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IMMORTAL. INGENIOUS. AND DOWNRIGHT INFURIATING.

Void City’s resident badass vampire has a secret to keep, everything to lose, and a plan to win it all. Eric has taken control of the city’s supernatural hierarchy, putting all the deals and contracts that allow Void City to function up for renegotiation. When he installs his insane vampire daughter, Greta, as Void City’s sheriff of the supernatural, bloody mayhem ensues. To further complicate things, the love of Eric’s life is back from the dead, immortally young, at a cost that has put Eric under the thumb of a very powerful demon. The mysterious mouser Talbot, morose mage Magbidion, and all of Eric’s thralls are trying to help him keep things under control. . . . But with early onset Alzheimer’s, vampire hunters, demons, a band of chupacabra, a cursed cousin with a serious grudge, and Rachel as his new “handler” . . . there’s just not an app for that.
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ERIC

ALL A PART OF THE PLAN

Vampires burn.

It’s a rule.

A blanket hit me from behind, smothering the flames, and I felt strong arms around me, patting out the more stubborn patches around my neck and shoulders. I pushed Talbot away and rubbed at the smoldering remnants of the sun’s wrath the same way a mortal man might dry himself after a shower.

“You could have just turned into a mouse,” Talbot said. “I would have carried you in from the car.”

Talbot’s a mouser. He’d probably tell you that I’m his vampire. A pet of sorts. Mousers are basically cats that can be humans when they feel like it. Talbot has been with me since El Segundo, when the world went crazy and I had to play the hero. He believes I have hidden depths. I think he’s deluded.

I tossed the blanket on the floor and stared up at him. Talbot is bigger than me, over six feet tall, and he has better taste in clothes. He’s almost always wearing a bespoke suit, with well-tailored silks and satins setting off the dark color of his skin, the bright green of his eyes, and his bald head. I, on the other hand, have all my hair and prefer jeans and a T-shirt.

Smoke rose off my T-shirt as I seated myself calmly in a metal folding chair, waiting for my burns to heal.

“I forgot the sun was out,” I said with a shrug.

I’ve never been too good at keeping track of whether it’s day or night outside . . . which may sound funny coming from a person who catches fire if he gets it wrong, but it’s the way I am. When I died (okay, if we’re being picky, I was murdered), it was daytime when I rose as a vampire, so at least it’s not a new development or anything.

I needed to keep it together. This was going to be The Big Day.

With an exasperated sigh, I stopped worrying about having forgotten the sun and decided to blame it on the sunproof glass they have in the back of the squad cars in Void City. One of the perks I get is cop-chauffeur service; I’ll explain why later. If I ride around in a squad car too long, though, I forget why it’s so bright outside.

Bright.

It was bright inside the warehouse, too. The place was old, but the lights worked well. I closed my eyes, waiting for the last trace of pain to vanish with the burns. My mind doesn’t always work properly. It works better at night, but I still have good days and bad days. I needed today to be a good one. This was it. Day number one of my Big Plan.

When I closed my eyes, my other senses kicked into overdrive on instinct. The sound of heartbeats came first. I’m always aware of them on some level, the heartbeats of those who have them. It’s worse when I’m hungry. I hadn’t fed yet, and there were a lot of heartbeats to hear. Talbot’s heart—a strong steady thumping; Magbidion’s—a fluttering weak sound; and all the cops who were in on at least this portion of my Big Plan . . . their hearts beat in different ways: harder, softer, faster, slower . . . as unique to me as a face or a voice.

After the heartbeats, other sounds came into play. Outside the warehouse, I knew Sal was still sitting in the front seat of the squad car that had driven me here, wearing a portable radio, with one earbud tucked into the collar of his uniform and the other snaked up into his right ear. He and Little Carl have never been able to agree on a station, so he listens to an earbud and Carl listens to silence. Vampire hearing is good enough that I heard Sal’s favorite station as well as he could. Better, even.

I don’t know how the station does it yet, but when the Veil of Scrythax, the mystical artifact that used to prevent mundane citizens from seeing or remembering encounters with the supernatural, got ripped to shreds last year, 100.6 FM (WVCT—Void City Talk Radio) kept broadcasting the same as it always has. Mundane listeners seem to hear Christian or sports talk programming, but the rest of us hear the never-ending jabber of Sly Imp: Void City’s demonic voice of the airwaves. The damned shock jock is distracting enough to make me forget about the sun, although apparently, that doesn’t take much. I’d been thinking about something he said, kind of a tagline of sorts: “In Void City, the vampires run the town, the cops are on the take, and the werewolves have found religion.”

Sly Imp’s voice caught my attention, and I focused in for a moment. If I recognized the background music, Denis Leary’s “Asshole,” correctly, Sly was about to discuss me.

“And what do we think of our new Lord and Master, the great and powerful raging erection that is Eric Courtney?”

“Cue laugh track,” I mumbled. And as if on my cue, the laugh track sounded. Who the hell still uses a laugh track?

“I mean, is it just me, or if our fearless leader is going to fly around in his combat form killing things left, right, and sideways, does he really have to do it with his ‘staff of office’ swinging in the breeze? We know it’s big, pal. You don’t have to wave it around out in the open like that. Save that thrill for the little woman back home. Am I right? Oh, oh, and speaking of the little woman . . .”

I really need to put some pants on the über vamp. A pair of shorts. Something. The über vamp is my “big bad combat” mode: all leather wings and ebony claws. Real balls-out vampire badass mojo. Quite literally balls out in my case. I don’t know why I can shape-change into a mouse and back while keeping my clothes, but I always wind up naked when I’m the über vamp.

