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      For everyone who read the previous books.
You made this happen. You guys rock,
and I can’t thank you enough.

      
      
      




      
      
      Justinia

      
      
         … The miserable mortal who has been
once caught firmly by the end of the
finest fibre of his nerve, is drawn in
and in, by the enormous machinery of
hell. … my prayer is for the impossible,
and my pleading with the inexorable.

—Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Green Tea





      




      
      


      
      [ 1702 ]

      
      “What kind of monster are ye?” Father demanded, as he slammed his fists again and again into Uncle Reginald’s stomach. “The
            girl’s but seven years old!”

      
      “James, I beg of ye, stop! I am wholly innocent!” Uncle screamed. Just as he’d been screaming since the beating began. “She
            demanded I give her a piece of candy, and I simply refused, but—”

      
      “’Tis not the way she tells it,” Father insisted. He turned away for a moment, seething with rage, and took up the first thing
            to hand—a pair of iron sheep shears, honed to a razor edge. He drove the blades of the shears deep up under Uncle’s rib cage
            and twisted them. Uncle Reginald stopped screaming then, but his whole body convulsed as the blade dug through flesh and sinew.
            Foam flecked his lips, and his eyes, which had been swollen shut with bruises, bulged outward from their sockets. “She says
            ye offered her some candy if she would take down her small clothes. Seven years old!”

      
      Uncle made no reply. It did not occur to the girl that he might already be dead. Clearly it did not occur to Father, either,
            as he drove the blade of the shears home again and again. The girl stepped backward as blood spread across the straw-covered
            floor of the barn. Behind her the sheep stared placidly at the scene, wholly disinterested spectators.
     

      
      Eventually Father threw down the shears, and wiped one gore-coated hand across his mouth. He was breathing heavily and sweat
            poured down his bald head and pooled in his ears. He turned to look at the girl and the expression on his face was one she
            would never forget. He was not angry anymore. His face had gone as pale as paper and his mouth hung open, his slack lips wide
            to suck in breath. In his eyes was a look of desperate pleading. He wanted something from the girl. But what? Thanks, for what he’d done? The validation of knowing he’d done the
            right thing, been a good father? Or simple forgiveness?

      
      She would never know. She would never, in fact, see her father after this day. He would be taken to the assizes, given a quick
            trial, and hanged in the town square as a fratricide.
     

      
      But all that was in the future.
     

      
      This special moment, this very first of her murders, was frozen in time as she stood before the sheep and away from the spreading
            pool of blood that threatened to touch her shoes. She was too young to comprehend what had just happened. She was only peripherally
            aware that something very important, something consequential, had changed in the barn. There had been three people there.
            Now there were two.
     

      
      Father dropped the shears and ran out through the wide doors, into the sunlight. He did not speak to her before he left. The
            girl was left alone with the corpse. Uncle’s eyes had receded back behind their lids and he wasn’t moving, not at all.
     

      
      The blood parted as it rolled around her shoes. She felt it soak through the thin cloth and touch her flesh, and though she
            had expected to be revolted by the feeling, disgusted by the wetness of it, instead one simple fact impressed itself upon
            her. The blood was so very warm.
     

      
      She splashed through it toward Uncle’s body, as if she were playing in a puddle in the rain. Red as rubies it was. When she
            reached Uncle she leaned over close to peer down into his battered face. How different he seemed now from the man she’d known
            all her life. How funny a person could change so quickly. He looked a million years old already. She leaned down further,
            and kissed him on the forehead.
     

      
      He had been wholly innocent, just as he claimed. She had made up the funny story. How easy it was to make things up. How easy
            it was to make things happen.
     

      
      “Ye should have given me the candy,” she whispered to him.
     

      
      From outside the barn she heard her mother calling, her voice cracked with alarm. “Are ye in there, child? Are ye in there?
            Justinia—where are ye?”

      
      
      The girl turned toward the door and made a mask of her face. A mask of fear she did not feel. She forced tears to her eyes.
            “In here, Mama,” she shouted. “In here!”

  



      
      1.

      
      Television and the Internet had given the public the false impression that it was impossible to get away with a crime in the
         twenty-first century. That advances in forensic science and law-enforcement techniques meant a criminal could be tracked by
         the subtlest of evidence. That if he left behind a single fiber from his clothing, or so much as a fraction of a fingerprint,
         a burglar or a rapist was as good as caught.
     

      
      If it was that easy, Clara Hsu’s back wouldn’t hurt so much.

      
      At the ripe old age of thirty-one, she was already starting to feel like an old lady. Squatting on the floor of a convenience
         store in Altoona, a jeweler’s loupe screwed into one eye, she groaned with every duckwalking step as she studied the bottom
         shelf of a display of snack cakes. She was looking for anything, and nothing in particular. Fibers were next to impossible
         to spot at the best of times. Dusting the entire store for fingerprints would take days, since every surface had to be studied
         individually under special lights and from multiple angles. If she found anything, even so innocuous a clue as a scuff mark
         on the floor tiles from the perp’s sneakers, she would be happy. She’d been working this scene all day and into the twilight
         hours and so far she remained unhappy.
     

      
      Outside, beyond the wide glass windows that looked out on gas pumps and colorful signage, a single flashing light and hundreds
         of feet of yellow tape cordoned off the crime scene from the summer night that thrummed with the noise of crickets. Inside
         the store every available light was burning so she could get a better view, while the store’s audio system droned out some pop music hit she’d never heard before. That had been the
         first sign that she was getting old, that she had stopped keeping up with the Top Forty. The way her knees popped when she
         stood up helped reinforce the feeling.
     

      
      There was no blood anywhere in the store. The teenaged kid who had been working behind the register had been found dead at
         his post, but without a speck of blood on him. That had been enough to get Clara’s attention. For two years now she had been
         looking for just that kind of murder. The State Police and the local authorities of twelve counties all knew to call her whenever
         a bloodless murder occurred, and she always went when they called. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it only meant that
         the victim had been killed with a blunt instrument that failed to break the skin. But still she went out whenever they called,
         and still she gave every case her full attention.
     

      
      Most forensic specialists wanted blood on the scene. Blood was easy to work with—between DNA, blood types and factors, spray
         patterns, trails of blood leading away from scenes, bloody footprints retaining the tread pattern of the perp’s shoes, and
         a dozen other kinds of clues, blood always talked.
     

      
      But there was one kind of killer who didn’t have DNA. Or fingerprints. Who almost never wore shoes. And who, unless they were
         rushed, would never leave so much as a droplet of blood behind. Vampires tended to be very thorough.
     

      
      Luckily for everyone, they were just about extinct.

      
      There was only one vampire left in the world. Justinia Malvern, the one who got away—or so Clara believed. She’d been looking
         for Malvern for two years now, with no official support. Her bosses believed that Malvern was dead, burned to a crisp during
         a riot in a women’s prison two years prior. Clara knew they were wrong, but so far couldn’t prove it—for two years, Malvern
         might as well have disappeared off the face of the earth.
     

