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1

MALCOLM, THE HEAD of the Church of Eternal Life, the vampire church, sat across from me. Malcolm had never been in my office before. In fact, the last time I’d seen him, he ’d accused me of doing black magic and being a whore. I’d also killed one of his members on church grounds, in front of him and the rest of his congregation. The dead vamp had been a serial killer. I’d had a court order of execution, but still, it hadn ’t made Malcolm and me buddies.

I sat behind my desk, sipping coffee from my newest Christmasthemed mug: a little girl sat on Santa’s lap saying, ‘Define good.’ I worked hard every year to find the most offensive mug I could so that Bert, our business manager, could throw a fit. This year’s mug was tame by my usual standards. It had become one of my holiday traditions. I’d at least dressed for the season in a red skirt and jacket over a thin silk sweater – very festive, for me. I had a new gun in my shoulder holster. A friend of mine had finally persuaded me to give up my Browning Hi-Power for something that fit my hand a little better and had a smoother profile. The Hi-Power was at home in the gun safe, and the Browning Dual Mode was in the holster. I felt like I was cheating but at least I was still a Browning girl.

Once upon a time, I’d thought Malcolm handsome, but that had been when his vampire tricks worked on me. Without vampire wiles to cloud my perception, I could see that his bone structure was too rough, almost as if it hadn’t quite gotten smoothed out before they put that pale skin on it. His hair was cut short and had a little curl to it, because to take the curl out of it he ’d have had to shave it. The  hair was a bright, bright canary yellow. That ’s what blond hair does if you take it out of the sun for a few hundred years. He looked at me with his blue eyes and smiled, and the smile filled his face with personality. That same personality that made his Sunday morning television program such a hit. It wasn’t magic, it was just him. Charisma, for lack of a better word. There was force to Malcolm that had nothing to do with vampire powers and everything to do with who he was, not what he was. He ’d have been a leader and a mover of men even if he ’d been alive.

The smile softened his features, filled his face with a zeal that was both compelling and frightening. He was a true believer, head of a church of true believers. The whole idea of a vampire church still creeped me out, but it was the fastest-growing denomination in the country.

‘I was surprised to see your name in my appointment book, Malcolm,’ I said, finally.

‘I understand that, Ms Blake. I am almost equally surprised to be here.’

‘Fine, we ’re both surprised. Why are you here?’

‘I suspect you have, or will soon have, a warrant of execution for a member of my church.’

I managed to keep my face blank, but felt the stiffness in my shoulders. He ’d see the reaction, and he ’d know what it meant. Master vampires don’t miss much. ‘You have a lot of members, Malcolm; could you narrow it down a little? Who exactly are we talking about?’

‘Don’t be coy, Ms Blake.’

‘I’m not being coy.’

‘You’re trying to imply that you have a warrant for more than one of my vampires. I do not believe it, and neither do you.’

I should have felt insulted, because I wasn’t lying. Two of his upstanding vamps had been very naughty. ‘If your vampires were fully blood-oathed to you, you’d know I was telling the truth,  because you’d be able to enforce your moral code in entirely new ways.’

‘A blood oath is not a guarantee of absolute control, Ms Blake.’

‘No, but it ’s a start.’

A blood oath was what a vamp took when he joined a new vampire group, a new kiss. He literally took blood from the Master of the City. It meant the master had a lot more control over him, and the lesser vamps gained in power, too. If their master was powerful enough. A weak master wasn’t much help, but Jean-Claude, St Louis’s Master of the City and my sweetie, wasn’t weak. Of course, the master gained power from the oath, as well. The more powerful a vamp they could oath, the more they gained. Like so many vampire powers, it was a two-way street.

‘I do not want to enforce my moral code. I want my people to choose to be good people,’ Malcolm said.

‘Until your congregation is blood-oathed to some master vampire, they are loose cannons, Malcolm. You control them by force of personality and morality. Vampires only understand fear, and power.’

‘You are the lover of at least two vampires, Ms Blake. How can you say that?’

I shrugged. ‘Maybe because I am dating two vampires.’

‘If that is what being Jean-Claude ’s human servant has taught you, Ms Blake, then it is sad things he is teaching you.’

‘He is the Master of the City of St Louis, Malcolm, not you. You, and your church, go unmolested by his tolerance.’

‘I go unmolested because the Church grew powerful under the previous Master of the City, and by the time Jean-Claude rose to power, we were hundreds. He did not have the power to bring me and my people to heel.’

I sipped coffee and thought about my next answer, because I couldn’t argue with him. He was probably right. ‘Regardless of how we got where we are, Malcolm, you have several hundred vampires  in this city. Jean-Claude let you have them because he thought you were blood-oathing them. We learned in October that you aren’t. Which means that the vamps with you are cut off from an awful lot of their potential power. I’m okay with that, I guess. Their choice, if they understand that it is a choice, but no blood oath means that they are not mystically tied to anyone but the vamp that made them. You, I’m told, do the deed, most of the time. Though the church deacons do recruit sometimes.’

‘How our church is organized is not your concern.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘it is.’

‘Do you serve Jean-Claude now, when you say that, or is it as a federal marshal that you criticize me?’ He narrowed those blue eyes. ‘I do not think the federal government knows or understands enough of vampires to care whether I blood-oath my people.’

‘Blood-oathing lowers the chance of vamps doing things behind the back of the master.’

‘Blood-oathing takes away their free will, Ms Blake.’

‘Maybe, but I’ve seen the damage they can do with their free will. A good Master of the City can guarantee that there is almost no crime among his people.’

‘They are his slaves,’ Malcolm said.

I shrugged and sat back in my chair. ‘Are you here to talk about the warrant, or to talk about the deadline Jean-Claude gave your church?’

‘Both.’

‘Jean-Claude has given you and your church members their choices, Malcolm. Either you blood-oath them, or Jean-Claude does. Or they can move to another city to be blood-oathed there, but it has to be done.’

‘It is a choice of who they would be slaves to, Ms Blake. It is no choice at all.’

‘Jean-Claude was generous, Malcolm. By vampire law he could have just killed you and your entire congregation.’

‘And how would the law, how would you, as a federal marshal, have felt about such slaughter?’

‘Are you saying that my being a federal marshal limits Jean-Claude ’s options?’

‘He values your love, Anita, and you would not love a man that could slaughter my followers.’

‘You don’t add yourself to that list – why?’

‘You are a legal vampire executioner, Anita. If I broke human law, you would kill me yourself. You would not fault Jean-Claude for doing the same if I broke vampiric law.’

‘You think I’d just let him kill you?’

‘I think you would kill me for him, if you felt justified.’

A small part of me wanted to argue, but he was right. I’d been grandfathered in like most of the vamp executioners who had two or more years on the job and could pass the firearms test. The idea was, making us federal marshals was the quickest way to grant us the ability to cross state lines and to control us more. Crossing state lines and having a badge was great; I wasn’t sure how controlled we were. Of course, I was the only vampire hunter who was also dating her Master of the City. Most saw it as a conflict of interest. Frankly, so did I, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

‘You do not argue with me,’ Malcolm said.

‘I can’t decide if you think I’m a civilizing influence on Jean-Claude, or a bad one.’

‘I saw you once as his victim, Anita. Now I am no longer certain who is the victim, and who the victimizer.’

‘Should I be offended?’

He just looked at me.

‘The last time I was in your church you called me evil, and accused me of black magic. You called Jean-Claude immoral, and me his whore, or something like that.’

‘You were trying to take away one of my people to be killed with no trial. You shot him to death on the church grounds.’

‘He was a serial killer. I had an order of execution for everyone involved in those crimes.’

‘All the vampires, you mean.’

‘Are you implying that humans or shapeshifters were involved?’

‘No, but if they had been, you would never have been allowed to shoot them to death with the police helping you do it.’

‘I’ve had warrants for shapeshifters before.’

‘But those are rare, Anita, and there are no orders of execution for humans.’

‘The death penalty still exists, Malcolm.’

‘After a trial, and years of appeals, if you are human.’

‘What do you want from me, Malcolm?’

‘I want justice.’

‘The law isn’t about justice, Malcolm. It ’s about the law.’

‘She did not do the crime she is accused of, as our wandering brother Avery Seabrook was innocent of the crime you sought him for.’ He called any of his church group who joined Jean-Claude ‘wanderers.’ The fact that Avery, the vampire, had a last name meant he was very recently dead, and that he was an American vampire. Vampires normally only had one name, like Madonna or Cher, and only one vamp per country could have that name. Duels were fought over the right to use names. Until now, until America. We had vampires with last names, unheard of.

‘I cleared Avery. Legally, I didn’t have to.’

‘No, you could have shot him dead, found out your mistake later, and suffered nothing under the law.’

‘I did not write this law, Malcolm, I just carry it out.’

‘Vampires did not write this law either, Anita.’