I tuned out Sly’s ongoing roast and concentrated on the task at hand. Lord Phillip, the former vampiric ruler of Void City, never had the kind of trouble I was having. Killing him had set loose such a world of shit that I was still dealing with it almost a year later. In my own defense, I hadn’t intended to take over.

Lord Phillip had been a twisted freak, which was fine with me—or would have been, provided he kept out of my way. I’m not the sort of guy who runs around righting wrongs and slaying dragons. But Phil messed with Greta, my daughter. She’s adopted, one hell of a vampire, and can generally take care of herself, but if you mess with her, I’ll kill you, knock your ivory tower down, set it on fire, and slaughter all your friends. It’s a rule.

Unfortunately, the act of following said rule put me in charge.

I don’t like responsibility, but it’s not something I shirk, which is why my singed sorry ass was seated on but not sticking to (thanks to my blue jeans) the aforementioned folding chair, watching Captain Stacey in his office on the other side of town, through the eyes of one of my thralls.

It had been almost a year since I’d knocked down Lord Phil’s Highland Towers and taken over, and this was a part of The Plan I couldn’t put off any longer. Like I said before, I had a plan. If you know me, you know the idea of me with a plan should scare the hell out of you.

Maybe sometimes in the past I’ve been willfully ignorant, but I’m not stupid. Remember that bit about not shirking my duty? Keep it in mind. Step one of The Big Plan involved just that: doing my duty. It also involved Captain Stacey of the VCPD.

Captain Stacey had been in charge of the VCPD since the late sixties. Well, mid- to late sixties. Shortly after my death, let’s say. He surely must have felt safe, protected, sitting there in his office. No mortal man would be a threat to him. His door wasn’t locked. His gun wasn’t even on his desk or at his side. I’m sure a being like him doesn’t feel the need for such things the way a mortal might. As a mouser, like Talbot, Stacey was nigh immortal, incredibly hard to kill, and his morals were, to say the least, mutable and open to negotiation. I mean, mousers basically have the same morals a cat has. Even so, there are good cats and bad cats.

Stacey was a bad cat. The VCPD badge with his name on it meant he was part of the biggest gang in Void City. Every last cop was either crooked or kept under his mystic control by an ages-old deal with the Mages Guild. A thing like Stacey made the perfect public servant for Vampire High Society. For years I had no interest in him at all, even when he was hired to help capture me a few years ago. I’ve been historically willing to ignore all kinds of heinous crap as long as the other denizens of Void City stayed out of my way or were willing to offer a simple apology.

That changed when I walked the Paths of the Dead to get my daughter back. Ever since, I’d been remembering some things. Things I was finding it harder and harder to ignore. Too many things, maybe. As a result, I’d been making plans and recruiting allies.

Through the eyes of one of my newest allies, I watched Captain Stacey sitting at that desk. And I remembered it. It was a classic steel tanker desk. It brought with it flashes of memory: eating lunch with Marilyn, being intimate with her, looking at crime scene photos, drinking with Sal and Little Carl . . . Stacey couldn’t see me, of course, because I was in a warehouse all the way across town.

How could I see him?

Interesting question.

Vampires can create a bond with humans, share a little of their power: The human generally does the vampire’s bidding and, in exchange, gets increased longevity and some measure of vampiric resilience and strength. They’re called thralls. As a rule, I don’t like having any because the whole “master” thing makes me uncomfortable.

Now that I have a bunch of them, I’ve been trying to think of them as little helpers. Not just for Santa anymore. Heh. Like it or not, I needed them for the plan to work. And at least they’d all been willing volunteers. While it is possible for a vampire to enslave a human, make a living person into an unwilling thrall, I’ve never done it, nor will I. My ex-buddy Roger did that to Marilyn (the love of my mortal life), and for that reason alone, I’m glad I killed him. And speaking of killing . . .

Refocusing on my own surroundings, I glanced around the warehouse. It was basically empty except for an abandoned set of old metal folding chairs. Magbidion—I guess you could call him my personal mage, another of my little helpers—was leaning against the wall. Talbot took a seat next to me in one of the empty chairs. A two-way radio indicated in glowing red numbers that it was on the right channel.

Talbot coughed. “Well?”

I closed my eyes and checked in with each of my little helpers. “Everything’s ready. Do a quick look around to see if you spot anything?”

“Sure.” Talbot stood, smoothing out his slacks. The sunlight outside made him seem bigger, more imposing, than he actually is. Maybe it was the way it reflected off the ebony skin of his bald head or the way he filled up the space. Could just be that he’s that much bigger than I am.

Magbidion slumped into the vacant chair. His hands were shaky, his long greasy black hair swept back out of his face. He’d been overdoing it for almost a year. It’s hard to keep spells running for long stretches of time, and Mags had been hiding so many of my dirty little secrets for so long, it was no surprise the strain was showing.

At night, I’m not what I used to be . . . and thanks to Magbidion, the number of people who know that can be counted on one hand. He’s hiding my thralls, too. Normally, other vampires can sense them, can tell who’s a thrall and who isn’t. For the time being, all my new thralls are secret. That takes a lot of magic mojo.

“You sure you’re up to this?” I asked him.