      
      And in her business, proof was everything.

      
      
      She sighed as she pushed aside a stack of frosted mini-donuts and squinted for fibers behind them. Nothing. She checked behind
         the frosted chocolate cupcakes. Nothing. The cinnamon twists mocked her. She grabbed one pack and tore it open, then shoved
         a spiral pastry in her mouth and bit down. She’d worked straight through her dinner break and her energy level was low enough
         to excuse breaking her diet. As she chewed the dry dough, she let the loupe fall out of her eye socket and caught it with
         her free hand, then shoved it in her pocket. She dropped the empty snack wrapper on the floor in front of her, and then massaged
         both eyes with the balls of her thumbs. She pressed hard enough to make flashes of light burst behind her eyeballs. She blinked
         the afterimages away, then reached for a fruit pie.
     

      
      A shadow fell across her arm. Just for a moment, then it was gone.

      
      “Hello? This is a sealed crime scene,” she called out, thinking one of the local cops must have come in to see how she was
         doing. “I need to maintain the integrity of the space, so—”
     

      
      The door to the convenience store’s bathroom stood open, revealing nothing but shadows. It had definitely been closed before.

      
      Clara put a hand on either thigh and started levering herself up to a standing position. Every joint in her legs complained.
         Whoever was in the store with her would, she was certain, hear her knees popping over the beat of the sound system.
     

      
      “Hello?” she called again. There was no answer.

      
      Most forensic specialists didn’t wear sidearms. They typically weren’t cleared for them, and anyway they never approached
         a crime scene until the uniform cops had already cleared the place and taped it off. They didn’t need weapons. Clara, on the
         other hand, had been taught by a very paranoid teacher to always stay safe. She reached for her holster, intending only to
         unfasten the safety strap.
     

      
      Before she could do that, however, a shoe came out of nowhere and cracked her across the jaw. Clara’s head flew to the side and back and her feet went out from under her, spilling
         her to the floor.
     

  



      
      2.

      
      Clara toppled into a rack of magazines, spilling glossy pages all over the floor. The attacker punched her in the kidney and
         she fell down in a heap.
     

      
      She hadn’t even gotten a good look at him yet.

      
      If she were someone else, someone stronger, faster—if she were Laura, she thought, she would already have this guy down on the ground and cuffed. But Clara was no action movie cop. She’d never
         wanted to be. She’d wanted to be an art photographer. She’d wanted to be famous for her tasteful nudes or maybe just poignantly
         expressive still lifes.
     

      
      Signing on with the police had just been a way to pay the rent.

      
      A fist caught her in the side of her head and she nearly passed out. Spots danced in her vision and her hands felt numb. Her
         hands—her hands had been reaching for—for—
     

      
      Right. She had a gun. She managed to get the catch undone as the assailant stomped on her shoulder. She whipped the gun out
         of its holster and fired blindly into where she thought he might be.
     

      
      And—she hit him. She felt shreds of flesh fall on her face, like pulled pieces of chicken. The flesh was strangely cold. She
         expected to be soaked in blood but wasn’t. She did not have time to wonder why, or to be disgusted, though she knew she was
         eventually going to have to throw up.
     

      
      The attacker screamed, a high-pitched wail that didn’t sound anything like what she’d expected. For all the pain she was feeling
         she’d expected the attacker to be some hulking guy, seven feet tall and just as wide through the shoulders. He sounded more
         like a demonic puppet.
     

      
      Wait—no—it couldn’t be—

      
      He didn’t stick around to let her get a good look. He bolted through the store, bouncing off a rack of paperbacks by the register,
         and out the doors into the night.
     

      
      Clara blinked, trying to clear her vision. It felt as if he’d detached one of her retinas.

      
      Overhead the sound system launched into another pop song.

      
      She had to go after him. She had to catch him. That was what Laura would have done. That was what a cop was supposed to do.
         Well. Technically she wasn’t a cop, she was a forensic specialist. But then technically the cops were supposed to have already
         combed the scene and made sure there weren’t any drug-crazed madmen hiding out in the convenience store’s bathroom. Clara
         struggled up to her feet. Everything hurt. She slipped on the glossy magazines and nearly cracked her head open on the floor
         tiles. But she got up. She stood up and looked out through the windows at the front of the store, hoping to see a blood trail.
         Something she could follow.
     

      
      Instead she found her attacker standing out there, looking back in at her. He was over by the gas pumps, lit up bright as
         day by the store’s floodlights. He wore a pale yellow hooded sweatshirt that concealed his face, and he was clutching at a
         wound on his arm—almost certainly where she’d hit him with her shot.
     

      
      There was no blood on his sleeve. Damn it, if she could just see his face, she would know for sure. His face—or maybe his lack of same.
     

      
      When he saw her he gave another little shriek and ran.

      
      “Coward!” she shouted at him. She doubted he heard her through the glass.

      
      She pushed through the door of the store and gave chase.

      
      
      [ 1712 ]

      
      “Gentlemen,” Justinia said, smiling as she made eye contact with each of the three players, “the game is whist. Strict silence
            shall be observed.” She held the cards up close to her décolletage to keep attention away from her hands as she dealt. Thirteen
            cards to each player, and the last to determine trumps. This time, hearts were trumps. The single red pip like a blot of blood
            landed in the center of the table and play began.
     

      
      Over their heads, in the room upstairs that Justinia shared with her mother, a bed began to creak. The man across from Justinia,
            her partner, chuckled at the sound, but she waggled one finger for silence. In a world so filthy and full of sin as this,
            the quiet rhythm of the game was sacred to Justinia. One clean thing she could call her own.
     

      
      Which was not to say she didn’t cheat with the cards.
     

      
      It had not been easy for the Malvern widow and daughter to stay out of the workhouse. Without a man to support them they had
            fallen on untraditional occupations to pay the rent and keep food on the table. They had both learned quite early that the
            world was not fair, and that there was no reason that they must be fair to it in turn.
     

      
      Justinia’s partner dropped the knave of hearts, a strong lead. The man to his right, a tinker who smelled of grease and road
            dust, threw the nine. Justinia played the queen, preserving her king because she knew that the tinker’s partner couldn’t beat
            her play. She had used a little sleight of hand to appear to shuffle the cards, while in fact merely arranging them so that
            she knew everyone’s hand. The deck, in other words, was stacked—though in such a careful, apparently haphazard way it would
            take a true master of the game to see through her ruse.
     

      
      At the ripe old age of seventeen, she’d already learned how much better it was to be clever than lucky.
     

      
      She took the trick, and the next two, but let the tinker and his partner have enough that when she won it did not look like
            more than skillful play. The tinker scowled, but just then her mother came down the stairs wearing little more than a nightdress. Mama looked tired, but she waved for the tinker to follow her back up.
     

      
      Another game began with new players. Another guffaw when the ceiling began to creak. The sound was carefully timed to draw
            attention away from Justinia’s shuffling. She and Mama were getting very good at this gimmick.
     

