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For my spousal unit, Steve.

Hon, we play a lot of video games.
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EGG HUNT

8:45 p.m., Interstate 15, somewhere in Nevada

I hate potholes. I hate desert highways too, about as much as I hate wearing high heels.

My Winnebago jolted over a bad pothole before I could swerve around it. I scrambled to keep the wheel straight and grabbed for my water bottle before it toppled and spilled across my laptop keyboard.

Too late.

I tried to mop the water up with my map before it seeped through to the motherboard. Captain howled from the back.

“Yeah, I hate Nevada too,” I said.

That’s one thing that sucks about these nighttime desert stretches of highway. No lights and no cars. You don’t see anything until it’s right there in front of your barreling Winnebago.

I checked my watch. 8:50 p.m. The Byzantine Thief was due online in forty minutes. Damn it, where the hell was that truck stop? I peered at the road for the telltale green sign. I couldn’t have missed the exit yet, could I? Served me right for trusting directions from a waitress wearing fishnets and a pair of bunny ears. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my line of work over the last two years, it’s to look up the chain of command for advice, not down.

“Hey Captain, I’ve got forty minutes to find that truck stop and get supplies. Pull off to the side of the road and log on, or keep looking?”

The blanket rustled and Captain stuck his seal-point head out. He sniffed the air before disappearing into the back. I heard metal clank and water splash as he upended his food and water bowls.

I took that for, Keep going, I’m hungry.

I chewed my lower lip as I peered through the windshield down the highway. Now where the hell was that turnoff?

“Would it kill anyone to have more lights out here?” I said.

Captain mewed. I should have taken the gig in Puerto Rico instead. Can’t get lost on an island.

My laptop beeped twice. I took my eyes off the road for a second to check the message. One of my teammates, Carpe Diem, was already online.

You’re late, Thief. Get your ass online.

Goddamn it. I completely forgot I was supposed to meet Carpe ten minutes early so we could swap gear. Double shit. This was the second time this month I’d blanked on a pregame meeting.

“Remind me to start writing my appointments on sticky notes,” I said. Captain hopped up onto my front seat and chirped before curling up in a ball on my keyboard.

I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

You know your sanity is in question when you find yourself in a two-way conversation with a cat. Yet another reason my social life is restricted to an online game. Well, that and my paranoia. But I can’t talk to sane people about that anyways. They’d just lock me up with a lot of meds, and I know I’m not crazy, so it’s not like it’d do me any good.

If anything, my weekends in World Quest anchor me to reality. For a few hours I can curl up with a beer and forget I live in a Winnebago, running from, well . . .

Let’s just say my line of work doesn’t allow for sincere in-person social interactions.

I pulled the wet map up to check for the exit when I caught reflective white on green in my floodlights up ahead. Bingo, exit 15. I could even see the lampposts in the distance. I steered onto the gravel road and pulled up to an old truck stop that reminded me of something out of a 1950s teen movie. It had the prerequisite convenience store and gas pump, which was all I cared about.

Carpe pinged me again at 9:10.

Screw you, I’ve got ten more minutes.

Fuck you, you still owe me for last week.

I pursed my lips. He wasn’t entirely wrong. I did have most of our stolen loot in my bag of holding—hazard of being a World Quest thief. Everyone always assumes you have somewhere to stash stuff.

Picking up supplies. Gimme five.

I closed the laptop to cut the conversation short and scanned the floodlit parking lot. Two freight trucks and a jeep.

I had the door handle turned halfway when a light flickered inside the jeep. I had the key back in the ignition faster than you can say, “Backtrack” and waited, my heart racing.

Nothing.

I checked Captain. He yawned, stretched, and settled back into his nap. I scratched him behind the ears and breathed a sigh of relief. If Captain wasn’t up in arms, they hadn’t caught up to me. Yet. Give them a few more hours though, and one of them would figure out I’d just made a delivery in Vegas. They’d be on my tail until it went cold, and then they’d be right back waiting for one of my jobs to light up their digital switchboard, ready to chase me all over again.

Did I mention I’m really paranoid? Trust me, it’s justified.

Better safe than sorry, I rifled through the glove box for my infrared night goggles and checked the jeep again. No one inside or anywhere in the parking lot. Just one warm-blooded red form behind the convenience store counter. I shook my head, took a deep breath, and counted to ten.