‘That ’s true, but no human can mesmerize other humans so that they help in their own kidnappings. Humans can’t fly off with their victims in their arms.’

‘And that justifies slaughtering us?’

I shrugged again. I was going to leave this argument alone because  I’d begun to not like that part of my job. I didn’t think vampires were monsters anymore; it made killing them harder. It made executing them when they couldn’t fight back monstrous, with me as the monster.

‘What do you want me to do, Malcolm? I have a warrant with Sally Hunter’s name on it. Witnesses saw her leave Bev Leveto’s apartment. Ms Leveto died by vampire attack. I know it wasn’t any of Jean-Claude ’s vampires. That leaves yours.’ Hell, I had her driver’s license picture in the file with the warrant. I have to admit that having a picture to go with it made me feel more like an assassin. A picture so I’d get the right one.

‘Are you so certain of that?’

I blinked at him, the slow blink that gave me time to think but didn’t look like I was thinking furiously. ‘What are you trying to say, Malcolm? I’m not good at subtle; just tell me what you came to say.’

‘Something powerful, someone powerful, came to my church last week. They hid themselves. I could not find them in the new faces of my congregation, but I know that someone immensely powerful was there.’ He leaned forward, his calm exterior cracking around the edges. ‘Do you understand how powerful they would have to be for me to sense them, use all my powers to search the room for them, yet not be able to find them?’

I thought about it. Malcolm was no Master of the City, but he was probably one of the top five most powerful vampires in town. He ’d be higher, if he weren’t so terribly moral. It limited him in some ways.

I licked my lips, careful of the lipstick, and nodded. ‘Did they want you to know they were there, or was that part an accident?’

He actually showed surprise for a moment before he got control of his face. He played human too much for the media; he was beginning to lose that stillness of features that the old ones have. ‘I don’t know.’ Even his voice was no longer smooth.

‘Did the vamp do it to taunt you, or was it arrogance?’

He shook his head. ‘I do not know.’

I had a moment of revelation. ‘You came here because you think Jean-Claude should know, but you can’t let your congregation see you going to the Master of the City. It would undermine your whole free-will thing.’

He settled back into his chair, fighting to keep the anger off his face, and failing. He was even more scared than I thought, to be losing it this badly in front of someone he disliked. Hell, he ’d come to me for help. He was desperate.

‘But you can come to me, a federal marshal, and tell me. Because you know I’ll tell Jean-Claude.’

‘Think what you like, Ms Blake.’

We weren’t on a first-name basis anymore. I’d hit it on the head. ‘A big, bad vamp checks your church out. You aren’t vampire enough to smoke him out, and you come to me, to Jean-Claude and all his immoral power structure. You come to the very people you say you hate.’

He stood up. ‘The crime that Sally is accused of happened less than twenty-four hours after he, it, they came to my church. I do not think that is a coincidence.’

‘I’m not lying about the second order of execution, Malcolm. It ’s in my desk drawer, right now, with a driver’s license picture of the vampire in question.’

He sat back down. ‘What name is on it?’

‘Why, so you can warn . . . them?’ I’d almost said her, because it was another female vamp.

‘My people are not perfect, Ms Blake, but I believe that another vampire has come to town and is framing them.’

‘Why? Why would someone do that?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘No one has bothered Jean-Claude or his people.’

‘I know,’ Malcolm said.

‘Without a true master, a true blood-oathed, mystically connected  master, your congregation are just sheep waiting for the wolves to come get them.’

‘Jean-Claude said as much a month ago.’

‘Yeah, he did.’

‘I thought at first that it was one of the new vampires who has joined Jean-Claude. One of the ones from Europe, but it is not. It is something more powerful than that. Or it is a group of vampires combining their powers through their master’s marks. I have felt such power only once before.’

‘When?’ I asked.

He shook his head. ‘We are forbidden to speak of it, on penalty of death. Only if they contact us directly can we break this silence.’

‘It sounds like you’ve already been contacted,’ I said.

He shook his head again. ‘They are tampering with me, and my people, because technically I am outside normal vampire law. Did Jean-Claude report to the council that my church had not blood-oathed any of its followers?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, he did.’

He put his big hands over his face and leaned over his knees, almost as if he felt faint. He whispered, ‘I feared as much.’

‘Okay, Malcolm, you’re moving too fast for me here. What does Jean-Claude ’s reporting to the council have to do with some group of powerful vamps messing with your church?’

He looked at me, but his eyes had gone gray with worry. ‘Tell him what I have told you. He will understand.’

‘But I don’t.’

‘I have until New Year’s Day to give Jean-Claude my answer about the blood-oathing. He has been generous and patient, but there are those among the council that are neither of those things. I had hoped they would be proud of what I had accomplished. I thought it would please them, but I fear now that the council is not ready to see my brave new world of free will.’

‘Free will is for humans, Malcolm. The preternatural community is about control.’

He stood again. ‘You have almost complete discretion on how the warrant is executed, Anita. Will you use some of that discretion to find the truth before you kill my followers?’

I stood up. ‘I can’t guarantee anything.’

‘I would not ask that. I ask only that you look for the truth before it is too late for Sally, and my other follower, whose name you will not even give me.’ He sighed. ‘I have not sent Sally running out of town; why would I warn the other?’

‘You came through the door knowing Sally was in trouble. I’m not helping you figure the other bad guy out.’

‘It is a man, then?’

I just looked at him, glad that I could give full eye contact. It had always been so hard to do the tough stare back when I couldn’t look a vamp in the eyes.

He straightened his shoulders as if only now aware that he was slumping. ‘You won’t even give me that, will you? Please tell Jean-Claude what I have told you. I should have come to you immediately. I thought morals kept me from running to the very power structure I despise, but it wasn’t morals, it was sin; the sin of pride. I hope that my pride has not cost more of my followers their lives.’ He went for the door.

I called after him. ‘Malcolm.’

He turned.

‘How big an emergency is this?’

‘Big.’

‘Will a couple of hours make a difference?’

He thought about it. ‘Perhaps; why do you ask?’

‘I won’t be seeing Jean-Claude tonight. I just wanted to know if I should call him, give him a heads-up.’

‘Yes, by all means, give him his heads-up.’ He frowned at me. ‘Why would you not see your master tonight, Anita? Aren’t you living with him?’

‘Actually, no. I stay over at his place about half the week, but I’ve got my own place still.’

‘Will you be killing more of my kindred tonight?’

I shook my head.

‘Then you will raise my other colder brethren. Whose blissful death will you disturb tonight, Anita? Whose zombie will you raise so some human can get their inheritance, or a wife can be consoled?’

‘No zombies tonight,’ I said. I was too puzzled by his attitude on the zombies to be insulted. I’d never heard a vampire claim any kinship with zombies, or ghouls, or anything but other vamps.

‘Then what will keep you from your master’s arms?’

‘I’ve got a date, not that it ’s any of your business.’

‘But not a date with Jean-Claude, or Asher?’

I shook my head.

‘Your wolf king then, Richard?’

I shook my head, again.

‘For whom would you abandon those three, Anita? Ah, your leopard king, Micah.’

‘Wrong again.’

‘I am amazed that you are answering my questions.’

‘So am I, actually. I think it ’s because you keep calling me a whore, and I think I want to rub your face in it.’

‘What, the fact that you are a whore?’ His face showed nothing when he said it.

‘I knew you couldn’t do it,’ I said.

‘Do what, Ms Blake?’

‘I knew you couldn’t play nice long enough to get my help. I knew if I kept at you, you’d get snotty and mean.’

He gave a small bow, just from the neck. ‘I told you, Ms Blake, my sin is pride.’

‘And what ’s my sin, Malcolm?’

‘Do you want me to insult you, Ms Blake?’

‘I just want to hear you say it.’

‘Why?’

‘Why not?’ I said.

‘Very well; your sin is lust, Ms Blake, as it is the sin of your master and all his vampires.’

I shook my head and felt that unpleasant smile curl my lips. The smile that left my eyes cold, and usually meant I was well and truly pissed. ‘That ’s not my sin, Malcolm, not the one nearest and dearest to my heart.’

‘And what would your sin be, Ms Blake?’

‘Wrath, Malcolm, it ’s wrath.’

‘Are you saying I’ve made you angry?’

‘I’m always angry, Malcolm; you just gave me a target to focus it on.’

‘Do you envy anyone, Ms Blake?’

I thought about it, then shook my head. ‘Not really, no.’

‘I will not ask about sloth; you work entirely too hard for that to be an issue. You are not greedy, nor a glutton. Are you prideful?’

‘Sometimes,’ I said.

‘Wrath, lust, and pride, then?’

I nodded. ‘I guess, if we ’re keeping score.’

‘Oh, someone is keeping score, Ms Blake, never doubt that.’

‘I’m Christian, too, Malcolm.’