      
      By the end of the night she’d garnered seven shillings from the game, while Mama had earned as much upstairs. As she packed
            the cards away and rose to blow out the candles, she found the tinker waiting for her by the door. “I’ve tupped the dam, now
            I’d sample the filly,” he said, with a leer that showed missing teeth.
     

      
      She pretended to be shocked and nearly slammed the door in his face, but he held up a pair of shillings and she let her eyes
            go wide.
     

      
      “Ye’d bid so little?” she demanded. “There is one thing every girl possesses which she may only sell once. She should ask
            a proper price, at least.”

      
      The tinker’s smile did not change, but one of his eyes screwed up in doubt. Still, he doubled his offer. After a little more
            protestation, Justinia threw the door open and welcomed him back inside.
     

      
      Though she hadn’t actually kept count, it was probably the hundredth time she’d sold her maidenhead. She lay back on the bed
            and pretended to be in pain while in her head the cards spun and fell across the table, the pips so black and red.
     

  



      
      3.

      
      It hurt to run—Clara’s jaw felt like it was floating loose inside her head, and every time it bumped into the rest of her
         skull it sent a new jolt of agony down her neck. Yet she poured on the speed as her attacker raced across the road and into
         an empty field on the far side. Dry, dusty weeds slithered across Clara’s pant legs as she followed, all the vegetation stained
         gray by the light of the crescent moon. It was dark in the field and she might have lost her quarry if not for the buzzing orange sodium
         lamps of the nearby highway. The yellow sweatshirt he wore was a patch of slightly paler light in the gloom, and she focused
         on hurrying after it, her legs pumping as she hurtled over the uneven ground.
     

      
      Ahead lay a picket fence stained with mold. He vaulted it with his good arm, barely pausing to look back and see that she
         was still after him. When she reached the fence herself she climbed over it and dropped to a crouch in the shadows of the
         far side. He could have been waiting for her there in ambush, and she very much wanted to avoid another beating.
     

      
      She saw no sign of him. Nor did she hear his footsteps running away. He had to be close, she thought.

      
      Beyond the fence lay the back lot of an auto parts store. The chassis of a rusted-out car hunched low in the weeds that sprang
         up through the broken concrete. A pair of hulking Dumpsters stood against the back of the store, a pool of shadows between
         them that could hide anything. Clara trained her weapon on the space between the two Dumpsters and tried to calm her breathing.
         She couldn’t hear anything over the beating of her own heart.
     

      
      The only smart thing to do in a case like this was to go back to the convenience store and call it in. Give the local cops
         the best description she could and let them chase the bastard. But Clara knew the chances of them ever finding the guy were
         slim. She hadn’t seen his face and she couldn’t even say if he was white, black, or Asian. He might have left fingerprints
         all over the convenience store, but fingerprints were only useful in identifying people who had been in jail or the armed
         forces, and even then it could take weeks to get a match.
     

      
      If she was right about the assailant’s identity, she would have less than a week to catch him and question him. And there
         were a lot of questions she wanted to make him answer.
     

      
      
      She had a small flashlight on her belt. Fumbling it out of its holster with her left hand—right hand still gripping her pistol—she flicked it on but held it low down at her side. She didn’t want to give her position away if she didn’t have to. Duckwalking
         to the side to get a better angle, she flicked the light up so that its beam speared the shadow between the two Dumpsters.
         Two eyes reflected the light like tiny lasers and she gasped in surprise. She hadn’t expected that to work—
     

      
      —and it hadn’t. The eyes belonged to a feral cat, which stared back at her as if wondering why she had interrupted its dinner.

      
      “Sorry,” she breathed. Then jumped again, as the door of the rusted-out car behind her flew open and the yellow sweatshirt
         bolted out of it, into the alley on the far side of the store.
     

      
      Clara cursed and jumped up to run again. She bolted around the corner, her weapon held out away from her body, barrel pointed
         at the ground just like she’d been taught. She shoved the flashlight into her pocket as she came around the front of the store
         and saw her attacker standing at the curb, looking one way, then the other as if he intended to cross the street.
     

      
      Except the street was a four-lane highway, and every few seconds a car went rocketing past at sixty miles an hour.

      
      “Stop there,” Clara called out, in her best cop voice.

      
      Yellow Sweatshirt looked back at her, his face still hidden by shadows. Then he ran right out into traffic.

      
      Clara threw herself forward, but a lifetime of conditioning kept her from entering the street. She got as far as the curb
         and found herself wobbling back and forth as if she were standing on the roof of a building looking down at a twenty-story
         drop. She could see her attacker darting side to side as he crossed one lane, then the next, while car horns blared and headlights
         made bright trails across her vision.
     

      
      Laura would have run into traffic to pursue the bastard. Laura was fearless, Clara told herself. Laura would have—

      
      She heard the squeal of air brakes and the deep, chest-shaking blare of a truck horn and looked up. She saw Yellow Sweatshirt staring into the lights of an oncoming semi. For just a split
         second she thought she saw the look of horror on his face as he edged back and forth, trying to decide which way to jump.
     

      
      He didn’t have time, regardless of what he decided. The truck plowed into him at seventy-five miles an hour. Or rather, the
         truck plowed right through him. His body didn’t crumple. It wasn’t dragged for half a mile on the truck’s bumper. When it hit him, he simply disintegrated,
         turning into a cloud of flesh and bone fragments like a water balloon when it’s pricked with a pin.
     

      
      The truck slowed to a stop, far too late.

      
      The horror of it barely registered on Clara’s mind. She couldn’t think about that, not when she finally knew, for certain. In that split second when the attacker had been lit up by the truck’s lights, she had seen exactly what she’d
         suspected. He didn’t have a face. The skin on the front of his head had all been clawed away, scratched off by his own broken
         fingernails.
     

      
      He had been a Faceless. A half-dead.

      
      The un-living servant of a vampire.

  



      
      4.

      
      “I’m okay,” Clara said, as Glauer poked at the fresh bruises on her jaw. “It’s not broken. Ow! I said I was okay!”

      
      “I’ve already sent for an EMT crew. They’ll look you over, make sure you’re alright,” Fetlock told her. “Then you’re looking
         at a mandatory seventy-two hours of recuperative leave.”
     

      
      Clara stared up at her boss, trying very hard to mask the pure hatred she felt for him. U.S. Marshal Fetlock was a by-the-book
         kind of guy. The kind of guy who believed that if something wasn’t in the book, it didn’t exist. This wasn’t the first time
         he’d tried to screw up a case by insisting on protocol.
     

      
      
      “Sir,” she said, “with all due respect. This is a lead we have to follow up on. It’s the first clear sign we’ve found in two
         years that Malvern is still active.”
     

      
      “It’s nothing of the kind. Justinia Malvern died at SCI-Marcy. She’s not the one we’re looking for.” Fetlock folded his arms
         and stood up, breaking eye contact. He was done with the conversation.
     