I’ve been in my line of work for two years. The first year was the honeymoon, when all I had to worry about were the feds or the antiquities department catching wind and snooping out one of my jobs. Year two I ran into what I like to call “the scary shit,” and I’ve been checking around corners, using disposable phones, and bouncing my internet off satellites ever since. Even with that, I still can’t shake the feeling that one of these days I’m going to pull into a gas station and a nasty gang of Parisian men in expensive cars and designer suits will be waiting for me.

But only a handful of people on the planet even know things like the Paris boys exist, and fewer could do anything about them. As luck would have it, I’m on the outs with the few who could actually do anything about them.

It sucks to be me.

Not today though. If there was one thing I could count on to sound the alarm, it was Captain’s spider sense.

I pulled my dirty-blond hair up in a ponytail and tucked it underneath my red flames baseball cap. I tugged the brim lower so it hid most of my face and hopped down into the parking lot. Dust billowed around my ankles, adding another layer of grime to my already dirty clothes. I hadn’t had time for a shower in Vegas, and filling up my water tank was proving difficult in the Nevada desert. I took a deep breath and smelled the cool night air. Not a trace of anything except stale grease and gasoline vapors. I shook my paranoia out of overdrive and braced myself for the walk. Only a few feet to the door, a quick trip down the aisles, then back to the road.

Simple.

“Back in a sec with dinner,” I said to Captain, and with one last look at the empty jeep I headed into the convenience store.
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I spilled my basket full of the Friday night usual across the front counter. Three bags of barbecue chips, a two-liter bottle of diet soda, a six-pack of Corona, an assortment of fluorescent orange cheesy twists, and eight cans of cat food fought for space in front of the cash register. The night cashier, a skinny, redheaded kid who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, stared at the pile of junk food and then up at me. A bewildered expression spread over the kid’s face as he picked up the first bag of chips.

I shrugged. I didn’t feel like explaining my dietary choices to a kid barely into his teens. Instead, I focused on my watch as he rang everything up and deposited it into yellow plastic bags. I still had two minutes left to get back to my Winnebago and log into World Quest before Carpe got pissy again.

I pulled out cash—I almost always use cash—and tossed the bills onto the counter as I waited for the kid to finish bagging.

The door chimed behind us, and I froze. No one else had pulled into the parking lot.

The checkout kid’s eyes widened as they fixed on something over my shoulder. He missed the bag entirely, and a can of cat food dropped and rolled across the floor.

Before I could turn around, a heavy hand gripped my shoulder like a vise.

I swore under my breath. The hand squeezed, and I winced as it pinched a nerve.

“Owl,” a deep voice said with a slight trace of an Asian accent. “You are a very difficult person to locate.”

Yeah, and I planned on keeping it that way. I started to shift my weight onto the balls of my feet, readying to reap the guy’s knee, when I picked up expensive cologne tinged with amber. I stopped; it couldn’t be the Paris boys.

I turned around slowly and looked up at the tallest Japanese man I’d ever seen, wearing a pair of designer sunglasses. He wore a tailored suit with diamond cuff links—real diamond cuff links—and matching shoes, but that wasn’t what got the kid. A tattoo of a dragon wound its way down the right half of the man’s face, the tail wrapping around his neck and disappearing underneath his shirt. It was striking, and a stark contrast to the expensive outfit. It was also a signature.

One of Mr. Ryuu Kurosawa’s goons.

I let out the breath I was holding. Not good, but a damn sight better than a pack of Parisian lost boys.

Dragon Tattoo smiled, showing off a perfect set of teeth. “Mr. Kurosawa sends his regards. He wishes to meet with you to discuss your last contract.”

I already didn’t like where this conversation was headed. I popped a piece of gum in my mouth to cover my nerves and checked the exit while my head was down. Two more of Mr. Kurosawa’s lackeys were positioned just outside the convenience store door. No chance to run for it. My Winnebago was faster than it looked, but I doubted it could outrun whatever these guys were driving.

I make it a rule to never meet with clients in person. Ever. Especially after I’ve finished a job. Not because I cheat anyone—the authenticity of my merchandise is guaranteed, and I’ve built a good reputation on that little fact. The reason I don’t meet with clients is that my services are nonnegotiable. I give you the price with exact specifics of the transaction: certificates of authenticity, photos of the dig site, carbon dating. If you don’t like it, hire someone else.

That doesn’t mean my clients don’t go to extreme lengths to try and negotiate with me . . . another perk of staying off the grid.