‘Do you worry about getting into heaven, Ms Blake?’

It was such an odd question that I answered it. ‘I did, for a while, but my faith still makes my cross glow. My prayers still have the power to chase the evil things away. God hasn’t forsaken me; it ’s just that all the right-wing fundamentalist Christians want to believe he has. I’ve seen evil, Malcolm, real evil, and you aren’t that.’

He smiled, and it was gentle, and almost embarrassed. ‘Have I come to you for absolution, Ms Blake?’

‘I don’t think I’m the one to give you absolution.’

‘I would like a priest to hear my sins before I die, Ms Blake, but none will come near me. They are holy, and the very trappings of their calling will burst into flames in my presence.’

‘Not true. The holy items only go off if the true believer panics, or if you try vampire powers on them.’

He blinked at me, and I realized his eyes held unshed tears, shimmering in the overhead lights. ‘Is this true, Ms Blake?’

‘I promise it is.’ His attitude was beginning to make me afraid for him. I didn’t want to be afraid for Malcolm. I had enough people in my life that I cared for enough to worry about; I did not need to add the undead Billy Graham to my list.

‘Do you know any priests that might be willing to hear a very long confession?’

‘I might, though I don’t know if they’re allowed to give you absolution, since technically in the eyes of the Church you’re already dead. You have ties to a lot of the religious community, Malcolm; surely one of the other leaders would be willing.’

‘I do not want to ask them, Anita. I do not want them to know my sins. I would rather . . .’ He hesitated, then spoke, but I was pretty sure it wasn’t the sentence he started to use. ‘Quietly, I would rather it be done quietly.’

‘Why the sudden need for confession and absolution?’

‘I am still a believer, Ms Blake; being a vampire has not changed that. I wish to die absolved of my sins.’

‘Why are you expecting to die?’

‘Tell Jean-Claude what I have told you about the stranger or strangers in my church. Tell him about my desire for a priest to hear my confession. He will understand.’

‘Malcolm . . .’

He kept walking, but stopped with his hand on the door. ‘I take back what I said, Ms Blake, I am not sorry I came. I am only sorry I did not come days ago.’ With that he walked out and closed the door softly behind him.

I sat down at my desk and called Jean-Claude. I had no idea what was going on, but something was up, something big. Something bad.
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I CALLED JEAN-CLAUDE’S strip club, Guilty Pleasures, first. He ’d gone back to being manager there since he had enough vampires to help run the other businesses. Of course, I didn ’t get Jean-Claude on the phone first thing. One of the employees answered and informed me that he was on stage. I told them I’d call back, and yes, it was important, so have him call me ASAP.

I hung up and stared at the phone. What was my sweetie doing while I sat in my office a few miles away? I pictured all that long dark hair, the pale perfection of his face, and I was thinking too hard. I could feel him. Feel the woman in his arms as she clung to him. He held her face between his hands to keep the kiss from getting out of hand, to keep her from shredding her own lips against the sharp points of his fangs. I felt her eagerness. Saw inside her mind, that she wanted him to take her here and now on the stage in front of everyone. She didn’t care; she just wanted him.

Jean-Claude fed on that desire, that need. He fed on it, as other vampires fed on blood. Half-naked waiters came onto the stage to help pry her, gently, from him. They helped her back to her seat, while she cried, cried for what she could not have. She had paid for a kiss, and she ’d gotten that, but Jean-Claude always left you wanting more. I should know.

He spoke like some seductive wind through my mind, ‘Ma petite, what are you doing here?’

‘Thinking too hard,’ I whispered to the empty office, but he heard me.

He smiled with at least two different types of lipstick smeared  around his mouth. ‘You entered my mind while I fed the ardeur and it did not rise in you; you have been practicing.’

‘Yeah.’ It felt weird saying it out loud in the empty, dim office, especially because I could hear the hum and murmur of the club around him. The women clamoring to be next, waving their cash for him to choose them.

‘I must choose a few more; then we may talk.’

‘Use the phone,’ I said. ‘I’m at the office.’

He laughed, and the sound echoed through me, shivered down my skin, made things low in my body tighten. I drew away from him, closed the metaphysical links between us enough so I wouldn’t get sucked back into his act. Then I tried to think about something else, anything else. If I’d known enough about baseball, I’d have thought about that, but that wasn’t my sport. Jean-Claude didn’t strip, but he did feed off the crowd ’s sexual energy. In another century he ’d have been called an incubus, a demon that fed on lust. The thought almost pulled me back to him, but I thought, Think about legal stuff, the law.  Something. In this century he just had to put a disclaimer in several prominent places in the club stating, ‘Warning: Vampire powers will be part of the entertainment. There are no exceptions. By being inside the club, you give permission for the legal use of vampire powers upon yourself and anyone with you.’

The new laws that had helped make vamps legal hadn’t really caught up to everything they could do. You couldn’t do one-on-one mind control, though mass hypnosis was okay, because the call wasn’t as deep, or as complete. One-on-one mind control meant the vampire could call people out of their beds, force them to come to the vampire. Mass hypnosis didn’t work that way, or that was the theory. A vamp couldn’t drink blood without getting the donor’s permission first. You couldn’t use vamp powers to get sex. Beyond that, the law stated that you had to notify humans in your place of business, and beyond that the law got really vague. The last no-no about no vamp powers for sex had been added only last year. It was  treated like a date-rape drug, for legal purposes. Except that a vampire convicted of its use was sentenced to death, not trial or jail. Malcolm was right about the double standard. Vampires were people under the law, but they didn’t get all the rights that the rest of the American citizenry got. Of course, most of the rest of the citizens couldn’t tear iron bars from their sockets and use mind control to wipe people ’s memories. They’d been deemed too dangerous for jail after a few bloody, and very messy, escapes.

So my job as vamp executioner had been invented. I don’t mean to make it sound like I was the first one with the job. I wasn’t. The ones who took the job first were people who had been slaying vampires when they were still illegal, so you could kill them on sight with no legal problems. The government had actually yanked the credentials of some people who’d had a hard time understanding that they had to wait for a warrant of execution before killing anyone. They’d finally had to put one of the old-style vamp hunters in jail. He was still in jail five years later. That had sent the message they wanted.

I’d come in at the tail end of the old school, but mostly I had never killed a vampire that hadn’t been covered by legal paperwork.

I glanced at my watch. I still had enough time to run home, change into date clothes, get Nathaniel, and make the movie.

The phone rang, and I jumped. Nervous, who me? ‘Hello?’ I made it a question.

‘Ma petite, what is wrong?’ That smooth voice eased over the phone like a hand caressing down my skin. It wasn’t sexual this time; it was calming. He ’d picked up my nervousness. In the middle of feeding the ardeur, he ’d missed it.

‘Malcolm came to see me.’

‘About the blood-oathing?’

‘Yes, and no,’ I said.

‘Why yes, and no, ma petite?’

I told him what Malcolm had told me. Somewhere in the middle of the talk, he shut down the metaphysical link between us, shut it  down so hard and so tight that I couldn’t feel anything from him. We could share each other’s dreams, but if we shielded hard enough, we could shut each other out. But it took work, and we didn’t do it often lately. The silence when I finished was so complete that I had to ask, ‘Jean-Claude, you still there? I can’t even hear you breathing.’

‘I do not have to breathe, ma petite, as well you know.’

‘It ’s just a saying,’ I said.

He sighed then, and the sound of it shivered over my skin. This time it was sexual. He could use some of his powers on me and still shield like a son of a bitch. I couldn’t. When I shielded that tight, I was cut off from a lot of my abilities. ‘Stop that. Don’t try to distract me with your voice. What is it that Malcolm can’t speak of without being killed?’

‘You will not like my answer, ma petite.’

‘Just tell me.’

‘I cannot tell you. I am under the same vow as Malcolm, as all the vampires everywhere are.’

‘All vampires?’

‘Oui.’

‘What, or who, could force an oath like that from all of you?’ I thought about it for a second, then answered my own question. ‘The vampire council, of course, your ruling body.’

‘Oui.’

‘So you aren’t going to tell me anything about what ’s happening?’

‘I cannot, ma petite.’

‘Well, that is just frustrating as hell.’

‘You have no idea how frustrating, ma petite.’

‘I am your human servant; doesn’t that make me privy to all your secrets?’

‘Ah, but this is not my secret.’

‘What does that mean, not your secret?’

‘It means, ma petite, that I cannot discuss this with you unless I am given permission.’

‘How do you get permission?’

‘Pray that I am never able to answer that question, ma petite.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means that, if I am able to speak about this openly, then we will have been contacted, and we do not wish to be contacted by this.’

‘This, a thing, not a person?’

‘I will say no more.’

I knew I could push against his shields, and sometimes crack them. I thought about it, and it was as if he read my mind, and maybe he had. ‘Please, ma petite, do not push me on this.’

‘How bad is it?’