“When the demon who owns my soul comes for it, will you really feed him to Talbot?” Eating demons is one of Talbot’s talents. I don’t know how he fits the whole thing inside, but I’ve seen him slurp up a demon twice his size without so much as an untamed burp or excess bowel movement. That’s not a typical mouser trick, though. It seems to be unique to Talbot. Maybe he got it from his mom. I met her in the underworld, a cute little bloodred kitty cat that could probably tear me and a whole army of me’s to shreds. Name’s Sekhmet.

I realized Magbidion was still waiting for my answer. “Yeah. Of course. Demons are assholes.”

“Then I’ll manage,” he said. The tired smile on his face was born of a long time without hope followed by a sudden change that might make everything right again. I was familiar with that feeling. I had it then. I still do. When I’d gone to the underworld, I’d gotten back more than just my daughter. I’d found hope, too.

Talbot leaned back in through the warehouse door. “I’d have the SWAT team and the uniforms pull back another fifty yards, but other than that, you’re good.”

“Even the squad car?”

“Yeah. Stacey knows you’ve been using it, and he’ll wonder why they didn’t call this in.”

I gave those mental orders, listened as the extra yardage piped Sly Imp’s yammering down low enough that I couldn’t really make out the words anymore, then pulled my smartphone out of my jeans pocket. I dialed in Stacey’s desk number and, through the eyes of his deputy, watched him watch it ring. He took a sip of coffee, swallowed slowly, then answered the call on speaker. I hate being on speaker.

“Stacey.”

“This is Eric.” I looked at Talbot while I spoke, wanting him to give me a look or something if things sounded off. “I need a favor.”

“Been a while since I heard from you, Mr. Courtney.”

I laughed at that. He almost sounded respectful. I guess killing Lord Phil had bought me a little bonus respect in Stacey’s eyes.

“Yeah, well, I haven’t been sloppy lately, but I need you now.”

“I’ll send a few—”

“No. I need you out here,” I cut him off, “and I need it kept quiet. Not a word in any log or a call ahead to the Mages Guild. I can’t even write you a check for it. Everything has to be off the books and under the table.” The Mages Guild had worked hard to fill in the gaps that the Veil of Scrythax didn’t cover or didn’t handle well enough. Now they were handling the whole ball of wax, and the strain on their resources was showing.

“You’ve never asked that before . . .” There was an implied question there.

“Can you do it or not, Stacey?” I grabbed one of the metal folding chairs next to me and hurled it straight down at the concrete floor. It came apart, scarring the concrete, the pieces clattering to the floor.

“Of course I can, Mr. Courtney.” I watched him smile at what he took to be my little display of anger. “With Lord Phillip gone, you’re the boss.”

“Good.” I gave him directions. “Get your ass out here. I already have Magbidion here to help with the cleanup, but I need to walk you through what happened, and then I need some advice.”

“What the hell did you do, Courtney?”

“Get out here and you’ll know,” I said, thumbing the call to an end.

Talbot whistled. “What’s he doing?”

“Disregarding my instructions and heading this way.” Through borrowed eyes, I watched Stacey tell his deputy, one of my newest thralls, that the Mages Guild should be called if he didn’t check back in about half an hour. Stacey walked out into the sunlight, and I watched until he was out of sight.

I clicked on the radio. “Melvin?”

“There’s no Melvin here,” Melvin said testily.

“Half-n-half calling Mother Goose,” I said with a sigh. “Come in, Mother Goose.”

“Half-n-half, this is Mother Goose. Come in.”

“How’s our kitty kat? Over.”

“I’m watching his GPS now. He looks to be heading straight your way. He also called the on-duty mage and reported himself en route to a vampire call. Over.”

“And, just to clarify, you are the on-duty mage, Mother Goose? Over.”

“That I am, Half-n-half. Over.”

“Rockstar asks that you remember the favor. Over.”

“Will do, Half-n-half. Mother Goose over and out.”

“Half-n-half?” Talbot asked with a low, velvety chuckle.

“Ebon Winter’s way of keeping me in my place. Or something.”

“I don’t like that vampire,” Talbot said, more to himself than to me.

“Me, either.” I stood and started stripping down to my jeans and belt. Then I called in the next part of the plan. The large loading doors of the warehouse opened, and thirty men and women dressed in casual clothes entered. The afternoon sun cast additional illumination across a swath of empty warehouse. It had been abandoned for years, and graffiti covered parts of the floor as well as the walls.

“You’re all volunteers,” I said as my claws slid out with a familiar creepy nail-bed crawling sensation. Twinges of pain sprouted in my gums as my fangs came out to play, too. “If you want to back out, do it now. I won’t hold it against any of you. This is dangerous as hell and there’s every chance some of you—maybe all of you—could die. I’ll do my best to make sure that doesn’t happen, but once we get going, it won’t be up to me anymore. Talbot will not step in to stop me.”

Some of them said no. Others simply shook their heads.

“Then let’s make this look good, shall we?”

I charged into their midst, and the blood that flowed was as real as it gets. So was the pain.

By the time Captain Stacey walked in, the sun outside filled the warehouse to the midway point, picking out the mangled bodies strewn from one end of the warehouse to the other, highlighting the remains of a slaughter that caked the concrete with blood, urine, excrement, and fear. Magbidion and Talbot stood off to one side, letting Stacey see the whole thing in one glance. His gaze lingered longest on a body near the west side of the warehouse: a woman named Katherine Marx—Officer Katherine Marx.

Stacey had always been able to control the good cops and compel them to do things they wouldn’t normally do, make them forget what he wanted them to forget. I wasn’t supposed to know it, no one was supposed to know it, but Stacey had been using the same ability that he used to wipe the minds of his subordinates to have his way with Katherine and a few of the other lady cops.