I could see my weekend of Corona and World Quest exploits waving good-bye in the store’s mirrored glass. OK, deep breaths. There had to be a quick solution to this, preferably one that didn’t involve me getting paraded into the Japanese Circus or beaten to a pulp right where I stood.

“No insult to your boss, but my courier delivered his piece this morning. If he has a concern or question about the documentation, he can call or email—Ow! What was that for?” I said. Dragon Tattoo had pinched my shoulder, hard. I couldn’t clench my fist.

“To help you understand the seriousness of Mr. Kurosawa’s request and help you make the right . . . decision,” he said, and smiled.

I winced. Somehow I doubted there was any decision here for me to make. I sure as hell don’t like being bullied though.

“Look, I have a strict policy on not meeting face-to-face . . .”

Dragon Tattoo slapped me right between my shoulder blades. My gum shot over the counter and into the register. I mouthed, “Sorry” to the kid, who looked like he was trying to decide whether to press the alarm or pull out a shotgun. I caught his eyes and just shook my head. The last thing I needed was a dead kid on my conscience. Hell, running is my go-to, and even I knew better than to run from these guys.

The kid glanced once more at Dragon Tattoo before ducking into the back room.

Smart kid.

Mr. Kurosawa’s goon lost no time steering me out and past the parking lot floodlights, while the other two fell in a few paces behind. I’d expected them to drop me in a car, but no, Mr. Kurosawa wasn’t a Vegas casino owner for nothing. I gave a low whistle as the helicopter blades whirred silently overhead. Big, black, and silent. Well, at least I knew why I hadn’t heard them arrive.

“You weren’t kidding when you said Mr. Kurosawa wanted to see me,” I said.

The goon smiled. “I am not prone to exaggeration, and Mr. Kurosawa does not like to waste time in business.” He opened the helicopter door and said something in Japanese to the other two goons before climbing in the front. The other two goons “helped” me into the back before sitting across from me, glaring. Way too close quarters for my liking. I nodded over at my Winnebago. “What about my van?” Captain was probably wondering where his dinner was and what the hell I was doing . . . if he was even up, that is.

Dragon Tattoo glanced out the window. “It will be safe for the duration of your meeting,” he said, as if my prized possession were an afterthought. It also begged the question, what would happen to it after our meeting? Best not to think that far ahead. I was already well out of my “experience to deal with” zone. And I doubt I could argue the value of an abandoned Winnebago with Kurosawa’s goons.

Shit. I hoped to hell they at least planned on giving me a ride back.

The engine started to rev and the chopper lifted. “Hey, what do I call you guys?” I said, raising my voice over the engines. Dragon Tattoo lifted an eyebrow at me over the back of his seat.

I shrugged. “Any name has gotta be better than goons one and two. For instance, I’ve been calling you Dragon Tattoo in my head for the last ten minutes.”

He almost smiled—on second thought, it could have just been an illusion caused by the tattoo. Another flurry of Japanese passed between my captors, then Dragon Tattoo said, “You may call me Oricho. My associates you may call ‘goon one’ and ‘goon two.’ ”

I rolled my eyes as the two across from me chuckled and tossed me a black hood. I pulled it over my head. I hate this espionage shit. That’s why I’m into antiquities. More money, and I get blindfolded a lot less.

I ran over my last acquisition run for Mr. Kurosawa to keep my mind off the buffeting helicopter—flying is worse when you can’t see. What the hell had gone wrong? I knew I’d sent him the right egg—I’d excavated it myself, right out from underneath the terra-cotta warrior dig. I’d even done the tomb translation myself, just to be sure I hadn’t been getting an ancient replica. Carbon dating, authenticated translation—I’d even had it run under an electron microscope to make sure the metal folding had matched. Hermes, a courier I used for my US deliveries, better not have scratched it during delivery. If that egg was so much as dented . . .

By the time I ran and reran the details through my head without finding a flaw, the helicopter dipped and bumped onto a tarmac.

Someone grabbed my arm and steered me down the steps. I couldn’t see a thing, so it wasn’t a surprise when I stumbled and landed three feet down, hard on my knees. Angry Japanese yelling later (Oricho, I think), I was helped back up—gently this time. From the wind and the distant roar of traffic, I guessed I was on a roof.

On the bright side, no one had hit me yet.