‘Bad, but I think it is not our bad. I believe Malcolm will come to vampire justice for his crimes, whether we do it or not.’

‘So whatever, or whoever, this is, is hunting Malcolm?’

‘Perhaps. It is certainly he and his congregation that have the attention.’

‘Would whoever this is really frame Malcolm’s people and set up me and the other vamp executioners to do their dirty work?’

‘Perhaps. This legal status is very new. I know some of the older levels of vampire politics are puzzled by it. Perhaps some decided to use it to their own advantage.’

‘I had a case of that just two months ago, where one vamp framed another for a murder of a woman. I don’t want to kill someone who’s innocent.’

‘Is any vampire truly innocent?’

‘Don’t give me that fundamentalist shit, Jean-Claude.’

‘We are monsters, ma petite. You know that I believe that.’

‘Yeah, but you don’t want us to go back to the bad ol’ days and have it be open season on you guys.’

‘No, I do not want that.’ There was something in the dry tone of his voice.

‘You’re shielding so hard, I can’t tell what you’re feeling. You only shield this hard when you’re scared, really scared.’

‘I am afraid that you will pick from my mind what I am forbidden to tell you. There is no, how do you say, fudging, on this . . . rule of law for us. If you learned this secret even in my mind, by accident, it might be grounds to slaughter both of us.’

‘What the hell is this secret?’

‘I have told you all I can.’

‘Do I need to sleep at the Circus of the Damned with you tonight? Do we need to circle the wagons?’

He was quiet again, then finally said, ‘No, no.’

‘You don’t sound sure.’

‘I think it would be a very bad thing for you to sleep with me tonight, ma petite. Sex and dreams are the times when shields drop, and you might learn what we cannot afford for you to know.’

‘Are you saying that I’m not going to see you until this is resolved?’

‘No, no, ma petite, but not tonight. I will think about our situation and decide a course of action by tomorrow night.’

‘Course of action? What are the possibilities?’

‘I dare not say.’

‘Damn it, Jean-Claude, talk to me.’ I was a little angry, but the tight feeling in my stomach was mostly fear.

‘If all goes well, you will never learn this secret.’

‘But it ’s something that the council could have sent to kill Malcolm and destroy his church?’

‘I cannot answer your questions.’

‘Won’t, you mean.’

‘Non, ma petite, cannot. Has it not occurred to you that this could be a ploy of our enemies to give them an excuse under vampire law to destroy us?’

I suddenly felt cold. ‘No, it hadn’t occurred to me.’

‘Think upon it, ma petite.’

‘You mean, they send something, so that if you tell me about it, then it, or they, can kill us. You think someone on the council is  counting on the fact that we ’re so tightly bound metaphysically that you can’t keep a secret this big from me. And if I find out, it won’t just be Malcolm that they’ll kill, but us, too.’

‘It is a thought, ma petite.’

‘A very twisty-turny, underhanded thought.’

‘Vampires are a very twisty-turny lot, ma petite. As for underhanded, they would think of it as clever.’

‘They can think what they like, but it ’s a coward ’s way.’

‘Oh, no, ma petite, we do not want anyone on the council to put their full attention in a challenge to me. That would also be a very bad thing.’

‘So, what? I meet Nathaniel for our date, and I pretend we haven’t had this talk?’

‘Something like that, yes.’

‘I can’t pretend that I don’t know something big and bad has come to town.’

‘If it is not hunting us, be grateful, and do not pick at it. I beg you, Anita, for the sake of all you love, do not seek an answer to this riddle.’ He ’d called me by my real name; it was a bad sign.

‘I can’t just pretend nothing is happening, Jean-Claude. Aren’t you even going to tell me to be more careful than normal?’

‘You are always careful, ma petite. I never worry that any bad thing will catch you unaware. It is one of your charms for me that you can take care of yourself.’

‘Even against something bad enough to scare you and Malcolm this badly.’

‘I trust you, ma petite. Do you trust me?’

That was a loaded question, but finally I said, ‘Yeah.’

‘You do not sound certain.’

‘I trust you, but . . . I don’t like secrets, and I do not trust the council. And I have a warrant of execution on a vamp who is probably innocent. I’ve got a second warrant coming by tomorrow. They are both members of the Church of Eternal Life. I may not agree  with Malcolm’s philosophy, but his members usually stay away from killing offenses. If I get a warrant of execution for a third member of Malcolm’s church this week, then it ’s a frame. The law, as written, doesn’t give me much wiggle room, Jean-Claude.’

‘Actually, it gives you a great deal of wiggle room, ma petite.’

‘Yeah, yeah, but if I don’t use the warrant in a timely manner, I may have to answer to my superiors. I’m a federal marshal now, and they can call me on the carpet and make me explain my actions.’

‘Have they done that to any of the new marshals yet?’

‘Not yet. But if I’ve got a warrant, and other murders with the same MO keep happening, I’ll need an explanation as to why I haven’t killed Sally Hunter. The police, whatever the flavor, won’t accept “it ’s a secret” as an answer if people keep dying.’

‘How many humans are dead?’

‘One victim per warrant, but if I hesitate on the warrants, will whoever this is escalate the violence and force my hand?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Possibly,’ I said.

‘Oui.’

‘You know, this could get ugly really fast.’

‘You have used your discretionary powers to get warrants vacated in the past. You saved our Avery.’

‘He is not “our” Avery.’

‘He would be yours, if you would let him.’ There was the faintest of tones in his voice.

‘Are you jealous of Avery Seabrook? He ’s like only two years dead.’

‘Not jealous in the way you mean.’

‘Then how?’

‘It was my blood he drank when he took oath to me, ma petite, but it is not me he watches. I should be his master, but I think if we both ordered him to do opposite things, I am not certain I would win the contest.’

‘Are you saying that my hold on him is stronger than yours?’

‘I am saying it is a possibility.’

It was my turn for silence. I was a necromancer, not just an animator of zombies, but a real, true necromancer. I could control more than just zombies. We were still trying to figure out how much more.

‘Malcolm said he wasn’t sure which of us was victim and which victimizer anymore.’

‘He is foolish, but not a fool.’

‘I think I understood that,’ I said.

‘Then I will be plain. Go on your date with Nathaniel, celebrate your almost-anniversary. This is not our fight, not yet, perhaps not ever. Do not make it our fight, for it could be the death of everyone we love.’

‘Oh, thanks, and with that cheery message, I’ll have no trouble going to the movies and enjoying myself.’ Truthfully, I felt a little silly about the whole date tonight. Nathaniel wanted to celebrate our anniversary. The trouble was, we couldn’t agree on when our relationship changed from friends to more than friends. So, he’d chosen a date and called it our almost-anniversary. If I hadn’t been too embarrassed, I’d have picked the first time we had intercourse as the anniversary date. I just couldn’t figure out how to explain to friends why that date.

Jean-Claude sighed, and it wasn’t sexual this time, just frustrated, I think. ‘I wanted this almost-anniversary to go well, tonight, ma petite. Not just for your sake, and Nathaniel’s, but if he can work you through your reluctance to be romantic, then the rest of us might have a chance to celebrate special days with you, as well.’

‘And what date would you pick as our anniversary?’ I asked, in a voice thick with sarcasm.

‘The first night we made love, for that is the night that you truly let yourself love me.’

‘Damn it, you’ve thought about this.’

‘Why does sentiment make you so uncomfortable, ma petite?’

I’d have loved to answer him, but I couldn’t. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure. ‘I don’t know, and I’m sorry that I’m such a pain in the ass. I’m sorry that I don’t let you and the rest of the guys do all the romantic gestures you want. I’m sorry that it ’s so hard to be in love with me.’

‘Now, you are being too hard on yourself.’

‘I’m scared, I’m angry, I’m frustrated, and I don’t want to fight with you, because it ’s not your fault. But now, thanks to what you just said, I don’t feel like I can cancel the date with Nathaniel tonight.’ I thought about what I’d just said. ‘You bastard, you did this on purpose. You manipulated me into keeping the date with Nathaniel.’

‘Perhaps, but you are his first real girlfriend, and he is twenty. It is important to him, this night.’

‘He ’s dating me, not you.’

‘Oui, but if all the men in your life are happy, you are happier, and it makes my life easier.’

That made me laugh. ‘You bastard.’

‘And I did not lie, ma petite, I would love to celebrate once a year the first night you came to me. If your first attempt at a modest celebration fails, then the larger, more romantic gestures will never come to pass. I want them to come to pass.’

I sighed and leaned my head against the phone receiver. I heard him saying, ‘Ma petite, ma petite, are you still there?’

I put the receiver back to my mouth and said, ‘I’m here. Not happy, but I’m here. I’ll go, but there won’t be time to change now.’

‘I am sure that Nathaniel would much rather you go on this almost-anniversary than that you are dressed a certain way.’