Katherine had been his favorite recently, and she was the granddaughter of a friend of mine, a friend who’d been a cop back when I was alive . . . Thanks to Magbidion’s assistance and the peculiarities of my new nighttime circumstances, I was remembering all kinds of things from those days . . . back when . . . when I’d come home from Korea and Marilyn had convinced me to apply for captain of the VCPD. Katherine wasn’t the only cop in the pile; in fact, they’d all been cops at one time or another, but she was the one who would distract him. You can’t look at a dead lover and feel nothing. Not unless you’re dead inside.

“Some of them are cops,” I said.

Stacey looked up at me blankly, his eyes taking a few seconds to focus. Where Talbot was impressive and smooth, Stacey seemed a petty creature, his belly showing signs of trained muscle going to fat. His eyes, normally cold and emotionless—mercenary—now showed a broken warmth, a wet edge.

“What the fuck happened?” Stacey shouted, discarding the grief and giving in to rage. It was a move I’d made myself many times. It feels good, but it makes you stupid. Stupid was not a part of The Plan. Stacey saw the blood on my hands, coating my bare chest, my jeans, slicking my face like a gruesome moisturizer mask, and then he was in my face, shoving me back. “What the fuck did you do to my cops?”

“Curiosity,” I said. Killed the cat.

“What?” He shoved me again. Hard. Hard enough to knock me back against a row of folding chairs. “What?”

Of course, the word wasn’t meant for him. It was The Signal, a part of The Plan. With Stacey focused on me, Magbidion dropped one of the spells he’d been maintaining, the subtle one that kept the thirty men and women I’d fought (every last one of them another new thrall) from regenerating. He kept the other spells, including the massive one concealing their thralldom, up and running.

“Nobody preys on my cops, asshole!” Stacey transformed. I have to admit that I dig the way mousers change. They get to skip the snap, crackle, and ouch of a werewolf transformation and the aching discomfort of a vampiric one. A slow glow of golden light suffused his skin, flowing over him. As it faded, the man with the paunch was replaced by a seven-foot-tall, massively muscled feline beast with metallic gold claws and fangs, fur in patches of white and orange, and glowing star-sapphire eyes: the all-cat version of a well-done werewolf special effect.

Stacey yowled, swatting me to the ground with one massive paw. My chest sizzled where his claws punctured my skin, but the pain felt nice. The truth is, I deserve to hurt. I’ve killed thousands of humans over the years. I can’t bring myself to feel bad about it, because becoming a vampire was never my decision—Scrythax, the demon with a wacky sense of redemption who created the Courtney Family Curse, is to blame for that. For years I tried to minimize the number of people I killed by running a club and feeding off my employees as much as possible. If animal blood worked for me, that would have been great, but it doesn’t.

“Don’t make me go über vamp on you, Stacey,” I spat through gritted teeth.

He responded by disemboweling me and hurling me up into the rafters, where I clanged against the ceiling. When I came back down, he was even bigger and more muscular, standing about ten feet tall. His fangs and claws glowed to match his eyes, and I fought to hide my grin. Mousers are different from other supernatural creatures in a whole lot of ways, but one of those differences is stranger than the rest. They exist on more than one plane of existence at once (the physical world, the world of dreams, and something Talbot calls the Akasha), so . . . to kill one, you have to get him all on the same plane with you or be able to affect him on those other planes of reality, too. I glanced over at Talbot. Yep. The way Stacey looked now was his whole being all in one place.

I think he expected me to transform, to become the über vamp, but this wasn’t my fight. It wasn’t Talbot’s, either. I boxed Stacey’s pointy cat ears as he seized me in his paws, but if I hadn’t started his ears ringing, the gunfire surely would have. The VCPD SWAT team rolled in wearing full supernatural suppression gear and carrying weapons made for taking down monsters. Holy symbols, Elder Signs, and other marks of magical protection bedecked their body armor. Not one of them looked the least bit friendly. And every single one of them was one of my thralls.

The opening volley, twelve shotguns loaded with the VCPD’s specialized flechette rounds (twenty tiny flechettes in one cartridge—fourteen steel, four silver, one hardened wood, and a single gold one), blasted Stacey mercilessly, followed almost immediately by two cops with flamethrowers lighting the dirty bastard up as he turned. The VCPD was usually more concerned with protecting society from knowledge of the supernatural than taking the supernatural on head-to-head, but the previous management had equipped them for any eventuality, and this was their fight. Stacey had made them do unspeakable things, had corrupted everything that police were supposed to be, had raped their minds and some of their bodies . . . and now they all knew it.

“Hard to shift part of yourself elsewhere when you’re pumped full of metal, isn’t it?” I asked as I rose to my feet. Stacey didn’t answer. He’d gone straight into that wounded-animal place mammals go when they’re scared, confused, angry, and in pain.

Mousers are not easy to kill. It’s a messy business. I wasn’t staying for all of it. I had to get cleaned up anyway, because for once I had a bigger plan . . . and if somebody was going to screw it up by letting the cat out of the bag (okay, bad pun), it was not going to be me.

I walked over to where Talbot stood, grimly watching the men and women of the VCPD as they worked with hunting knives and machetes, skinning Stacey alive while others struggled to hold him down. Two officers with spears took turns jabbing him in the spine to keep him mostly paralyzed despite his mystical regenerative properties. Katherine was one of them. She had the slightest twist of a smile on her lips, though her cheeks were wet with tears. Other officers carried in twenty-pound bags of sand and huge bags of salt they must have gotten from a pool supply store. I hoped it would be enough.