The hood came off. This roof had a small garden and what might have been picnic tables. It was hard to tell with next to no lights. I also didn’t have a chance to get a good look before I was maneuvered towards the one and only well-lit area: a pagoda-style doorway, intricately carved and painted in red and gold. I glanced at the surrounding buildings before I passed underneath to get my bearings. I could make out the Bellagio and the airport in the distance. I was on the Vegas strip.

“May I ask why they call you Owl?” Oricho said. I glanced over my shoulder. Goons one and two had disappeared. I must have looked confused at Oricho’s sudden conversational offering—he hadn’t said a damn word since the hood had gone on—because he added, “It seems a strange name for a thief.”

I lifted the rim of my hat. “Because I have such big eyes.”

An eyebrow arched on the tattooed side of his face. “Is that all?”

I shrugged. “That and I can turn my head around backwards. Does that count?” I deadpanned.

It earned me a trace of a smile before Oricho opened a wooden door carved in the same style as the pagoda. “After you.” I peered down a flight of poorly lit stairs. Keeping with the rest of the roof’s theme, the stairway was also wooden, and looked like it could belong in a mountain resort at the bottom of Fuji, not a Vegas casino.

“Jeez, you’d think your boss could afford to light this place,” I said, Oricho following close behind. When we reached the bottom step, a red lacquered door with the image of two entwined dragons in black ink blocked our way.

Oricho opened the door. I covered my mouth and stifled a cough as smoke billowed out. Oricho inclined his head, not quite a bow, but close, and stepped to the side. “Mr. Kurosawa is through there,” he said and added, “good luck.”

“Luck has nothing to do with it,” I said, and took a deep breath before entering the smoke pit. I knew I’d done due diligence—dotted my i’s and crossed all my t’s. The goods I’d delivered were well worth my salary. Hell, Mr. Kurosawa had gotten a deal.

I just had to keep my wits about me. It’s not like I didn’t have bargaining room: Mr. Kurosawa had a penchant for ancient Japanese artifacts, and I’m a bitch to replace. Especially if he pushed me off the roof.

I stepped past Oricho into a high-ceilinged ballroom with red tiled floors. The door slammed shut behind me. As my eyes adjusted to the dim LED ceiling lights reflecting off the clouds of smoke, I realized I’d entered a private casino that brought to mind images of an evil, enchanted forest—only filled with slot machines instead of trees. Like most casinos, there were no windows, and I had a hard time making out the boundaries. But the maze of slot machines was what got me. Row upon row filled the ballroom, everything from late 1800s original Feys through to electronics. As far as modern antiques go, it was a good collection—eclectic and haphazard, but good.

I headed down the widest and most well-lit aisle. I noticed that the shelves lining the wall sported rows of Cho Han bamboo bowls, which were used in a feudal Japanese dice game. If they weren’t authentic, I’d eat my tool kit. There were so many of them that they obscured the walls, all but hiding the gold and black reliefs painted from ceiling to floor. Yet for all these machines, the room was silent—and empty. I shook my head and readjusted my cap. Well, at least Mr. Kurosawa had gone for original decor. I stifled another cough, wishing I had my gas mask. Ventilation, anyone?

The slot machines opened to a bar, complete with mirrored table and white leather couches that formed a plush alcove. A pretty Japanese woman wearing a kimono fashioned like a minidress and a loose interpretation of Kabuki makeup made her way out from behind the bar, stilettos clicking against the floor in rapid succession. She offered me a plate of drinks without a word, or smile.

“Owl?” I heard Mr. Kurosawa say from the couches, his back towards me. I shot the woman a questioning look. She stepped aside. Taking that as permission, I grabbed a glass of champagne and slammed it back—damn right I needed a drink. Say what you will about tombs and ancient burial sites, a deserted casino outcreeps them any day of the week.

Ryuu Kurosawa, a Vegas mogul known for his Japanese Circus–themed casino, looked up from a white couch and smiled that business smile you come to expect from professional sharks. Not the ones who take your money, the ones that eat you while you’re still screaming. I sat down and noted his expensive suit, acutely aware how underdressed I was in my red flames hat, blue jeans, and hiking boots. I shrugged the sentiment off; it wasn’t like they’d given me the option to change.

“Thank you for coming to see me on such short notice,” he said in crisp American English. I’d spoken to him a few times on the phone and seen interviews on TV, and never once had I heard a trace of an accent or glimpsed a break in the Western businessman demeanor. In person though, the thing that struck me the most was how red and waxy his face was, dim lights or not. I shelved that little observation for later—it’s not every day you see something like that.