‘Spoken from the man who most often dresses me in fetish wear.’

‘Not as often as I would like.’ Before I could think of a comeback, he said, ‘Je t’aime,’ and hung up. I love you, in French, and he got off the phone while the getting was good.
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I WAS RUNNING too late to even go home first. A phone call and Nathaniel agreed to just meet me at the theatre. There was no reproach in his voice, no complaint. I think he was afraid to complain, afraid I’d use it as an excuse to cancel the almost-anniversary. He was probably right. I was dating, at last count, six men. When you’re dating that many people, anniversaries seem hypocritical. I mean, wasn’t an anniversary something you did for your special someone? I still hadn’t worked my way through the squirming discomfort of dating this many men. I still couldn’t get rid of the idea that with six men to choose from you couldn’t have a special sweetie. I was still struggling with the idea that they could all be special. When I was alone, not with any of them, not looking at them, or all covered in their metaphysical stuff, I could be all uncomfortable, and feel stupid. I felt stupid and grumpy right up to the moment that I saw Nathaniel standing just inside the doors, waiting for me.

He was five foot six and a half now. He ’d grown half an inch in the last month. At twenty, twenty-one in the spring, he was growing into the broad shoulders, filling out in the way that most men do at a slightly earlier age. I actually got carded more at clubs than he did now, which irritated me, and pleased him. But it wasn’t height that made me stop and stare.

I stood in the midst of the Friday night crowd hurrying around me, and for just a few minutes I forgot that something bad enough to scare Jean-Claude and Malcolm had come to town. Yeah, Jean-Claude had told me we were safe, but still, it wasn’t like me to be careless in a crowd.

Nathaniel wore a leather trench coat and a matching fedora. The hat and coat hid most of him, and still managed to emphasize the body underneath. It was like hiding and asking for attention at the same time. He ’d added the hat to his winter gear because without it, he had gotten recognized a few times. Customers from Guilty Pleasures had spotted him as Brandon, his stage name. Once we covered the hair, it didn’t happen again.

His hair was in some kind of tight braid, so that it looked like his auburn hair was cut nice and standard short. It was illusion. His hair fell to his ankles, totally impractical, but God, it was pretty.

It wasn’t just the standard ooh, isn’t he pretty that made me stop. It was that suddenly in his new leather trench coat and hat, with his hair all covered, he looked grown-up. He was seven years younger than me, and I’d felt vaguely like a child molester when he first hit my radar. I’d fought long and hard to keep him out of the boyfriend box, but in the end, it hadn’t worked. Now I looked at him like a stranger might, and realized that the only one who still thought he might be a child was me. Standing there looking like a fetish version of Sam Spade, he didn’t look twenty. He looked very over twenty-one.

Someone bumped me, and that made me jump. Shit, that was too careless. I started moving, dressed in my own black leather trench coat, but no hat. I didn’t do hats unless it was freaking freezing. Even with Christmas only weeks away, it wasn’t that cold. St Louis in the wintertime: freezing one day, nearly fifty the next.

My trench coat was unbuttoned from the waist up, only belted in place. It was colder that way, but I could still reach my gun. Going armed in winter was always full of fun choices like that.

He spotted me before I’d gotten through the outer doors. He gave me that smile that made his whole face glow, so happy to see me. Once I would have bitched, but I was too busy fighting off my own version of the same smile. One of my other boyfriends said I hated being in love, and he was right. It always felt so stupid, like your insurance rates should go up, because you’re impaired. Romantically handicapped.

The face under the hat was too pretty to be handsome. He was beautiful, not handsome. Apparently, no matter how tall he got, or how much he muscled up, that wasn’t going to change. But it wasn’t a delicate face, the way Jean-Claude ’s was, or Micah’s was; it was stronger boned than that, higher cheekboned. Something a touch more male in his face – I couldn’t put my finger on it, but something – and when he looked full at you, you never thought feminine, but always male. Had that changed in the last few months? Had I not noticed that, or had it always been like this and I just was so determined to marginalize him that I couldn ’t let his face be more masculine than Jean-Claude ’s or Micah’s? Did I still equate strength and being a grown-up to being male? Me, of all people? Surely not.

His smile had faded around the edges. ‘What ’s wrong?’

I smiled and went to hug him. ‘Just wondering if I’m paying enough attention to you.’

He hugged me back, but not like he meant it. He pulled me back so he could see my face. ‘Why would you say that?’

I finally let myself look full into his eyes. Tonight I was so distracted by him that I’d avoided his eyes almost like he was a vampire with a gaze and I was some tourist human. His eyes were lavender – really, truly the color of lilacs. But it wasn’t just the color; they were large and perfect, and crowned his face with that final touch that just made your heart hurt. Too beautiful, simply too beautiful.

He touched my face. ‘Anita, what ’s wrong?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’ And I didn’t. I was attracted to Nathaniel but this was excessive. I looked away so I wouldn’t be staring directly into his face. What the hell was wrong with me tonight?

He tried to draw me into a kiss, and I pulled away. A kiss would undo me.

His hands dropped away from me. His voice held the first hint of anger. It took a lot to make Nathaniel angry. ‘It ’s just a movie, Anita. I’m not even asking for sex, just a movie.’

I glanced up at him. ‘I’d rather go home and have sex.’

‘Which is why I asked for the movie,’ he said.

I frowned at him. ‘What?’

‘Are you embarrassed about being seen with me in public?’

‘No.’ I let my face show how much it shocked me that he ’d even have to ask.

His face was very serious, hurt, ready to be angry. ‘Then what is it? You won’t even kiss me.’

I tried to explain. ‘I forgot everything but you for a minute.’

He smiled, his eyes not quite catching up to it. ‘Is that so bad?’

‘In my line of work, yes.’ I watched him try to understand. He was beautiful, but I could look at him without being stupid-faced. I moved closer to the smell of the new leather coat. I hugged him, and after a second ’s hesitation he hugged me back. I buried my face against the scent of leather and him. Sweet, clean, and underneath that the smell of vanilla. I knew now that it was only partially him, that some of that sweet scent was bath products and cologne, but the scent he wore didn’t smell so lusciously of vanilla on anyone else ’s skin. One of those tricks of skin chemistry that changes the scent of the really good perfumes.

‘We need to get seats.’ He whispered it against my hair.

I drew away from him, frowning again. I shook my head and that only partially cleared it. I reached into my coat pocket for a small, padded velvet bag. I opened it and dug the padding out until a cross spilled into my hand. It lay there silver and inert. I’d half expected it to glow, to show me that some vamp was messing with me. But it lay there, innocent and untouched.

‘What is wrong, Anita?’ Nathaniel looked worried now.

‘I think someone ’s messing with me.’

‘The cross isn’t showing it.’

‘You’re scrumptious, Nathaniel, but it ’s not like me to lose focus this badly in public.’

‘You think Mommie Dearest is trying again?’ he asked.

Mommie Dearest was my nickname for the head of the vampire council, the creator of vampire culture. The last time she ’d messed with me, a cross had burned into my hand and had to be pried out by a doctor. I had a permanent scar in my left palm from it. Up to now the cross, in a bag or under my bed, had kept her at bay.

‘I don’t know, maybe.’

‘There aren’t that many vamps that can get through your psychic shields,’ he said.

I slipped the chain over my neck, the silver glittering against the thin silk sweater.

‘You sure that ’s enough cloth between your skin and the cross?’

‘No, but I don’t think it ’s Mommie.’

He sighed and tried to keep the frown off his face. ‘Do you need to skip the movie?’

‘No, Jean-Claude said we ’d be safe tonight.’

‘Okay,’ Nathaniel said, ‘but I don’t like the way you said that.

What ’s gone wrong now?’

‘Let ’s find seats and I’ll tell you what little I know,’ I said. We managed to find two seats in the back row so my back was to a wall and I could see the rest of the theatre. I wasn’t being paranoid, or at least not more paranoid than usual. I always sat in the back row, if I could manage it.

By the time the previews had finished, I’d told him everything I knew, which wasn’t much.

‘And that ’s all Jean-Claude would tell you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Way too mysterious.’

‘Understatement,’ I said.

The music came up, the lights went down, and for the life of me I couldn’t remember what movie we ’d decided to see. I didn’t ask Nathaniel, because it might have hurt his feelings, and besides, in moments, the question would answer itself.
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THREE HOURS AND some change later, I knew the movie was the new version of King Kong. Nathaniel liked the movie better than I did. The special effects were great, but I was way ready for the ape to die long before he did. Which was a shame, since some of the movie was amazing. My cross hadn’t glowed once, and I hadn’t been more than normally fascinated with Nathaniel. Normally fascinated meant that sitting in date seats in the dark was intimate and fun, but it didn’t make me lose control. I thought about letting my hands wander, and with the other men in my life, I might have, but Nathaniel had less inhibitions than most. I might start something I wouldn’t want to finish in the theatre. Besides, you can’t watch the movie and grope your boyfriend, or at least I can’t.