      
      Clara was still sitting on the curb, exactly where she’d been when her team came for her. The state police—who still owed
         her a few favors—had blocked off the highway and set up road flares so she could see. In the two hours it took Fetlock and
         Glauer to arrive, she’d already collected several dozen bone fragments and scraps of the yellow sweatshirt and begun to piece
         them together like a jigsaw puzzle.
     

      
      A puzzle missing most of the pieces. She’d found no part of the dead thing’s head, much less its face, and unless she could
         prove that it displayed the classic pattern of faceless self-mutilation, she had no real evidence of her theory.
     

      
      And she was going to need real, tangible proof. Fetlock’s own theory, that Malvern had died in the prison riot two years ago,
         was flimsy at best. The body they’d recovered, which he claimed belonged to Malvern, had been burned beyond recognition. It
         had been missing one eye and it was dressed in the charred remains of Malvern’s clothing, true. But Laura Caxton, the disgraced
         vampire hunter and Clara’s former lover, had left them a message saying that Malvern had faked her own death, and was still
         out there. She had then escaped from the prison and gone on the lam, with the stated intention of finding Malvern and ending
         things.
     

      
      Fetlock had secured the prison—by the book. Which meant hundreds of women had died or been seriously wounded, but none of
         his own team had been hurt. For handling the situation and for finding Malvern’s “body,” he’d been promoted and given charge
         of his own special unit tasked with hunting down and capturing Caxton, now a fugitive from the penal system. Clara and Glauer were not members of that unit—nobody really trusted
         them to arrest Caxton if they found her. Instead they’d been left to their own devices, in a kind of paid retirement. They
         were permitted to follow their own leads and do all the detective work they wanted, though Fetlock never followed up on the
         clues they found. Clara suspected he only kept them around because he expected Caxton to get back in touch with them, and
         he wanted to listen in on that phone call. So far he’d been disappointed in that hope.
     

      
      Clara and Glauer both hated Fetlock, for very good, if personal, reasons. They both kept working for him because he was their
         only chance to close the case. To find Malvern—and Caxton—and put this gruesome chapter of history to bed.
     

      
      “Sir, the man I chased showed the classic signs of being a vampire’s servant. His face was gone. Scratched right off his head.
         He did not bleed when I shot him. When I find a piece of his arm with evidence that I did, in fact, hit him, that will clinch
         it. But the fact that he was turned into pulp by the truck collision, and that there isn’t a single drop of blood on the road
         at the collision site—”
     

      
      “Special Deputy Hsu,” Fetlock said, in that slow, smoldering tone that meant he wasn’t listening to a word she said. “The
         man you chased couldn’t be a half-dead. Half-deads can only be animated after a vampire drains their blood. They rot away
         very quickly—on average, they last less than a week following their animation.”
     

      
      Clara fought the urge to roll her eyes. She didn’t need a lesson in the facts of undeath. But she knew better than to stop
         him midrant.
     

      
      “Since the last extant vampire was killed two years ago, it’s quite impossible that this subject,” he went on, gesturing at
         her mosaic of bone fragments, “was a half-dead. He would have rotted away long, long ago. I don’t have an explanation for
         why there’s no blood on the scene. But I don’t need one. Clearly you were mistaken. You only saw the subject’s face for a moment
         and in unusual lighting conditions. I don’t have to point out how easy it is to make a misidentification in those circumstances.
         What you’re claiming is impossible. And once we rule out the impossible, the improbable, however unlikely, must be the truth.
         J. Edgar Hoover used to say that.”
     

      
      Clara’s eyebrows drew closer together. She couldn’t resist saying what she said next, as much as it might hurt her. “Sherlock
         Holmes, you mean.”
     

      
      Fetlock shook his head and laughed. “No, no, no. Holmes’s famous line is ‘Elementary, my dear Watson.’”

      
      Clara squeezed her eyes shut. She might have laughed out loud if Glauer hadn’t touched her jaw again. “Ow! Stop doing that.
         Sir. U.S. Marshal Fetlock, sir. I need to follow up on this. Just let me run some tests. That’s what you hired me to do.”
     

      
      “Seventy-two hours of mandatory recuperative leave,” Fetlock repeated. “Those are the rules. I’ll have the local sheriff’s
         department come down and collect evidence here. They’ll check it out for you. If you like, I can have them send you the results
         of their inquiry—but only after you’ve finished your recuperative leave.”
     

      
      “Yes, sir,” Clara said, unable to suppress a sigh.

      
      Fetlock wandered off to talk to the state police on the scene. Probably to compliment them on what a fine job they’d done
         setting out the road flares in exactly the approved pattern. Clara buried her head in her hands and tried not to cry.
     

      
      Glauer poked her in the side.

      
      “Jesus!” she shrieked, sitting up again. “Did you not hear what I said? He kicked me right there. And yes, it hurts!”

      
      Glauer didn’t apologize, but his eyes were so full of concern she couldn’t help but relent. He was a big man, very broad through
         the shoulders, with a bristly mustache and a mouth that was always frowning. He looked exactly like what he had once been—the best cop on a local force in a town that never saw much crime. He came from Gettysburg originally—a place that
         owed a lot to Laura Caxton. Like most people who met her he’d been sucked into the vortex of her intensity, her driving need
         to destroy the vampires. Now, like Clara, he was still working Caxton’s last case for her, because she had taught them you
         couldn’t just give up when it came to vampires. That you couldn’t stop until you were sure they were dead.
     

      
      Glauer was a good man. He loved Caxton, in a very complicated way. A sort of messed-up mix of hero worship and religious awe—the
         way some people thought about their favorite sports heroes. He liked Clara like she was his own daughter, even though he was
         only about five years older than her.
     

      
      “Laura used to tell me, if it hurts, it’s still working,” he said. “And if you’re not bleeding, you can still work.”

      
      “She also used to tell me that she and I would be together forever and that I meant more to her than killing Malvern,” Clara pointed out.
     

      
      Glauer’s face didn’t change. The Laura Caxton he idolized was allowed to lie, if it could help her track down more vampires.

      
      Clara sighed again. “It was a half-dead. You believe me, right?”

      
      Glauer shrugged. “Enough that I want a copy of the sheriff’s report. You want a ride home?”

      
      “No, my Mazda’s still parked over there at the convenience store. I don’t want to leave it here overnight.” She struggled
         up to her feet. For a second she looked down at the bone fragments she’d been playing with, but she knew there was no longer
         any point in trying to make sense of them. “He’s going to screw up this lead,” she said. “Fetlock’s good at that.”
     

      
      “He keeps his people safe. Most of the time. That’s not the worst thing you can say about a boss in law enforcement.”

      
      Clara nodded. She knew that was true. “Caxton always tried to protect people. But she understood that sometimes you have to
         take a risk.”
     