I crossed my hands to stop them from fidgeting and waited, and for half a second I wished I’d grabbed a second drink. Mr. Kurosawa’s smile didn’t falter as he waved the Kabuki fashion girl over. This time, instead of drinks, she was carrying a wooden box with a puzzle lid, which she deposited on the mirrored table before me.

I recognized the box—I’d packed Mr. Kurosawa’s egg inside it just this morning, before transferring the money into my offshore account and burning my trail. The trick lid had seemed appropriate, since Mr. Kurosawa is known for his love of puzzles. It’s the personal touches and attention to detail that distinguish the professionals like me from the hacks.

Mr. Kurosawa removed the contents, an ancient silver egg, with his flushed, waxy red hand and placed it in front of me, the smile not faltering. Without a word I picked it up, carefully, and examined it. Everything looked in place. Smooth and etched with characters that hadn’t been used in at least five thousand years, the egg was already an artifact when the emperor buried it in his own personal mausoleum. I turned it over and checked the bottom where the gems were supposed to be. They were all there too. It was the same artifact I’d packed this morning. More importantly, it was still in perfect condition. The confusion on my face must have been obvious, because Mr. Kurosawa’s shark smile got a lot more vicious real fast.

“Miss Owl, please do not waste my time. Where is the rest of it?”

I did my best to hide my confusion and rolled the egg over in my hands, checking one more time for missing jewels. The metal was colder than it should have been; I remembered that little observation from the dig site. I’d noted it in my files as something you don’t see every day in ancient metals.

I handed him back his egg and shook my head. “Mr. Kurosawa, it’s all there, exactly as I excavated it from the emperor’s tomb.” I indicated the folders and documentation I’d sent along with the box, also on the Kabuki girl’s tray. “From initial excavation to delivery, everything is documented. If there’s a gem or piece missing, I’m sorry, but that was absolutely all there was at the site. Take a look at the photos and video footage. I’m thorough.”

He took the egg back and stared at me. I stifled a shiver. There was something sinister about the way his eyes fixed on my face. That and the way his waxy red skin reflected the casino light.

Memories of the dig rushed to the forefront of my mind: images, details, a misunderstanding with the Chinese authorities . . . as if someone was sifting through my thoughts, pulling and tweezing. As I narrowed in on Mr. Kurosawa’s face, I noticed how the pupils had widened, eating up the whites until there was nothing left. An unpleasant thought occurred to me . . . really bad. Really, really bad. Of course, it’s only now I notice all the dragon imagery around the room.

The shock on my face, or on the surface of my thoughts, must have been transparent, because Mr. Kurosawa smiled. His teeth turned black before my eyes and extended into dagger-like points.

Ryuu, Kurosawa, even Dragon Tattoo’s name, Oricho . . . fuck, I’d been buying for a Japanese dragon.

And he didn’t like what I’d brought him.

Mr. Kurosawa laughed, low and guttural. “So you did not steal my treasure,” he said, as his eyes began to glow black and his skin turned bright red. “Lucky for you, little Owl. I eat thieves.”

As a rule, dragons aren’t very good at holding other forms. Mr. Kurosawa was holding the rest of his form pretty well, but I figured the only reason he hadn’t done the full dragon in front of me was the ten-thousand-dollar suit he was wearing. Dragons really love their treasure—more than eating humans, I hoped. I squirmed and couldn’t help myself from checking where the exits were. There weren’t any. Shit. If I got out of here alive, I’d have to look up whether there had been any interesting missing persons files around the casino. I could see the appeal to a dragon to set up shop here. No shortage of thieves with “dragon food” stamped on their foreheads in Vegas.

Mr. Kurosawa laughed, and smoke streamed from his nostrils. Well, at least he was enjoying himself. I held up my hands and chose my words very carefully. “My sincerest apologies, I didn’t mean to insult you with damaged goods, it was a complete accident on my part. You can keep the egg and I’ll even return my fee. I don’t want there to be any . . . bad feelings—”

He cut me off with a laugh so grating I winced. Was it just me, or was the room actually getting hotter?

He held out the egg and pressed three small pinholes in succession. The egg clicked and opened into three sections, like orange slices. I hadn’t even realized the egg was a puzzle box. There hadn’t been any mention of it in the inscriptions.