One thing I had to do after a movie that long was take a restroom break. Riddle me this: Why is it that there is never a line for the men’s room, but the women’s always seems to have one? I did my bit in line, then finally got into the stall. At least it was clean.

The noise died away and let me know I was alone. Long damn line. I tucked and buckled everything back into place. One of the things I liked about shoulder holsters as opposed to carrying on the hip is that you don’t run the risk of dumping the gun in the toilet. Inner pants holsters that don’t go through a belt loop are some of the most precarious for bathroom use. Guns, unlike pagers, do not float.

I smoothed the stockings in place, glad that I wasn’t having to struggle with pantyhose anymore. Garter and stockings really are more comfortable. The bathroom was empty as I pushed the door  open. I started for the sinks when I saw the box sitting across one of them. ‘Anita’ was printed on the box in black block letters.

That little dickens. How had Nathaniel gotten in here to leave a present? If he ’d been caught in the ladies’ restroom, it could have gone badly. I washed and dried my hands, then opened the box. I had to fold back layers of white tissue paper before I found a mask. It was white and would have covered everything but the eyes from forehead to chin. It was utterly plain, a blank white face staring up at me. Why would he buy me this? If it had been leather and fetish-looking, I might have guessed something more adventurous on the sexual front, but this didn’t look like that kind of mask. Of course, I wasn’t an expert on that kind of mask, so maybe that was what it was for. If so, he hadn’t sold me on the idea. I didn’t like masks, and I was far from comfortable with bondage and submission. The fact that I had leanings that way myself hadn’t made me like it more; on the contrary, it scared me more because of it. You hate most in others what you’re afraid of in yourself.

I tried to find an expression that was neutral, but pleased, and walked out carrying the box. Nathaniel was waiting against the far wall, holding both our coats and his hat. The leather hat got hot indoors. He smiled when he saw me and walked toward me with a quizzical look on his face. ‘Did someone leave that in the bathroom?’

I showed him that it had my name on it. ‘I thought you were trying to surprise me.’

‘You hate surprises,’ he said.

My pulse sped up, not a lot, but a little. I moved us so that the wall was at my back. I was suddenly looking at the people near us, looking hard; but everyone looked innocent, or at least not guilty. Couples holding hands, families with kids in tow: it all looked normal.

‘What ’s in there?’ Nathaniel asked.

‘A mask,’ I whispered.

‘Can I see it?’

I nodded.

He moved the lid and tissue paper, while I kept searching the happy moviegoers for evil intent. There was a couple staring a little too hard at us, but that could be other things.

‘It looks like someone started to make a mask and stopped before they finished,’ he said.

‘Yeah, it looks too blank.’

‘Why would someone give you this?’

‘Did you see someone carry this in?’

‘It ’s a big box, Anita. I’d have noticed.’

‘Did anyone carry in a bigger-than-average purse?’

‘Not one big enough to hide this.’

‘You were standing right there, Nathaniel. You had to see.’

We exchanged a look. ‘I didn’t see this.’

‘Shit,’ I said low and with feeling.

‘Someone was messing with you earlier, and they messed with me to get inside the bathroom,’ he said.

‘Did you sense anything?’ I asked.

He thought about it, and finally shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Double shit.’

‘Call Jean-Claude, now,’ he said.

I nodded and handed him the box so I could use my cell phone. Nathaniel wrapped the mask back up while I waited for Jean-Claude to pick up. This time he actually answered his office phone himself. ‘I got a present,’ I said.

‘What did our pussycat buy you?’ he asked, not offended that I hadn’t said hello first.

‘Nathaniel didn’t buy it.’

‘It is not like you to speak in riddles, ma petite.’

‘Ask me what it is,’ I said.

‘What is it?’ and his voice was sliding into that blankness he did so well.

‘A mask.’

‘What color is it?’

‘You don’t sound surprised,’ I said.

‘What color is it, ma petite?’

‘What does that matter?’

‘It matters.’

‘White, why?’

He let out a breath I hadn’t known he was holding, and spoke softly and heatedly in French for several minutes, until I could get him calmed down enough to speak English to me.

‘It is good news, and bad, ma petite. White means they have come to observe us, not to harm us.’

I moved so that my hand covered my mouth as I talked. I wanted to keep an eye on the drifting crowd, but I didn’t want some human to overhear what promised to be a tricky conversation. But I didn’t want to go outside until I found out how much danger we were in. The crowd was both a danger and a help. Most bad guys are reluctant to start cutting people up in a crowd. ‘What color would mean harm?’ I asked.

‘Red.’

‘Okay, who is they, because I assume this means we ’ve been contacted by the mystery whoever.’

‘It does.’

‘So who are they, what are they? And why the hell this cloak-and-dagger shit with the mask? Why not a letter or a phone call?’

‘I am not certain. They would normally have sent the mask to me, as Master of the City.’

‘Why send it to me, then?’

‘I do not know, ma petite.’ He sounded angry, and he didn’t usually get angry this easily.

‘You’re scared.’

‘Very.’

‘I guess we come to the Circus tonight, after all.’

‘Apologize to Nathaniel for this ruining his date with you, but oui, you must come here. We have much to discuss.’

‘Who are these guys, Jean-Claude?’

‘The name will mean nothing to you.’

‘Just tell me.’

‘The Harlequin, they are the Harlequin.’

‘Harlequin, you mean like the French clown?’

‘Nothing half so pleasant, ma petite. Come home and I will explain.’

‘How much more danger are we in?’ The couple was still staring at us. The woman nudged the man, and he shook his head.

‘White means they will observe only. This could be the only contact we have with them, if we are very, very lucky. They will watch us, then leave.’

‘Why tell us at all, if that ’s all they plan to do?’

‘Because it is our law. They may pass through a territory, or hunt someone across a territory, much as you hunt wicked vampires across state lines, but if they are planning to be within an area for more than a few nights, then they are bound by law to contact the Master of the City.’

‘So this could be all about Malcolm and his church.’

‘It could.’

‘You don’t believe that.’

‘It would be too easy, ma petite, and nothing about the Harlequin is ever easy.’

‘What are they?’

‘They are the closest thing to police that we vampires have. But they are also spies, assassins. It was they who slew the Master of London when he went mad.’

‘Elinore and the other vamps didn’t say that.’

‘Because they could not.’

‘You mean, if they had told anyone who killed their master, they’d have been killed?’

‘Yes.’

‘That ’s crazy, they all knew it.’

‘Among themselves, oui, but not to outsiders, and once the Harlequin leave town the secrecy takes effect once more.’

‘So we can talk about them now, but later, when they leave, it ’s forbidden to mention them?’

‘Oui.’

‘That ’s insane.’

‘It is law.’

‘Have I told you recently that some of the vampire laws are stupid?’

‘You have never put it quite that way.’

‘Well, I’m putting it that way now.’

‘Come home, ma petite, or better yet, come to Guilty Pleasures. I will tell you more of the history of the Harlequin when I have you safe with me. We should be safe. It is a white mask. We are expected to act as if there is nothing wrong. So I will finish my work night.’

‘You’ve fed the ardeur. You’re done for the night.’

‘There are still acts to manage and my voice to lend to a microphone. ’

‘Fine. We ’ll be there.’

Nathaniel whispered, ‘They’re coming over.’

I glanced up to find the couple that had been staring so hard walking toward us. They didn’t look dangerous, and they were definitely human. I whispered into the telephone, ‘Are all the Harlequin vamps?’

‘To my knowledge, why?’

‘We ’ve got a pair of humans walking toward us.’

‘Come to me, ma petite, and bring Nathaniel.’

‘Love ya,’ I said.

‘And I you.’

We hung up so I could give my attention to the couple. The woman was petite and blond, and embarrassed and eager at the same time. The man was grumpy, or embarrassed.

‘You’re Brandon,’ she said to Nathaniel.

He admitted it, and I watched his stage smile come on line. He was happy to see her, and all the worry was just gone. He was on.

I didn’t really have an ‘on’ face. I wasn’t really sure what I was supposed to do while strange women came up and said things to my boyfriend.

‘But you were on stage, too,’ she said, turning to me. I’d been recognized as Anita Blake, vampire hunter, zombie raiser, but never from that one night I’d gone on stage at Guilty Pleasures. Nathaniel had picked me out of the crowd instead of some stranger. I’d agreed to it, but I hadn’t wanted to do it again.

I nodded. ‘Once.’ I felt Nathaniel tense beside me. I should have just said yes. Nathaniel worried that I was embarrassed by him, and I wasn’t. It was fine that he was a stripper, but it wasn’t my gig. I was not nearly exhibitionist enough for it.

‘I’d finally persuaded Greg to go with me to the club, and he was glad he came, weren’t you?’ She turned to the grumpy boyfriend.