      
      
      Glauer had no reply to that. “Listen, I talked to the locals. They felt pretty bad about you getting attacked. They should
         have found that guy when they originally taped off the convenience store. Apparently when they went back in, after you chased
         him off, they found some ceiling panels had been moved in the bathroom. The guy must have been hiding in the ceiling the whole
         time they locked down the scene, then while you were working. Maybe he thought the cops had finally left, or maybe he just
         got bored with waiting.”
     

      
      “It would be a lot easier to hide up there if he was a half-dead,” Clara pointed out. “They don’t get stiff from sitting in
         a cramped position all day. They don’t even breathe, so if he just kept still they wouldn’t have heard him.”
     

      
      Glauer nodded, accepting this. “They finally got done checking out the store’s security tapes. Your guy was definitely the
         one who killed the clerk. They’ve got footage of him walking in there and beating the guy to death—and then tearing the security
         camera off the wall. What happened after that is anybody’s guess. But you shouldn’t feel guilty about chasing him into traffic.
         We have proof he was a killer.”
     

      
      Clara’s eyes went wide. It had never occurred to her to feel guilty. That was weird. Of course, Laura had taught her you didn’t
         need to feel guilty about killing half-deads, since they were evil, soulless abominations.
     

      
      If it turned out that her attacker had been, as Fetlock seemed to think, just a regular human being—

      
      “Wait a minute,” she said.

      
      He raised an eyebrow.

      
      Clara had that prickling feeling she got whenever things didn’t add up. She shook her head as if she could knock the mystery
         loose. “There’s … something weird here. Half-deads don’t drink blood. The guy I chased was the killer, but there was no blood
         on the scene.”
     

      
      Glauer frowned. “Malvern must have come with him. She  probably can’t move on her own now. It’s been a long time since she drank enough blood to be able to walk.”
     

      
      Clara waved one hand in the air. She’d assumed as much already. “Right, right. So he brought her there. He killed the victim.
         She drank the blood. All that makes sense. But then she left. And he didn’t.”
     

      
      Glauer never reacted the way Clara wanted him to when she was feeling clever. He didn’t jump up and down or laugh or tell
         her how smart she was. He just watched her face, waiting for her to draw the conclusion.
     

      
      “Malvern left the store, and probably not under her own power. So that means there were other half-deads present. They all
         left with her, because she needed them to carry her. But not this one, not the one in the yellow sweatshirt. He stayed behind.
         He wasn’t waiting for the cops to leave.”
     

      
      “No?”

      
      “No! Damn it, he was waiting for us. For me. Malvern left him there—ordered him to stay, and only come out and attack when I showed up.”
     

      
      “Interesting,” he said.

      
      She wanted to lean right up into his face and scream for him to react more. For him to recognize that this was important.
         This was the first time Malvern had shown her hand in years. It was the first time she’d tried to kill them since she left
         the prison. Why now? Why at all?
     

      
      That was the problem with Malvern. You never understood why she did the things she did until it was way too late.

      
      “So what do you plan to do about that?” Glauer asked.

      
      She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. What could she do about it? “I guess I’m going to keep looking for clues,”
         she said, defeated. Malvern had tried to kill her, and the best thing she could do in reaction was keep looking for fibers.
     

      
      Just like she had been for two years.

      
      She looked down at the bone fragments she’d been studying. There would be nothing there, she was sure, nothing she could follow. She suddenly felt very, very tired.
     

      
      “You sure you don’t want a ride home?” Glauer asked.

      
      She turned and stared at him. His face was impassive as usual, but his body language was strangely expressive—he kept jerking
         his chin, as if he wanted to look over his shoulder but didn’t want anyone to see him looking over his shoulder.
     

      
      He was trying to tell her something.

      
      “You have a lead of your own,” she said. “On a … a different case.”

      
      “It’s probably nothing,” he said. His eyes went wide, which meant he was lying. She had known him long enough to have all
         his tells.
     

      
      “The case we don’t talk about,” she said, very quietly.

      
      “I’ll give you a ride,” he said.

      
      Which could only mean one thing.

      
      Glauer thought he knew where Laura was.

      
      [ 1715 ]

      
      The same year that Mama died, Death began to attend upon Justinia’s gaming nights.
     

      
      He never played, but sat in the back of the room, an untouched glass of liquor before him. He had skin as pale as consumption
            and the devil’s eyes, red and glowing with a light of their own. Rude as it might be, he kept his hat on indoors, a low-brimmed
            slouch hat that shadowed his face. He did not smile. He would wait until the games had all played themselves out, until the
            queue formed of men who would be staying after hours to pay court at Justinia’s bedside.
     

      
      But Death was not waiting on her favors.
     

      
      Always at the end of the night there would be one man, one broken fellow, down on his luck and down at the heels, who would
            stare about him in wild confusion as if wondering where all his money had gone. With many a backward glance and a pleading look (though
            he must have known there was little credit to be had at the gambling table, and less sympathy) he would take his leave, drunkenly
            running one hand across the stained wallpaper. And when the night’s loser took his leave, Death followed.
     

      
      Justinia grew to look forward to his visits. She would pass him smiles he never returned as she laid out the cards on the
            red baize. Give him knowing looks though he never met her eye. Because she knew what was coming.
     

      
      She had a rash of pinkish blemishes on the soles of her feet and her left palm. She had seen the French pox before. It had
            taken Mama, and now it was back for her.
     

      
      The night that Death finally met her eye, she was ready. She nodded slowly to him, then rose from her chair and announced
            that she was tired and was calling an early ending to the night. The men around the table groaned and protested, but they
            left all the same when she put the cards away in their velvet sack and started blowing out the candles. One by one they trooped
            out, with money still in their pockets and lust still in their eyes, until Justinia and Death were quite alone.
     

      
      “Will ye be so kind as to let me have one last drink?” she asked, taking up a decanter of brandy from the side table.
     

      
      He waved the fingers of one hand in acquiescence. He was a patient man, Death, and seemed to have all the time in the world.
     

      
      Justinia drank deep. The liquid fire coated her throat and made her cough, but it warmed her chilly bones. “There,” she said.
            “I’m ready if—”

      
      He did not seem to move, but suddenly he had her by the throat. He forced her down to her knees on the hearth rug and now,
            for the first time, he truly met her gaze. “My name is Vincombe,” he told her. “And I need what you possess.”

      
      “As ye like,” she said. His hand around her neck was as strong as iron. He held her down so she could not get away. She resolved
            to herself that she would not struggle. Her time had simply come. It was right that things should end this way.
     

      
      
      “I’m no evil man,” he went on, and she wondered that Death should say such a thing, but she withheld her counsel. “I only
            take those as should welcome it. Though they never do.”

      
      “I see,” she told him.
     

      
      Then something strange happened. His eyes went wide. He released his hold on her. It was as if he’d seen something inside
            her. Something he didn’t understand.
     

      
      Death—Vincombe—took a step back. He looked down at her again and opened his mouth wide. She saw the rows of teeth in his mouth,
            triangular and long and sharp as knives. The teeth of a vampire.
     

      
      She reached up and untied her neckerchief, then drew it away from her throat and dropped it on the floor. Then, slowly, she
            tilted her head to one side, presenting her jugular vein.
     