Still chuckling, Mr. Kurosawa exposed an empty chamber for me to see.

“You misunderstand my intentions, Owl. I’m not angry with you for bringing me what was agreed upon—now that I am sure you did not steal the contents of the egg.” His eyes glowed red for a moment. “I wish to arrange a new contract with you to find the missing contents.” He must have seen my face turn white. In fact, I’m positive he saw my face turn white, because this conversation was heading into territory I was already way too familiar with and had had enough of to last me three—no, make that five—lifetimes.

I have a strict policy. No magic, no monsters, no supernatural clients. Ever. I stumbled into what I like to call “supernatural shit” on my third job. Completely by accident, I might add. If you were wondering what drove me off the grid into living in a Winnebago, using disposable phones and hijacked satellite internet, that was it.

The only reason my “magic check” hadn’t come back positive on this one was that someone else had beaten me to it a thousand or two years ago . . . wait, that was it.

“Mr. Kurosawa—”

“Please, Owl,” he said, indicating a fresh flute of champagne proffered by the Kabuki girl. “So rarely do I . . . entertain, so to speak,” he finished, and grinned.

I took the new glass. I wasn’t worried it was poisoned; easier to just eat me. I was having a hard time not cringing every time he smiled though. I started again. “Mr. Kurosawa, whatever is supposed to be inside that egg was stolen a few thousand years ago, maybe more. I don’t even know where I would start—”

He stopped me with his hand, now sporting claws. Three-inch black claws. He passed a folder to me across the mirrored table. “I believe this will help you decide where to start.”

I chewed my lower lip and opened the folder—it’s not like I had a lot of options. Inside was a list of locations: China, Japan, Korea, and a few places in Indonesia. I knew all of them. I’d turned down jobs in each and every one because they were supernatural hot spots.

I closed the folder and passed it back. If I hadn’t been sitting in front of a dragon, I’d have thrown it as far away as humanly possible. “Look, Mr. Kurowsawa, I’m really sorry, but I can’t—”

“Are you happy with your existence?” he asked.

That caught me off guard. “Ahh, if you mean am I fond of living, yeah, I’m pretty attached to it.”

Smoke billowed out of his nose as he reclined against the white leather, his glowing black eyes boring into me. “The running, hiding, evading, knowing no one would ever believe you—doesn’t it get tedious?”

“Ummm, no offense, but that’s why I don’t do supernatural jobs—”

Mr. Kurosawa’s smile shifted from sinister to mocking. “And how has that been working out for you?”

I didn’t say anything. What was the point? He was right.

He laughed.

Dragon or no, he was starting to piss me off. Besides, this was turning into a lose-lose situation, and I’d rather be eaten by a dragon than chased down by vampires. For one, the dragon didn’t have a grudge. “Look, I have enough trouble with vampires right now, and I don’t need any more supernatural problems, and that,” I said, pointing to the open egg, “is a supernatural problem.”

“What is it worth to make your problem go away?” Mr. Kurosawa asked.

That got my attention.

“No more running, no more checking over your shoulder.” He leaned in. “No one hunting you down.”

The chance to go back to my place in Seattle, actually use my bank account without worrying a vampire or its lackey was going to jump out of the next alley I passed by . . .

“What’s the catch?” I said.

On cue the Kabuki girl handed Mr. Kurosawa a third bloodred folder that matched his ever-reddening skin. He removed a single sheet and slid it across the table.

My throat went dry. It was a contract written in bright red ink. The kind of contract you can’t break.

“As per our previous arrangements, payment will be given on the delivery of the missing contents of the egg into my possession. As a gesture of good faith I will negotiate a truce with the parties currently searching for you, from this date onwards.”

“I don’t do supernatural,” I said. Even I didn’t convince myself.

“My dear, you do not have the luxury of deciding that, not if you intend to keep your current hide intact.” He smiled and flashed me those black dragon teeth again. “You’re rather famous in my circles now. Accidently bathing a vampire superior in sunlight during an excavation will do that. Though I still haven’t decided yet whether you’re brilliant or miraculously stupid for managing to deliver the sarcophagus and collecting your pay. In the meantime, you’ve evaded their agents and completed seven contracts, five of them for me. I’d wager you’re about as deep into ‘supernatural shit’ as you can get. Besides that, you’re greedy.” His eyes took on a black glow. “And greed is something I can work with.”

I held the contract. Yes or no?

