ignoring the way it burned my flesh, and yanked it from his neck, snapping the chain easily.

      Brother Noel cowered back from me, his composure finally shaken. “You should all be dead or subject to God’s will! Bow down before His Glory! In Christ’s name!” he shouted, and again tried to compel me.

      This time, it washed over me, and through me, and vanished into nothingness. I tossed the locket to Grainne, looking down at the burn on my hand — a simple oval, it seemed — and looked up at Belle and Marcus, who were still unaffected. At Manny, who, grinding his teeth, was starting to kneel. Then I gestured in ASL to Belle, take him, mouthing the words as I did so.

      She was the finest forensic accountant I knew. She also lost her bun in her transformation to her half-human, half-wolf hybrid form, and dropped Brother Noel to his knees just by putting her hands on his shoulders. Then, a lupine grin crossed her face, and she pulled the protective hearing aids out of his ears.

      “Good idea,” I agreed, and glanced over at Grainne. “He’s held you as his captive for years, from what I can tell,” I said simply. “And while we can have him charged and imprisoned, he’ll make bail, and his lawyers will fight it in the courts, and they’ll keep it all tied up for years and years. He’s got the money and the connections to stay out of jail, and a base of believers and zealots who’ll just … keep contributing to his defense fund because god wants them to.”

      “Do you know how many people he’s had me wail for?” she asked softly, moving up beside me. “How many people have had mysterious heart attacks just after leaving his office? I’m not supposed to be cause and effect. I’m supposed to be a warning. But he twisted what I am.”

      A flicker of nearly-inhuman rage crossed her face, and this time, when she wailed, it was heart-rending. It was, I realized, for all the people he’d forced her to kill for him, so that there would be no evidence, no trace leading back to his hands.

      The dazed defiance in his eyes withered. “You can’t,” he mumbled thickly, trying to cover his ears, but Belle held his arms down. “God will protect me!”

      And then the light faded from his eyes. Not a mark on him; the coroner would probably find that he fell victim to a heart attack, like so many men before him. He might become a martyr to his congregation, but a minor one, I hoped.

      “I think we might want to call the police now,” I said mildly.

      The police came, as did the ambulance for Dana and the man whose arm Manny had broken. Their knives and stakes and baseball bats were admitted as evidence. We were complimented on having used minimal necessary force to stop the attack.

      When we were asked to comment on the death of Brother Noel by local and national news agencies, I put on my best blank face and said, “God called him home, during the commission of a hate crime against my agency. I feel certain that he’s facing a greater judge than any I faced in my fifteen years as a public prosecutor.”

      As for Grainne … she didn’t have any place else to go. She waited for me in my office while I dealt with the news media and the police, and hovered there, insubstantial and alone as I came back in. I gestured down at the locket, which now sat on my desk beside the mouse and keyboard there. “Shouldn’t you be wearing that?”

      “I can’t.” She sounded pained. “It takes effort to be physical, and while I just drew on all of Noel’s energies, and I’m … full … I just can’t be physical all the time.” She looked up at me. “I’m sorry.”

      I shook my head, crossed to her, and would have put my hands on her shoulders if I could. “Don’t be sorry. It’s who you are. Do you want me to keep the locket safe for you? It can live in my desk drawer till you find a better place for it. I’d suggest a safe deposit box somewhere,” I added.

      “You don’t mind that I’m not corporeal all the time?”

      “We all have our little quirks.”

      “You took a chance with the lives of your people. You knew he’d make me wail.”

      “Which is why I only had people present on whom you couldn’t actually feed — the undead. And one person whom he couldn’t control — Belle — that you also couldn’t affect. She’s been deaf since childhood. Not even the Return and becoming a werewolf changed that.”

      Grainne looked down. “Is your offer of employment still open?”

      “Let me put it this way. I want you in my life — or my unlife — in any capacity you’re comfortable with.” I sat on the edge of my desk, cautiously avoiding contact with the silver of her locket. “Employee, friend, lover, whatever you want, and in any combination you like. But I also want you to know that you’re free to say no to all and any of those.”

      Her eyes shone, glimmering green in the darkness of the room. “And if I said yes to all of them?”

      I held out a hand, and her insubstantial one came to rest on it, feather light. “Then I’d say the night is young.”
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