      
      “At your leisure, sir,” she said.
     

  



      
      5.

      
      Laura Caxton was learning the value of boredom.

      
      From where she sat on the porch she could see all the way down the side of the ridge. She could see the brown ribbon of dirt
         road that led nowhere in particular except down to the Hollow below. She could see the gulfs of wasteland that flanked the
         road on either side, slopes of green where weeds grew ten feet tall and the summer’s new crop of saplings burst up through
         the soil, fighting for a chance to reach the sun. This whole ridge had been clear-cut and then strip-mined once, leaving it
         terraced and raw to the elements, but that had been decades ago. Nature only needed to be left alone for one good summer before
         it took over again, and in the intervening years it had reclaimed the whole ridge for its own. Tangled in amid those plants
         were the rusted-out wrecks of old mining machines, scrapers and diggers and loaders. When the afternoon light hit a piece
         of broken glass from a shattered windshield it shone like gems scattered across the top of a green baize pool table. Small animals ran desperate
         and hunted through that expanse of verdure, shaking the stalks and making tiny noises that got lost in the rustling of the
         plants. The heat of the day made columns of warm air that rose as invisible pillars of wind, strong enough that the hen harriers
         who patrolled the ridge could ride them all day, hovering as dark specks up high, waiting for their chance to swoop down and
         make a kill.
     

      
      The birds were teaching Laura all about boredom.

      
      If you wanted to be a predator, you had to learn how to wait, and how to watch. You had to be patient. You had to sit and
         be still and let your prey come to you. It was boring as hell. It wasn’t like when she’d gone on hunting trips with her father,
         back when she was so young that even an hour spent out in the cold woods had seemed like an eternity. That had been all about
         tracking, and spotting a deer from a hundred yards away, and then the sudden noise and movement of the shot. No. This wasn’t
         like that at all. The birds were teaching her about conserving her energy. They were teaching her about keeping her eyes open
         all the time, not just when she expected to see something.
     

      
      And they were teaching her that even boredom had its value. Because the more bored you got, the more annoyed you were at having
         to wait so long, the more grateful you would be when you finally got your chance to act. When the moment of the kill came,
         you would be so ready for it, so desperate for it, that you would not hold back. The harriers didn’t need conscience, or philosophy,
         or high technology. They just wanted to kill something so badly they made it happen.
     

      
      The screen door behind Caxton banged, but she didn’t jump. Anyone coming out of the house was safe. By the sound of his boots on the doorstep she knew it was Urie Polder, who owned this particular shack,
         and who was sheltering her from the police.
     

      
      
      Urie Polder had one good arm. The other one had been replaced by a tree branch, with long thin twigs for fingers. Because
         he was a Pow-Wow, a conjure doctor, he could make the wooden arm move almost as well as the one of flesh and bone. He wore
         a white T-shirt and a trucker cap (sans irony) and he was holding a Mason jar full of yellow liquid. Something dark stirred
         at the bottom of the jar.
     

      
      “A little early to start drinking,” Caxton said, without bothering to smile. He would know she was teasing.

      
      Urie shot her a shit-eating grin and held the jar up so she could see it. The dark shape at the bottom of the jar turned out
         to be three rusty nails tied together in a knot. “Fox urine an’ a charm,” he explained. “For keepin’ vermin out of my garden,
         ahum. Coneys and moles, and the like.”
     

      
      He opened the jar and sprinkled the contents over the tomato and cucumber plants that sprawled over the side yard of the house.
         When he was done he fished the nails out of the bottom of the jar and buried them in the center of the vegetable patch.
     

      
      He was not the weirdest person Caxton had ever met. But he was up there.

      
      When he was done he headed back inside without another word. He knew better than to disturb Caxton in her vigil. Idle conversation
         could be pleasant, but it distracted you. It kept you from paying proper attention.
     

      
      The harriers had taught her that, too. They were solitary creatures. Predators usually were. They didn’t need company while
         they waited out their prey. They kept to themselves, not chattering at one another, barely aware of each other’s existence.
         Mating season was over. Now it was time to hunt.
     

      
      Caxton liked to think of herself as akin to the harriers now. She had gotten rid of all the human parts of herself that made
         her different from those hunters. She had perfected her method. She’d had no choice, really. If Caxton was a hen harrier,
         then it wasn’t field mice she was waiting on. It was a grizzly bear. The only chance she had was to pay attention.
     

      
      Of course, she did what she could to even the odds. Sitting next to her on the porch swing, hidden under a blanket, were a
         twelve-gauge shotgun, two Glock handguns carrying thirteen rounds apiece, and a scoped hunting rifle that could put a round
         right through a steel pipe at three hundred yards. The harriers just had their talons and their hooked beaks.
     

  



      
      6.

      
      There were still two hours of daylight left when word came down from the house that a car was coming up the road. A few minutes
         later Caxton saw it for herself. With a pair of binoculars she checked its license plate, then confirmed that the driver was
         alone in the vehicle. A teenaged girl in a calico dress—one of Patience’s acolytes, probably—stood by until Caxton nodded
         that it was okay. The girl headed back inside, and Caxton rose from her chair but didn’t leave the shade of the porch.
     

      
      The monster she lay in wait for was known to set traps and snares, and use people she knew against her as bait. She stayed
         very close to the guns.
     

      
      The car, a late-model sedan, had trouble on the steep grade, but eventually it chugged to a stop just before the house. It
         brought a plume of dust with it that cut down visibility from Caxton’s aerie, but there was nothing to be done for that. The
         driver sat at the wheel for a while, staring at her as if she was a ghost. He was about twenty years old, dressed casually
         in a black T-shirt and sunglasses, which he slowly removed while they looked at each other. Caxton did not wave to him or
         give him any kind of signal. If this was a trap, or if he was coming here for the wrong reason, it was up to him to signal
         her.
     

      
      
      Instead he popped open his door and stepped out into the yard, a bundle of small packages balanced precariously in the crook
         of one arm. He looked up at Caxton and smiled, and didn’t seem to take it the wrong way when she failed to smile back.
     

      
      “I got your message,” he said. “Obviously.”

      
      His name was Simon Arkeley. He was the son of the man who had taught Caxton most of what she knew about killing vampires.
         The boy was far less formidable than his father, but he had his uses. For one thing, he had a credit card.
     

      
      “Urie will be pleased,” she said, nodding at the bundles in his arm. She stopped looking at him and went back to staring down
         the ridge. “He’s needed those roots for a while now. They don’t grow this far north.”
     

      
      “They don’t grow anywhere except Mexico. At least not legally.” Simon came up the three steps to the porch and looked like
         he expected a hug or a kiss or at least a handshake. Caxton just kept watching the ridge. “Should I—go in? I guess?” he asked.
         His smile melted from his face. “Mom always taught me never to just walk into another practitioner’s house uninvited.”
     