“You going to get in trouble over this?” I asked Talbot.

“I didn’t tell you anything Greta hadn’t already figured out, so no.” He frowned. “I can’t share any information gleaned strictly from the Akasha, Eric, but as long as I can demonstrate that you could have reasonably had access to the knowledge yourself, the other mousers won’t be adding any additional time to my exile. That and I hate this son of a bitch.” His frown became a grin as he said the last few words. Talbot doesn’t curse often, and I was willing to bet that “SOB” was a much stronger insult for mousers. “But it’s flattering that you care.”

“You mind taking me to the car?” I turned into a mouse. Talbot tucked me in his breast pocket to protect me from the sun, and off we went. He walked us over to the squad car in which I had arrived and dropped me off in back, then, after a pause for me to change back to normal, Talbot climbed in as well.

“He dead?” Sal asked.

“Yep, or will be soon enough.”

“Wish I could have been in on that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry. Only room enough for so many.”

“Don’t apologize, boss,” Sal said, the gratitude in his voice making me uncomfortable. “I’m just glad you’re back.”

The gratitude . . . I didn’t know what to do with that or how to react, so I patted the back of his seat and ignored the rest, giving my attention to Talbot.

“You really coming with?” I asked.

“Yes. I want to watch you get haunted. I haven’t seen that yet.” Talbot folded his arms. “Are they here? When will they get here?”

I shook my head. “Sometimes it takes a while. Don’t worry, Talbot, you’ll get to see me tortured soon enough.”

“That’s why I hang around,” Talbot said. “You’re better than a ball of yarn.”
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ERIC

VAMPIRES NEVER LIVE ANYTHING DOWN

I woke with a start to the familiar sound of crying. A quick glance at my watch revealed that I wasn’t wearing one. The sun was still up, but the car had moved. The Artiste Unknown, or rather, the burned-out remains of the Artiste Unknown, which had once been one of Void City’s premier vampire hangouts, loomed outside the driver’s-side window. Yellow police tape still marked the entrances, and the front windows had been boarded up.

I couldn’t remember why I was here. Obviously, I’d been driven, but hadn’t Talbot been with me?

“How long have I been asleep?”

“You could try your cell phone, jackass.” I knew the voice, had known it since I was nine. Talbot had left me alone in the backseat of the squad car, and now he was going to miss the haunting. Served him right.

My cell phone wasn’t in my pocket, but I found it in the floorboard, pressed up against my combat boots. The network claimed it was 3:16 P.M., which meant I’d been asleep for at least an hour. As a vampire, I’ve always slept in tiny little slices. Usually no more than four hours, often closer to one or two, but in the past I could always feel it coming on. Now sometimes it just happens, as if I’m narcoleptic.

“What, no thank you from the goddamn king of the vampires?” the voice snarked. I still couldn’t see him. “Is the golden boy too lofty to pass the time with an old murdered friend?”

“Fuck you very much, Roger.” Roger used to be my bestest-ever pal, until he started sleeping with my fiancée, had me killed, and found someone to turn him into a vampire. Not necessarily in that order. When I surprised him by coming back as a vampire, and a more powerful one than he was, he pretended to still be my friend. The whole thing got all melodramatic and shit. He forcibly enthralled my fiancée and used her soul as a bargaining chip to come back from the dead. Then he even tried to steal my soul. I prefer to simply think of him as an asshole who didn’t stay dead properly. I waited for him to talk again, listening for directionality.

He stayed quiet, but I knew he was there, and he wasn’t alone. The other three had to be somewhere nearby. When the knock on the window came, I was surprised that it wasn’t one of my ghosts. It was somebody else’s. John Hawkes knocked on my window, peering through his glasses at me with eyes such a startling shade of blue that it always takes me a moment to process them. Some people think they’re contacts, but they aren’t. He wore a LET THEM EAT SOYLENT GREEN T-shirt underneath a rainbow-tie-dyed Hawaiian shirt. Tan cargo shorts and a pair of multicolored Crocs, the summery kind with holes in them, completed his ensemble. Picture the most handsome guy in the world, with golden-blond hair and a David Bowie–like elfishness, and you’ll be picturing John Hawkes.

“We’re across the street.” He pointed at a trendy little coffee shop that bore the name Hawkes Coffee Jam. Talbot and the two officers who belonged with the squad car were having beignets and café au lait. Now that I saw it, I registered the smell, and the odor brought my fangs out. Though vampires can’t eat, we crave food. Most of us try to make our thralls or friends eat food we crave so we can watch them. Polite vampires call it voyeuristic eating. I call it food porn.

Talbot waved at me. “You being haunted yet?”

“Yes, but I don’t see them.”

Talbot dropped his beignet, sending out a tiny cloud of powdered sugar that would have hit his suit if he hadn’t used his catlike reflexes to vault backward out of the chair. His eyes glowed green as they transformed from human to slit pupils and on to luminescent star emeralds. I didn’t like the frown I saw on his face. It was two parts “damn” and one part “I don’t like the look of this.”

“Mauvais le chat,” came a woman’s voice.

“Bad kitty?” I said aloud.

“What?” Talbot raised an eyebrow.

“The French chick just called you mauvais le chat. That’s ‘bad kitty,’ right?”