He finally nodded, and he wouldn’t look at me. Definitely embarrassed. That made two of us. None of my clothes had come off on stage, but I still didn’t like being reminded of it.

‘It was so erotic, what you did on stage together,’ she said, ‘so sensual.’

Nathaniel said, ‘So glad you enjoyed the show. I’ll be on stage tomorrow night.’

Her face glowed with happiness. ‘I know. I check the website. But it doesn’t mention your friend.’ She nodded at me. ‘Greg wants to know when you’ll be back, don’t you, Greg?’ She was looking at me when she said it.

What I thought in my head was, When hell freezes over. I don’t know what I would have said out loud, because Nathaniel saved us. ‘You know how you had to persuade Greg to come to the club?’

She nodded.

‘I had to persuade her to get on stage.’

‘Really?’ she said.

‘Really,’ Nathaniel said.

Greg finally spoke. ‘Was it your first time on stage?’

‘Yes,’ I said, wondering how to get out of this conversation without being rude. I’d have been rude, but Nathaniel wouldn’t be. Bad for business, and rude just wasn’t one of the things that he did much.

‘It didn’t seem like your first time,’ and he looked at me then. The look was the kind you never want a strange man to give you. Too much heat, too much sex.

I looked at Nathaniel. The look said clearly, End this conversation, or I will.

Nathaniel understood the look; he ’d seen it enough. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed the show, and I hope to see you both again tomorrow. Have a wonderful night.’ He started to move away, and I followed.

Greg moved closer to us. ‘Will you be there tomorrow night?’

Nathaniel smiled, and said, ‘Of course.’

He shook his head. ‘Not you, her. What ’s her name?’

I didn’t want to give him my name. Don’t ask me why, but I didn’t. Nathaniel came to the rescue again. ‘Nicky.’

I gave him a look, but my back was to them, so they couldn’t see it. Greg said, ‘Nicky?’

Nathaniel took my arm and kept us moving, balancing the box in his other hand. ‘When she ’s on stage,’ he said.

‘When will Nicky be at the club?’

‘Never,’ I said, and walked faster. Nathaniel kept up with me. When we were clear of his, our, fans, his face showed dread. Dreading the fight that was coming.
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I WASN’T SO angry that I forgot to check out the crowd as we moved, but I had to force the anger down to be able to see straight. I was actually more embarrassed than angry, which meant the fight could be all the worse for it. I hated being embarrassed, and usually masked it with anger. Even knowing that ’s what I did didn’t change the fact that I did it. It just let me know why I was angry.

I actually waited until we were in the parking lot to say, ‘Nicky?  What the fuck kind of name is that?’

‘One I’d remember,’ he said.

I jerked away from him hard enough that he almost dropped the box. ‘I’m never going to be on stage again; I don’t need a stage name.’

‘You don’t want them to figure out your real name, do you?’

I frowned at him. ‘I’m in the news enough. They’ll figure it out eventually.’

‘Maybe, but if you give them a stage name to remember, they’ll think of you as a stripper, not as a federal marshal. You’re embarrassed enough that Detective Arnet saw us on stage that night.’

‘Yes, and I’m still waiting for her to tell the rest of the police that she and I work with.’

‘But she hasn’t,’ he said.

I shook my head.

‘She can’t admit she saw you without admitting she was there, and why,’ he said.

‘Cops go to strip clubs all the time,’ I said.

‘But she didn’t go to see strippers, she went to see me.’

That stopped me. Made me turn and stare at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘She came to the club on a night you weren’t there. Since you’ve avoided the club as much as possible, that ’s a lot of the time. Can we have this conversation in the car?’

He had a point. I unlocked the car, and we climbed in. ‘Where ’s the other car?’

‘I had Micah drop me off, so he ’ll have the car if he needs it. I knew you’d drive me home.’

It made sense. I turned on the car so the heater would start working. I finally realized it was a little chilly. My anger had kept me warm even with my coat flapping open. ‘What do you mean, Arnet came to the club?’

‘She paid to have a private dance.’

I stared at him. ‘She did what?’

Detective Jessica Arnet worked on the Regional Preternatural Investigation Team, RPIT for short. It was the branch of local police that I worked with the most. I’d known she had a crush on Nathaniel, but I’d been so busy trying not to admit that I was living with a stripper that I’d kept him too much a secret. Until I brought him as a date to a wedding that Arnet was at. Then the secret was out, and she was mad at me for not telling her we were an item sooner. She seemed to feel like I’d let her make a fool of herself. She hadn’t made a fool of herself, but she had come to Guilty Pleasures for the first time that one night that Nathaniel got me on stage. She was now convinced that I was abusing Nathaniel. Chain someone up on stage and hit them with a flogger a few times, and people think you’re abusing them. Of course, the flogger had been Nathaniel and Jean-Claude ’s idea. A part of Nathaniel’s regular show, apparently. What I’d done next had been all me, and Nathaniel. I had marked him, bitten him hard enough to bleed him, on stage. It had been the first time I’d voluntarily marked him like that, not just because the ardeur got out of control, but because he liked it, and I liked it, and I’d promised.

Arnet was convinced that I was Madame de Sade and Nathaniel was my victim. I’d tried explaining that Nathaniel was only a victim when he wanted to be, but she hadn’t bought it. I’d been convinced she would tell the other cops and out me, badly. Living with a twenty-year-old stripper with juvenile arrests for prostitution was bad enough, but getting on stage myself, well, that would have been . . . oh, hell, bad.

‘How private a dance did she get?’

He grinned. ‘Are you jealous?’

I thought about it for a second, then had to say, ‘Yeah, I guess so.’

‘That ’s so sweet,’ he said.

‘Just tell me about Arnet.’

‘She didn’t want the dance. She wanted to talk.’ He seemed to think about it for a second, then added, ‘Okay, she wanted the dance, a lot, but she was too uncomfortable with me to ask for what she wanted. We just talked.’

‘About?’ I said.

‘She tried to get me to admit that you were abusing me. She wanted me to leave you and save myself.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘You were already worried about Arnet telling Zerbrowski and the other cops what she ’d seen. You were in the middle of some messy murder investigation. I didn’t figure you needed the hassle, and I handled it.’

‘Has she been back?’

He shook his head.

‘Tell me next time, okay?’

‘If you want.’

‘I want.’

‘She can’t tell on you, because she ’d be afraid you’d tell them that she has a thing for your stripper boyfriend. She doesn’t want to admit that what bothered her the most about the show you and I did is that she liked it.’

‘I didn’t think Arnet swung that way,’ I said.

‘Neither did she.’

I looked at him, studied that face. There was a look on it now. ‘Just say it, the look in your eyes, just say it.’

‘You hate most in others what you don’t like in yourself.’

‘Huh.’

‘What?’

‘I thought something almost identical to that earlier tonight.’

‘What about?’

I shook my head. ‘Do you really think giving Greg and his girlfriend a stage name for me will keep them from making the connection to Anita Blake?’

‘Yeah, I do. They’ll think of you as a stripper named Nicky and that ’s it. You won’t be anything or any more to them than that.’

‘Strangely disturbing, but why Nicky, why that name?’

‘Because I knew I’d remember it.’

‘Remember it, why?’

‘Because it was my name when I did porn.’

I blinked at him. ‘What?’

‘Nicky Brandon is the name I used when I did movies.’

I did the long blink, the one that meant I was thinking hard, or too surprised to think. ‘You gave me your pornography name?’

‘Half of it,’ he said.

I didn’t know what to say. Was I supposed to be flattered, or insulted? ‘I declare this fight over until I figure out if we ’re actually f ighting.’

‘Trust me, Anita, this isn’t a fight.’

‘Then how come I’m angry?’

‘Let ’s see: there ’s some bad vamps in town messing with us, you always hate it when fans recognize Brandon the stripper, but tonight, for the first time, you got recognized from the one time you went on stage. If you’re embarrassed by my job, you’re even more embarrassed that anyone would think you could be a stripper.’

‘I’m not embarrassed about your job.’

‘Yeah, you are,’ he said.

I started the car. ‘I am not.’

‘Then next time you introduce me to your friends, don’t call me a dancer, call me an exotic dancer.’

I opened my mouth, closed it, and started backing up. I wouldn’t do it. He was right. I’d keep introducing him as simply a dancer. ‘Do you want me to introduce you like that?’

‘No, but I want you not to be ashamed of what I do.’

‘I’m not ashamed of you, or your job.’

‘Fine, have it your way.’ But his tone said clearly that he was letting me win, but that I was wrong, and hadn’t won anything. I hated when he did that. He just stopped fighting in the middle of the fight, not because he ’d lost, but just because he didn’t want to fight anymore. How do you fight with someone who won’t fight? Answer: you don’t.