      
      “You’ll be welcome here. You’re from one of the old families.” Caxton let her guard down for a split second, just long enough
         to look him in the eye. Then she sighed and accepted that she could not, physically, monitor the ridge twenty-four seven.
         “Let’s get you inside.”
     

      
      She held the screen door for him and followed him into the darkness of the front parlor. An old grandfather clock ticked away
         the hours in there, its pendulum swinging as it had for nearly two hundred years. When the coal company had come through this
         ridge, looking to tear open the earth, three villages had been completely displaced and their houses torn down. Only the Polders
         had managed to keep their land. They had refused to sell at any price, because there was no way to safely move that clock
         from where it stood. No one now remembered what would happen if the clock stopped ticking, but Urie Polder made sure to wind it every night without fail. Caxton thought it was probably just an old superstition, but she never said
         a word to Urie about his little ritual.
     

      
      “Through here, to the kitchen,” Caxton told Simon. She took him into the main sitting room, where Patience Polder and her
         disciples were kneeling on the floor. The three girls facing Patience looked like something from another era. They all wore
         dresses that were old-fashioned fifty years before Caxton was born. What she’d grown up thinking of as Holly Hobby dresses.
         Their hair was braided or piled up in buns on the backs of their heads and they kept their eyes down when Simon entered the
         room.
     

      
      Patience herself was dressed similarly, but all in white. Fifteen years old now, she was growing into a beautiful young woman,
         though no boy down in the Hollow would think of making time with her. Patience was destined for something special. Everyone
         knew that. Her mother, Vesta, had told them. Vesta hadn’t lived long enough to say exactly what that destiny entailed, but
         no one ever doubted her.
     

      
      The girls had their hands together as if in prayer. They had pushed back the faded Persian carpet from the floor and had drawn
         a pentacle on the boards with a piece of sticky black bitumen. What they were calling on, or calling up, Caxton didn’t know,
         but she didn’t much care, either.
     

      
      Simon stopped moving when he saw Patience. His eyes locked with the girl’s and for a moment the room grew very cold. One of
         the disciples shivered convulsively. Caxton had seen this sort of thing before and she knew to just wait it out. Eventually
         Patience looked away, and Simon headed toward the kitchen again as if nothing had happened.
     

      
      Yet when he dumped his armful of packages on the kitchen table, Caxton saw that he’d gone white as a sheet.

      
      “You okay?” she asked, to be polite.

      
      “She—that girl—” Simon shook his head. “I don’t know if I should bow every time I see her, or call in an exorcist.” He tried
         to laugh it off, as if he’d been joking. “She’s got some real magic in her. I mean, I can feel it.”
     

      
      Urie Polder came in from the backyard and closed the screen door with his wooden arm. “She’s somewhat else, my Patience,”
         he said, nodding appreciatively at Simon. “Ye can tell magic by the way it makes your hair stand on end. I should think ye
         have that talent. Ye’re Astarte’s boy, ahum.”
     

      
      “Mr. Polder,” Simon said, and shook the man’s human hand. “We met once at my father’s … funeral, but we never got a chance
         to talk. You knew my mother well, from what I’ve been told. I’m afraid she never talked about you to me directly.”
     

      
      “There’s a reason for that, ahum,” Urie replied. “Seein’ as your daddy and my wife, Vesta, was lovers, contrary to their marriages.
         Bad blood there.” The placid expression on his face didn’t change. “No reason for us to perpetuate it, though, is there? Seein’
         as all three of ’em is dead now.”
     

      
      “No—no, of course not,” Simon said.

      
      “That’s good, ahum. Well, ye’re welcome in my home. Now let’s see what you brung us, and what good can be made of it, shall
         we?”
     

  



      
      7.

      
      Urie Polder used his twig fingers to gently peel open each of Simon’s little packages, revealing tight little bundles of plant
         material that looked almost identical. Yet with each new discovery, the conjure doctor’s face lit up with a new gleam. Caxton
         had no real idea what they were good for. She only knew the names she’d given to Simon when she wrote to him. John the Conqueror
         root, monkshood, fetchbane, witch grass. Many of them were prohibited by drug laws, though none were simple narcotics or hallucinogens.
         Urie Polder had suggested he could do great things with them but that he had no access to them, geographically limited as he was.
     

      
      “You’re probably wondering what’s going on,” she said to Simon, leading him out onto the back porch. She cast one quick eye
         over the back of the ridge, but she was comfortably certain the attack wouldn’t come from that direction, so she turned back
         to make eye contact.
     

      
      Simon shrugged. “When I got your letter, it took me a couple of days to even realize who sent it. You didn’t sign it, there
         was no return address—well, I guess I understand that.”
     

      
      Caxton nodded. She was a fugitive from the law. An escapee from a maximum-security prison. The U.S. Marshals were after her,
         and they had a history of catching even the smartest criminals eventually. She had remained free this long only because she
         used to be one of them—a special deputy in the Marshals Service—and knew their methods.
     

      
      “When I left the prison, I knew there was only one place I could go. It was a risk, but there weren’t any safe options. So
         I went to see Urie, in his place in Lancaster County. That’s what he calls his ‘city house,’ even though the closest town
         is an Amish village ten miles away. He took me in with no questions. We were old friends, and that counted for something.
         I was also the woman who killed Jameson Arkeley. Your father.”
     

      
      Simon nodded, but he didn’t meet her eye.

      
      Caxton had no time anymore for sympathy. “Jameson had killed Vesta Polder, Urie’s wife, and turned her into a half-dead. He
         appreciated what I’d done, he said, but he couldn’t keep me at the city house. So we moved back here—to his country place.”
         Pennsylvania was an old state and heavily populated, but it still had its wild places. Old strip mines had a reputation for
         being toxic and inaccessible, so the real estate developers stayed clear. The ridge was about as far as you could get from
         human civilization and still be inside the Commonwealth.
     

      
      “He just packed up and moved for you?” Simon asked.

      
      
      Caxton sighed. “The city place had been mostly for Vesta’s benefit. She had a profitable line in card reading and removing
         curses from farmers’ fields. Urie’s work is mostly by mail order, so it doesn’t matter where he lives. He can still get to
         the post office from this place, if he doesn’t mind driving an hour and a half. Anyway, he wanted to come here. This is a
         good place for him, where nobody stares at his wooden arm. Everyone who lives down in the Hollow is kin. They’re your family,
         too, though pretty far removed.”
     

      
      “Witchbillies,” Simon said.

      
      “I beg your pardon?”

      
      Simon stared down at his feet. “That’s what my mom used to call them. Witchbillies. Like hillbillies, you know, but—well.
         She didn’t have a lot of respect for them. Said they were all bumpkins, and most of them couldn’t tell the difference between
         a real hex sign and something you would get at an Amish tourist trap.”
     

      
      “They’re not so bad,” Caxton said. “They worshipped Vesta Polder, too. So they’re sympathetic to my cause. I’m safe here.
         Nobody enters the Hollow or comes up the ridge without being seen, and they let me know so I can go hide if I have to.”
     