“And,” Mr. Kurosawa added, glancing at his Rolex watch, “this offer will quickly expire.”

The Kabuki girl handed me a sealed envelope this time. Three photos were inside, all time-stamped a few hours before. It was the Paris boys; I’d recognize Alexander anywhere. They were in Vegas.

I had two choices: deal with Mr. Kurosawa, or take my chances with the Paris boys. Either way, odds were good I’d end up dinner. I thought about accepting for a minute. But that thought only lasted a minute. Supernatural shit got me into my Winnebago mess in the first place. Stacking a dragon on top of vampires was a stupid idea. I stood up and shook my head. “Sorry, no deal. I’m not working for you.”

“Are you not afraid I will kill you?”

I shook my head and shrugged. “You or the vampires. I’m not making the same mistake again,” I said, and started walking back towards the maze of slot machines.

“This one job, Owl. You need never see me or their ilk again.”

I glanced over my shoulder and he flashed me his black teeth, the height of Japanese fashion a few thousand years ago.

“Just this last contract, and I will deliver on my promise to intervene with the vampires. What do you have to lose?”

“I’d be off their hit list permanently?”

He nodded, once.

I rolled it over in my head. All I had to do was find the contents and I’d be rid of the vampires. It wasn’t digging myself in deeper. It was a way out. “One job, and only the one . . . ever,” I said.

Mr. Kurosawa smiled.

“And I have conditions.”

Another puff of smoke trailed out of Mr. Kurosawa’s nose, but he didn’t stop me, so I trudged onwards. Shit, what the hell was I doing, bartering with a dragon? “First, no eating me. Even after this contract expires or you terminate it. Second, you bankroll the equipment.”

“Agreed. I assume there is a third?”

I braced myself. “The vampire clause stands, even if I can’t deliver.”

His lips curled up at my last condition, and I wondered for a moment if I’d pushed dragon patience too far. I didn’t actually prefer being eaten to working for a dragon—not if he could get the Paris boys off my case—but I also wasn’t diving headfirst into a doomed wild-goose chase.

Mr. Kurosawa considered me from the plush couch. “Is that everything?”

“I want it in the contract.”

Three long seconds passed, during which I held my breath.

“Lady Siyu,” Mr. Kurosawa said. The Kabuki girl produced a red lacquer pen with a very sharp tip.

Oh hell no.

I went to shove my hand into my pocket, but she was too fast; a blur of red-tipped fingernails snatched my wrist.

I yelped as she pricked me with a needle and held my finger until a drop of blood fell on the page. She was strong for such a small woman. Lady Siyu said something in Japanese, and my conditions appeared on the bottom page. Just like that. Then she flipped the pen over and handed it to me. I kept her and Mr. Kurosawa in my sights as I signed. I thought I caught a glimpse of a slit eye as I passed the signed contract back to Lady Siyu. If she was human, I was a dancing unicorn.

“How does a dragon get vampires to back off dinner anyways?” I said.

Mr. Kurosawa frowned, as if my question was in line with what he’d expect from a four-year-old.

I held up my hands. “Just curious. They were pretty pissed off the last time we spoke in Egypt.” Thinking about my Egyptian run-in with the Paris boys was enough to give me nightmares for a week.

“There are courtesies and etiquettes to follow,” Mr. Kurosawa said. “If not, I’ve been known to eat the occasional vampire.”

I believed it. Dragons trump vampires in the supernatural food chain. Which only strengthened my conviction that I was completely and utterly out of my mind for even contemplating this job.

“So, just so we’re clear, tomorrow I can use my Visa and no one will jump out of an alley and try to kill me?” Oh yeah, vampires were loving the digital era.

“I suggest you set yourself up in Vegas to start, but yes. I’ve taken the liberty of having Lady Siyu check you into one of our suites. Your van was retrieved and is in the parkade.”

Lady Siyu passed me a receipt for my Winnebago, along with the red dossier. She turned on her spiked heels and motioned for me to follow.

Mr. Kurosawa regarded me. Even halfway to a dragon he still looked every inch the rich businessman. “Words of caution, Owl: do not let yourself lose track of Lady Siyu in my private casino. People have a way of getting . . . lost.”

I scrambled; I was not about to get lost in a dragon’s lair—den—whatever you call it. But my business side took over. I glanced back over my shoulder at Mr. Kurosawa before Lady Siyu entered the maze. “How do I contact you?”