The real trouble was, he was right. I was embarrassed about his job. I shouldn’t have been, but I was. When he was a teenager, he ’d been a runaway, and a prostitute, and on drugs. He ’d been off drugs for nearly four years. He ’d been out of ‘the life’ since he was sixteen. He ’d done porn, and I knew that. But I didn’t dwell on it. I assumed he ’d stopped doing the movies about the same time he stopped hooking, but I wasn’t sure of that. I hadn’t really asked, had I? He was a wereleopard, which meant he couldn’t catch any sexually transmitted disease. That helped me ignore his past. The lycanthropy killed everything that could injure the host body; it kept him healthy. It made it so that I could pretend he hadn’t had more sexual partners than I wanted to know about.

I was trapped at the light across from St Louis Bread Company when I said, ‘Want to hear what Jean-Claude told me about the mask?’

‘If you want to tell me.’ He sounded mad.

‘I’m sorry that I’m not completely comfortable with your job, okay?’

‘Well, at least you admit it.’

The light changed, and I eased forward. We ’d had two inches of snow, and everyone here forgot how to drive in it. ‘I don’t like to admit when I’m uncomfortable, you know that.’

‘Tell me what Jean-Claude said.’

I told him.

‘So they may be here for Malcolm and his church.’

‘Maybe.’

‘I’m surprised you didn’t demand more answers on the phone.’

‘I didn’t know what the happy couple wanted. Jean-Claude said we ’re not in danger, so I hung up.’

‘It ’s not my fault that they recognized us.’

‘You. They recognized you.’

‘Fine, they recognized me.’ He was back to being mad again.

‘I’m sorry, Nathaniel, I’m really sorry. That wasn’t fair.’

‘No, you’re right. If we hadn’t been out together they probably wouldn’t have spotted you.’

‘I am not embarrassed to be seen with you in public.’

‘You hate it when fans recognize me.’

‘I thought I was pretty cool when that woman passed you her phone number at dinner, when you were out with Micah and me.’

‘She waited until you went to the bathroom.’

‘And that ’s supposed to make me feel better?’ I turned onto 44 and headed toward the city.

‘She didn’t want to intrude on our date.’

‘She thought you and Micah were escorts, and that I was paying you for the evening.’

‘The last time she saw me that’s what I was doing for a living, Anita.’

‘I know, I know. She passed you her number because she wanted to see you again, and the old number wasn’t working. You’re right, she was polite about it.’

‘I told her I was on a date-date, and she was embarrassed.’

I still remembered the woman. She ’d been slender and elegant and old enough to be Nathaniel’s mother. Thanks to Jean-Claude I knew clothes, and she ’d been wearing expensive ones. The jewelry had been understated, but very nice. She was one of those women who headed charity balls and sat on committees for the art museum, and she ’d been hiring male prostitutes young enough to be her son.

‘I think what bothered me about her was that she didn’t look like someone who would . . .’

‘Hire an escort,’ he finished for me.

‘Yeah.’

‘I had a lot of different kinds of customers, Anita.’

‘I figured that.’

‘Did you, or did you try never to think about it?’

‘Okay, the latter.’

‘I can’t change my past, Anita.’

‘I didn’t ask you to.’

‘But you want me to quit stripping.’

‘I never said that.’

‘You’re embarrassed by it, though.’

‘For God ’s sake, Nathaniel, let it go. I’m embarrassed about being up on stage myself. I’m embarrassed that I fed on you in public.’ I gripped the steering wheel so tight it hurt. ‘When I fed the ardeur off you that night, I fed off the entire audience. I didn’t mean to, but I fed on their lust. I felt how much they enjoyed the show, and I fed on it.’

‘And you didn’t have to feed again for twenty-four hours.’

‘Jean-Claude took my ardeur and shared it around among you guys.’

‘Yes, but he thinks that one of the reasons he was able to do that is that you fed off the crowd, and me. I loved that you marked me in front of the crowd. You know how much I loved it.’

‘Are you saying that if I hadn’t gone up on stage and accidentally fed from the crowd, the ardeur would have gotten out of control in the middle of that serial killer case?’

‘Maybe.’

I thought about that for a second as I drove. I thought about the  ardeur going out of control in a van full of cops, Mobile Reserve cops, our answer to SWAT. I thought about the ardeur getting out of control while I was in a nest of vampires that had killed over ten people.

‘If that ’s true, then why didn’t Jean-Claude try to get me down to the club again?’

‘He ’s offered.’

‘I’ve refused.’

‘Yeah,’ Nathaniel said.

‘Why tell me now?’

‘Because I’m mad at you,’ he said. He lowered his head on top of the box in his lap. ‘Because I’m mad that our date is ruined. I’m mad that some metaphysical crap is going to ruin our almost-anniversary.’

‘I didn’t plan this,’ I said.

‘No, but your life is always like this. Do you have any idea how hard it is to have a normal date with you?’

‘If you don’t like it, you don’t have to stay in it.’ The moment I said it, I wished I hadn’t, but I didn’t take it back.

‘Do you mean that?’ he asked, in a low, careful voice.

‘No,’ I said, ‘no, I don’t mean it. I’m just not used to you picking at me. That ’s usually Richard ’s job.’

‘Don’t compare me with him. I don’t deserve that.’

‘No, you don’t.’ Richard Zeeman had once been my fiancé, but it hadn’t lasted. I’d broken up with him when I saw him eat someone. He was the head of the local werewolf pack. He ’d broken up with me when he couldn’t handle that I was more comfortable with the monsters than he was. At the moment, we were lovers, and he was finally letting me feed the ardeur off him. I was his girlfriend in the preternatural community, lupa to his Ulfric, and he wasn’t shopping to replace me in that part of his life. He was shopping for a completely human woman to replace me in the part of his life where he was a mild-mannered  junior high science teacher. He wanted kids and a life that didn’t include full moons and killer zombies. I didn’t blame him completely. If I’d had an option for a normal life, I might have taken it. Of course, Richard really didn’t have the option either. There was no cure for lycanthropy. But he was going to divide his life into pieces and try to keep all the pieces from finding out about the other parts. Sounded hard, hell, sounded like a recipe for disaster. But it wasn’t my life, and so far he was just dating people. If he got serious about someone else, then we ’d see how I felt about being the other woman.

‘You missed the turn, Anita,’ Nathaniel said.

I cursed and braked too hard in the thin snow. I got the Jeep under control, then let us coast past our exit. I’d turn around. You could always turn around. ‘Sorry,’ I said.

‘Thinking about Richard?’ He tried for neutral and failed.

‘Yeah.’

‘My fault, I guess; I brought him up.’

‘What ’s with the tone?’ I asked. I turned into a section of town that was in the middle of being gentrified but hadn’t quite made it yet. But we were headed back toward the riverfront.

‘If Richard were a stripper, would you be embarrassed by him, too?’

‘Drop this, Nathaniel, I mean it.’

‘Or what?’ There was that first prickling run of energy over my skin. He was angry enough that it was making his beast peek out.

‘You’re picking on me tonight, Nathaniel. I don’t need that.’

‘I believe that you love me, Anita, but you love me by hiding from what I am. I need you to accept who I am.’

‘I do.’

‘You tell Arnet that I’m not your victim, but you won’t tie me up during sex. You won’t abuse me.’

‘Don’t start this again,’ I said.

‘Anita, the bondage is part of who I am. It makes me feel safe and good.’

This was one of the reasons I’d fought so long and hard to stay out of Nathaniel’s love life. I did some stuff, nails, teeth, and I enjoyed it, but there were limits to my comfort level, and he ’d been trying to push me past those limits in the last few weeks. I’d worried from the beginning that he wouldn’t be happy with someone who was less into the bondage scene than he was, and that was exactly what was happening.

‘In some ways you make me feel better about myself than anyone ever has, Anita, but you also make me feel bad about myself. You make me feel like an evil freak, because of what I want.’

I found a parking spot just down the street from Guilty Pleasures’s glowing neon sign. It was unusual to find parking this close to the club on a weekend. Parallel parking is not my best thing, so I concentrated on that, while part of me thought furiously about what to say to him.

I finally got us parked and turned off the car. The silence was thicker than I wanted it to be. I turned as far as the seat belt would allow and looked at him. He stared out the window away from me.

‘I don’t want to make you feel bad about yourself, Nathaniel. I love you, damn it.’

He nodded, then turned and looked at me. The streetlight glittered on tears. ‘I’m terrified that I’m going to drive you away. My therapist says that I’m either a full partner in the relationship, or I’m not. Full partners ask for their needs to be met.’

Truthfully, I’d thought his therapist would be on my side, but BDSM was no longer considered an illness. It was just another alternative lifestyle. Damn it.

‘I want you to get what you need out of our . . . out of us.’

‘I’m not asking for that much, Anita. Just tie me up while we have sex. Then do what we would have done anyway. Nothing else.’
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