      
      Simon put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry you have to live like this. I know it can’t be easy. Listen, Ms. Caxton. You
         saved my life. When Dad—when he—he—”
     

      
      “The word is killed,” she said. “Or murdered. Your pick.”
     

      
      Simon went pale, but he didn’t object. “When my dad murdered our entire family, you saved my life. So I did what you asked.
         When I got your letter, I had no idea how to do what you wanted. I’d never been to a botanica before. Those places are weird.
         Little old ladies with eyes that look right through you. Jesus and Mary candles all over the place, and the stores all smell
         like vinegar and brimstone.”
     

      
      “That’s how you know you’re in a genuine botanica,” Caxton said. “That’s the smell of bitumen.”

      
      Simon shrugged. “Okay. Whatever. I went into a bunch of those places looking for the roots you needed and they had them, oh, sure. But they wouldn’t sell them to me until I proved
         I was Astarte Arkeley’s son. Even then they kept making signs against the evil eye and spitting on my shadow. I mean—I know
         magic is real. My mom used to do some pretty witchy stuff, and she even taught me a thing or two. But that was all about tarot
         cards and spirit rapping and … and …” He shook his head. “I’ve been trying so hard, trying to … to put this stuff behind me.
         This life, magic, all of it … I just … just …”
     

      
      “You did fine,” Caxton told him. “And I appreciate it.”

      
      “Like I said, you saved my life. I owed you.”

      
      “Good.”

      
      Simon turned to stare at her. “Good? You could say thank you, or—”

      
      “I already said I appreciated it. I meant, good, because there’s more I need you to do. I have another list—don’t worry, this
         time it’s all stuff you can get at any hardware store. Small electronics, some building supplies we don’t have access to here.
         That sort of thing. I do need you to go back to the botanicas, but only because I need some information. Now that you’ve bought
         from them, those creepy old ladies will trust you, and maybe they’ll even tell you what I need to know. After that, I’m going
         to need you to spy on my old friends in the USMS for me, and find out what leads they’re working on.”
     

      
      “Hold on, I—”

      
      He stopped because the screen door creaked open and Patience Polder came outside onto the back porch. She wiped sweat off
         her forehead with her bonnet before putting it back over her golden hair. “It’s going to be a warm evening,” she said.
     

      
      Caxton favored her with a tight little smile that left her mouth before it really had time to form. “Good afternoon, Patience.
         How are your girls?”
     

      
      
      “Coming along nicely. Mr. Arkeley, we weren’t properly introduced before,” she said. She held out a hand, fingers down.

      
      Simon reached for it, but he looked like he didn’t know if he was supposed to shake the hand or kiss it. He ended up bowing
         a little as he squeezed her fingers. Caxton and Patience both stared at him then, as if he’d instead chosen to tickle Patience
         under the chin.
     

      
      Patience relented first, dropping her hand and beaming at the boy. She was five years younger than Simon, but she had done
         a lot of growing in the last few years and she was just about his height, Caxton realized.
     

      
      “You’ll stay for dinner,” Patience said. “It’s a full moon tonight—the entire community will be dining together, down in the
         Hollow.”
     

      
      It wasn’t a question. Simon sputtered out something about wanting to get back on the road before dark, but Patience had already
         turned and gone back into the house.
     

      
      “You actually don’t have a choice here,” Caxton told him, and slapped him on the back. “Not when she has that tone in her
         voice.”
     

      
      “Is she like in charge here or something?” Simon asked, looking pained. “I mean, is this like a—a cult, and she’s the holy
         child, or what?”
     

      
      “You misunderstood,” Caxton told him. “She didn’t command your presence at dinner. She foretold it.”

      
      
      [ 1715 ]

      
      “There’s no fear within ye. None?” Vincombe asked.
     

      
      Justinia said nothing.

      
      “What’s wrong with ye, that ye won’t fight for life?” the vampire asked. He grabbed her up again, hauling her into the air
            by her throat. He pulled her close to those slavering jaws, to the enormous teeth and the burning eyes. She saw now that he
            possessed neither eyebrows nor lashes. That he was not so human as he’d looked before when he sat alone at her gaming nights.
            And she understood why he had never smiled. Too difficult to hide those gnashing teeth.
     

      
      Those beautiful white teeth. They looked like the blades of Father’s shears. They smelled of blood.
     

      
      The thought came unbidden to her mind. Red as diamonds, red as hearts. Red as rubies. She remembered the way the blood had
            been so warm. How nice it would be to bathe in her own blood. To let it wash everything away.
     

      
      Vincombe threw her down in a heap. He stalked about the room, grabbing things up and smashing them—her plates, the bottles
            of cheap liquor on the sideboard. He took up the velvet bag and tore it to shreds and threw her cards at her so they clattered
            and fell across her where her face touched the rug.
     

      
      “Always they beg. Always! One more day, they pray me. One more hour.”

      
      On the rug Justinia slowly sat up. She began to wonder if the vampire intended to talk her to death.
     

      
      But his fury had left him as soon as it came on. He sank down in a chair behind her, where she couldn’t see him. She understood,
            and did not turn around.
     

      
      “Death comes for us all, in its proper time,” she said. “Easier to turn the tide and make the sea swallow Ireland than stave
            it off one second. I’m not afraid.”

      
      
      He groaned, and she wondered that she could give him such pains.

      
      She could only speak the truth, though. “I am twenty years old, with pestilence inside me. I have the French pox. Is it not
            better to die now, young and beautiful, than to suffer on many years more as my nose rots away and the lesions cover my back?”

      
      “Wouldst thou suicide, then?” he asked, his voice very soft.
     

      
      She had to laugh. “Given a choice? No. I’d live on. But who has a choice?”

      
      “I do,” he told her. “Ye talk of life as of a game of cards.”

      
      “Is it not? We are each dealt a hand, and one rarely to our choosing. We play our tricks as we may, with shrewdness or with
            wild luck.” She shrugged. “And in the end, the final card turns, and we see what we have won or lost.”

      
      “Some players cheat,” he told her.
     

      
      Justinia smiled warmly. “Oh, yes.”

      
      He was in front of her then. He moved so quickly it was as if he did not need to cover the intervening space, as if he could
            will himself to be somewhere and on the instant he arrived. He grabbed her by either side of her head and she felt the strength
            in his hands again. Knew that if he liked he could squeeze and crack her skull like an empty eggshell. Instead he just looked
            into her eyes. His own red eyes burned. She began to say something, but he laid a finger across her lips to silence her. She
            would not learn until later the vast importance of that silence.
     

      
      He stared into her soul and she looked back with nothing inside her. No love or fear or hate, no sympathy or pleading, no
            warmth and no coldness. His eyes burned through her like coals.
     

      
      And then he was gone. She felt only a little breeze as he moved, a stirring of the air. The door slammed shut behind him and
            he was gone. And she thought how strange it all was, and she thought it was over.
     

      
      But nothing, at all, was over.
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