“Close,” Talbot answered. “Since when do you speak French, though?”

“Just shout right past me,” John said with no sign of the slight having impacted his good mood, “it doesn’t bother me at all.”

“Sorry, John.”

“Scoot back?”

I did and he opened the car door, offering a cardboard pastry box as my chariot for crossing the street unbarbecued. Taking the hint, I went all mousy, trying to ignore the weirdo balls-receding-from-the-cold sensation that comes with turning into something way smaller than I actually am.

Cars passed by on the street outside my box, and after waiting a few minutes for a lull, John hurried across the street and took me inside his coffee shop. Which is kind of like hell. For all that it’s a coffee shop first, John always has the best pastries, confections, and chocolate-dipped anything (ranging from pretzels to strawberries to dried apricots). To put it mildly, the scents, though pleasant, make one hungry for the taste.

“My windows are sun-safe,” he said, tossing me onto a small two-top inside. He opened the box and I crawled out, hopping off the table and transforming back to my more human shape. At least that came with the bonus of a little warmth. Vampires don’t hold body temperature well, so we’re almost always cold. For those of us who can bring our clothes with us when we transform, the transformation leaves our clothes clean, repaired, and fresh-out-of-the-dryer hot. If I concentrate, I can keep whatever outfit I’m wearing, but if I don’t actively think about it, I wind up in combat boots, black socks, tightie-whities, jeans, my favorite brown belt, and a black WELCOME TO THE VOID T-shirt. It saves a lot on clothing costs, but the process doesn’t come free. It tends to deplete my blood supply, especially when I do it more than once or twice in a day . . . 
unless, of course, I’ve eaten thirty police officers’ worth of blood first.

I didn’t ask John why he had sun-safe windows, and he didn’t offer an explanation, but I had a pretty good idea.

“Winter,” John said, “wants you to know that she will come tonight to give you the first task.” Winter would have been most High Society vamps’ first choice to replace Lord Phillip, if I hadn’t come along. Since my rise to power, Winter had gone from master manipulator to terrorist. He revealed himself as a total anti-vampire activist and killed half the city’s vampires in one glorious death trap of an extravaganza last year. Winter is the most attractive man I’ve ever met, and he’s got more musical talent than your average high-end orchestra shoved together in a bathroom with Elvis. When he isn’t singing or playing, he’s gambling, but not at cards or in a casino; he bets on outcomes, social interactions, weird stuff—and he always wins. He and John Hawkes bear a striking resemblance to each other, and I’ve never seen the two of them in the same room together, which doesn’t exactly mean Clark Kent is Superman, but I have my suspicions.

“She?” I said. “She as in Lady Scrytha, she?”

The young woman behind the register giggled at that. She was cute. Early twenties. Brunette. Eyes the color of milk chocolate. She had at least three cats at home, one gerbil, and some sort of bird. She didn’t smoke anymore, but I could smell the nicotine in her system. Her name tag dubbed her April. I guessed she was trying the gum route to quitting. I wanted to rip out her throat and drink her dry. Not because I disliked her, but because that’s how I feel about most humans when I’m hungry.

What?

Vampire, remember?

John put his hand on my arm. “April, why don’t you fix Mr. Courtney a whole-fat nukeless venti red blend?”

“I wasn’t going to eat her,” I said churlishly.

He ignored that with a charming smile and didn’t let go of my arm. “Not Lady Scrytha,” he said, jumping back to the other conversation.

I blinked, trying to remember what we’d been talking about. “Oh. Right. My first task. So, does he know who it’s going to be? Am I right?”

“Winter thinks you are.” He steered me to the window, where I could see Talbot gathering his small plate of beignets and coffee, preparing to carry them inside to join us.

“Anything else?”

“He says ‘The War’ will start tonight when you go to accomplish the task. So be ready for that. He says that I’m to say if your task is what you both suspect it will be, he won’t allow it to happen, not the way Scrytha will want it to happen.”

“So I’m right about that, too.” April handed me a fancy coffee cup with the special sip cap on top, just like everyone else’s. The blood in the cup was warm, just a hair under ninety-eight degrees. I hesitated, but given that I was already being haunted, feeding probably wasn’t going to bring on anything new. I gave it a tentative sip. It was a mixture of blood types, I guessed from the name, but it isn’t like they taste different. I drank it down and felt more civilized and less civilized at the same time. “Damn.”

“What?” Talbot asked as he came in.

“I don’t like being right,” I said, smiling despite myself. “If I’m right too often, it’s a sign of the apocalypse.”

Everyone laughed. Even April. My own laughter died down when I heard three voices join in from throats I couldn’t see. Somewhere off in the distance, a fourth voice I recognized was crying. I hate ghosts. I used to be haunted by an ancestor of mine: John Paul Courtney. I hated that at the time, but given the chance, I’d take him over my four new ghosts any day. These were the ghosts of souls I’d effectively eaten when I was a revenant.

Clearing my throat, I asked Talbot to finish his food so we could head back to my place. If I was lucky, I’d have time to get in some sword practice and a shower before I had any visitors. If I was even more lucky, my ghosts would let me do it in peace.
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ERIC

HAPPY IN HELL

The infernal deliverer of my presumably never-ending demonic honey-do list stood in a rapidly dissipating puff of red smoke, filling my bedroom with her signature scent. A sulfurous stench would have made sense, would have matched the tiny twin black horns peeking out between her triple-toned blond hair and gone well with the black leather dominatrix dress, nine-inch spike heels, and choker she wore. But the odor wasn’t sulfur. Instead, as in life, Rachel had a very distinct aroma: cinnamon.

I looked up from my seat on the edge of my bed and smirked. Rachel. Of course she would be the one they would send to be my boss. How original. I’d been right. I put down the washcloth I’d been using to wipe down my sword, not caring if it got the bedsheets a little wet. “I thought the devil wore a blue dress.”

“Get up. You’ve got a job to do.” Rachel eyed the steel long sword in my hand. As she watched, a coat of ice surrounded the metal. It’s a great sword, magic and everything, though I think in the long run, a fiery sword would be more useful than an icy one. I’d taken it away from a demon some time ago and pretty much left it in the refrigerator. Now, given the limitations of my powers at night, I was taking time to learn how to use the damn thing. There’s more to it than meets the eye, kind of like with Transformers, and well . . . me. What can I say? Boys love their toys.

“Well?” Hands on her hips. Rachel’s body language spoke volumes. She was perturbed by my lack of reaction. I’m not sure what she expected. A hug? A curse? A death threat? Before I’d had Greta kill her, she’d been a human, one of my thralls, and my sister-in-law . . . and my lover . . . and things had gotten messy.

“Well what?” I asked.

“Aren’t you glad to see me?” She winked. “Or surprised?”

“Nope.”

I got up and walked across the bedroom, sword still in hand. Back in my bachelor days, I’d made do with little more than a bed and a sink, but when I got married to Tabitha (Rachel’s older sister), Ebon Winter repaired, refurbished, and redesigned the Pollux, the old-school movie palace I call home, as a wedding present.

In my bedroom, he’d knocked out a wall and extended the space. The old queen-size bed had been replaced with a California king. A proper bathroom had been installed. I had a fifty-two-inch widescreen LCD on one wall and a fridge with a specialized holder for my ice sword. Winter is one helluva interior decorator, even though he’s also one of the scariest vampires I know. And that’s saying a lot, given that when most folks in Void City think Scary Vampire, they picture me. Or my daughter, Greta.

I opened the chrome door of the refrigerator and put the sword away, which isn’t to say that I put it in the fridge, necessarily, but that’s what I meant it to look like. I assumed I’d have more time to practice with it later. Too many secrets.

“Not even a little surprised?” Rachel pouted. “A little glad?”

“I figured it was going to be you,” I said over my shoulder, perusing the contents of the fridge. It made sense, particularly the cruelly ironic sort of sense that demons prefer. I’d once been Rachel’s boss, and now she was mine. With that said, take a little advice from a being who knows: When dealing with demons (whatever the breed), never use the phrase “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” No matter what they offer, no matter how great the need, a smart person—a rational person—will pull a Nancy Reagan and “just say no.” I guess that makes me a romantic, because in order to get Marilyn back from hell, I took that deal, and now there was quite literally hell to pay.

Hell isn’t what I’d call a nonprofit organization, either. Demons don’t take Visa or American Express (I haven’t tried MasterCard or Discover, but I’m guessing they’re out, too). Not that I’d expected Marilyn’s resurrection to come cheaply. Quite the opposite. But what I’d found out since then was that I’d made a deal (an obnoxiously open-ended deal, I might add) with an Infernatti. Infernatti are the demonic elite (a capo, in mobster terms), and I’d made my deal with Lady Scrytha, one of the Infernattiest of them all. She expects a lot of bang for her spiritual buck. And she does love irony.

“When Magbidion gave me the appointment time and location”—I kept my eyes on the fridge—“well, who else but Scrytha’s new cathouse hall monitor would want to have the meeting in my bedroom?” In the fridge, a six-pack of Coke (one missing) in real glass bottles (bottled in Mexico with real sugar, not corn syrup) stood side by side with the remains of a BBQ pizza from Carl’s down the street. Atop the white cardboard pizza box was a bowl of ranch dip and a plate of curled daikon chips, both covered in plastic wrap. Stacked next to all of that, up against the wall of the fridge, were six full blood bags, each tagged with a sticky note bearing my name: Eric Courtney. “Do you want a Coke?”

“Do I want a Coke?” Rachel scoffed.

“If you’re hungry, I have some cold pizza.” I smirked again when I said it, but I don’t think Rachel noticed.

“Do you want to watch me eat something for you, baby?” Rachel sidled up next to me, her expression tipping toward the lascivious. Rachel knew all about food porn. “For old times?” She licked her lips.

Rachel had been the best and worst thrall I ever had. She’d been an enabler, pushing me to be more and more monstrous, to kill anyone I wanted when I wanted, and to use my powers to their fullest. She’d screwed up in the end, not by doing bad things so much as by letting me find out about them.

I’m the poster boy for blissful ignorance, but once I know something, once I can’t ignore it, I have to act. Hoping my brief reverie had been convincingly long, I closed the fridge, wondering if Rachel had gotten a good look inside. Hoping she hadn’t.

“No.” I snagged a small wooden box from the top of the fridge, opened it, and drew out the steel chain necklace within. A large pendant hung from one end, an unpolished black stone set in its center.

Dropping the empty box, I slid past Rachel, our bodies brushing against each other. Back when she’d been alive and my thrall, our bodies had done more than that. The last time I’d touched her, it had been one last orgiastic good-bye fuck. The sex had been followed almost immediately—once I found out everything Rachel had done (which amounted to mindwiping me so that I forgot about my marriage to her sister, Tabitha)—by me asking Greta to kill her. I wasn’t sure I actually would have killed her, but I knew Greta sure as hell had. Rachel seemed to have taken it all pretty well. Better to rule in hell and all that jazz, I suppose. You think you won, I thought. Your boss thinks she won, too. But you’re wrong. I saved Marilyn. I won.

And I’m going to keep on winning.

“Somebody just fed.” Rachel puffed up her chest, and I let my eyes go where she wanted them to go, straight to her breasts. “You’re all warm on the outside.” She’d been a beautiful woman, and despite her newfound demonhood, her blond hair was still perfect. Her body was perfect, too, frozen at approximately nineteen forever.

I missed the butterfly tattoo she used to have on her cheek, but its absence aside, she’d always be gorgeous. I missed being with her in a remember-how-fun-it-was-that-time-when-we-jumped-out-of-an-airplane-without-parachutes-and-were-saved-by-a-freak-tornadic-microburst-only-to-be-caught-naked-together-in-our-hotel-room-later-and-have-our-lives-destroyed-by-the-relationship-fallout-but-what-a-rush-that-was sort of way.

“Everybody does,” I said.

“Does what?” she asked.

“Feeds. So . . . what’s my first Herculean task? Are there some stables in hell that need cleaning? Want me to blow up an orphanage?”

Rachel sighed. “All business, huh?”

I took a long deep breath and let it out. “Pretty much.”

“Okay. Fine.” Rachel clapped her hands together. “But this could be fun for us, Eric. Lady Scrytha sends me to you with your assignment . . . we screw each other’s brains out. You feed on me, complete your assignment, and report back. Then we—”

“What’s the job?” I wrapped the chain of the necklace around my finger. Cold metal on warm skin. Light not catching on the stone’s reflective surface. I caught sight of my warped reflection in the chrome of the refrigerator, and my smile broadened. If people were going to keep meeting me in my bedroom at night, I was going to have to do something about that shiny surface. But the truth was, I liked it despite the risk of someone noticing.

“Would you stop smiling?” She stomped her foot, and a brief flash of flame punctuated the motion.

“I don’t think so.” I made a deal with a demon and I got screwed . . . those are the rules, right? I thought I was agreeing to do any one single thing, and then that “one thing,” from Scrytha’s point of view, was apparently “be my bitch for all eternity.” Typical demon screw job.

So how come I felt like I won? It’s a fair question, but I won’t answer it yet. Even when I found out who was going to be giving me orders, the smile on my face just wouldn’t go away. It was like being the Joker or something. The grin wouldn’t fade. I was the only one who got the joke, and my joy wouldn’t die. Even though Marilyn still wouldn’t have anything to do with me, not romantically, even though Tabitha (who still thought of herself as my vampiric bride) was furious . . . none of it mattered, because Marilyn, the woman I’d loved most of my adult life and all of my undeath, was alive. As the cliché goes, where there’s life, there’s hope. And it had been a long, long time since I’d had a strong dose of hope, going way back to before I died and came back as a mass murderer.

I still remember the moment I got hope back. Scrytha was standing onstage at the Pollux, and she offered to give Marilyn back, new and improved—a true immortal. My answer? The insanely stupid one I warned you about. “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” Yeah, I know. Not so smart. But since Marilyn was alive, okay, nearby, and even young again . . . Why should I care about the bad things that happen in the world as long as they don’t happen to her? I’d seen her die with my own eyes, watched her soul get sucked into hell, and then . . . in spite of everything . . . I got her back.

I won. I won. I fucking won! I still wanted to shout it from the rooftops.

“What if I told you that you had to kill someone?” Rachel’s voice snapped me out of my literal reverie. What can I say? I have a tendency to wander off mentally. Maybe I need Ritalin?

“Unless the target is a member of what I consider my family,” I answered, “I’ll do it.”

“It’s an old friend.”

“Talbot counts as part of my family,” I reminded her.

“Older than that.”

“Roger’s already dead.” And haunting my happy ass every time I feed, I added silently. Not that I understand exactly what the link between the feeding and the haunting is . . . or if I’d figured it out, I couldn’t remember. Hell, I couldn’t remember exactly how Roger died the last time, either, but I knew I was responsible. My memory is better at night now, but it’s far from perfect and very hit or miss. Then again, I guess expecting my Alzheimer’s to act up only when it’s convenient is a little unrealistic. I used to think the memory problems had something to do with being embalmed before I rose as a vampire. Now I knew better. “Isn’t he?”

“You ate his soul, Eric.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “This time he’s dead.”

Soul eating. I shuddered. Right. I remember now. That ability, I don’t miss. “Then I don’t see a proble—”

“It’s Father Ike.” Rachel’s gaze went to the hardwood floor. “Lady Scrytha wants you to kill him as proof that you’ll keep your part of the bargain.”

Bingo! Of course it was Ike.

“No.”

“I knew it.” She snapped her fingers and pointed at me as she spoke. “You’re going to break the deal. Marilyn is going straight back to—”

I donned the necklace and crossed to Rachel in one smooth motion. My right hand closed around Rachel’s throat. Her eyes went wide, confused.

“Nothing happens to Marilyn, even if I break the deal.” Rachel winced away from my shout. She squinted, trying to see me, but thanks to my nice new necklace, her demonic upgrade prevented it. “That is the rule I do remember. If I break the deal, I get punished. Other people get punished. But not her. Besides”—I stroked Rachel’s hair with my left hand, and she leaned into it—“I didn’t say I was breaking the deal.”
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