“It’s all in the dossier.” He got up to leave and had almost disappeared amongst the slot machines, but I couldn’t help myself.

“What would have happened if I’d said no?”

He flashed his vicious, razor-sharp smile once more. “Those Paris vampires offered an awfully large reward for you. And I eat thieves.”

With that, he was gone, and I ran to catch up to Lady Siyu, now almost at the end of the nearest row of slot machines. She hadn’t waited for me. My head was spinning—I was working for a dragon.

Lady Siyu led me through the maze of machines, and I kept my head down, not wanting to be distracted by the neon lights. After she’d turned down too many corridors for me to keep track of, she pushed open two heavy gold doors with old Japanese characters etched deep into the metal.

I didn’t realize how tense I’d been until we stepped into the hotel corridor. With just the brush of our feet against the plush carpet to indicate anyone was here, she stopped before a black unmarked door and opened it with a gold key card, which she handed to me.

I wouldn’t call it a room. Luxury designer condo was more like it. I whistled as Lady Siyu followed me in. I hadn’t been in a real room in over four months—not counting student and hostel dorms. It’d been camping or the Winnebago. I couldn’t wait to see the bathroom and take a shower—damn, I could soak in a bath.

Lady Siyu was about to leave when I remembered something. “Ummm, this might sound odd, but I have a cat . . .”

Lady Siyu turned and inclined her head, slowly. She had green, slitted eyes that reflected the light.

Yup, definitely not human. “Umm . . . yeah . . . I just wasn’t sure whether I was allowed a pet in here—”

“It’s not a problem,” she said with a perfect British accent. It took me aback; it was the first time I’d heard her speak. She glided over to my desk. French, Louis XIII, I’d bet on it. In fact, the room was full of antiques—I shook my head. I was not stealing from a dragon’s hotel.

She picked up a notebook and wrote two numbers down. “You may contact room service here, and secure internet access is available with this network and password. You will have to search for it—it is very secure. Everything else you need is in the file, along with your terms of employment. If you have any questions, contact me at this number. Please do not leave the hotel or casino this evening, as Mr. Kurosawa needs to . . . ‘negotiate’ your immunity. Will there be anything else?”

“Umm, no. That’s all I need.”

Lady Siyu bowed—barely, I noted. With a click of the door, I was alone.

On the corner chair someone had deposited my weekend supplies, complete with yellow bags. I pulled out one of my now warm Coronas and put the rest in the fridge. I sat on my bed and took everything in: vampires, contracts with a dragon, whatever Lady Siyu was. How the hell was I going to track down something that was stolen three thousand years ago?

I just had to keep telling myself this was better than running from a pack of vampires.
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I cracked open my third Corona and pulled my wet hair into a ponytail. I was wearing only a casino bathrobe. After the shower, I couldn’t stand to put any of my old clothes back on. They just all seemed so dirty. I’d have to go shopping tomorrow. It wasn’t like I didn’t have the money. I was sitting on over ten million dollars. A significant downside to my run-in with the Paris boy vampires a year ago was that I hadn’t had the chance to spend any of it.

Captain picked the middle of the bed to take a nap. I was going to have a bitch of a time getting him off, so I opened up my laptop and logged into World Quest. Time to face the music.

There was a flurry of messages from my team telling me to eff off. Touching, close-knit group that we were. There was a series of messages from Carpe Diem asking if I was OK. I opened up a private chat window before entering the game.

Hey, Carpe—I’m fine, I wrote.

A moment later his reply scrolled across the screen. What happened? You disappeared.

Emergency business, couldn’t be helped. I’m back for the weekend—beer in hand, room service on the way.

There was a delay in Carpe’s response. Out of your realm of behavior. Had me worried.

I’m touched.

Wouldn’t be hard to find a decent thief. Next time get a message off.

Had to admit, it got to me that my World Quest friend even cared—or maybe it was beer number three talking. Roger Wilco. What’s the schedule?

Five more hours, then a seven-hour break. Halfway through a dungeon. Get your ass online and I’ll port you in.

Room service knocked. I opened the door and could smell the steak instantly. They’d even included a bottle of red wine. I started salivating. I hadn’t had a steak in months, let alone a decent bottle of red wine.

I slid back into the hotel chair, and Captain, smelling the steak, hopped up onto my lap. There was one more message from Carpe Diem on the screen.

By the way, sorry about all your stuff.

Fuck.

I pulled up my inventory screen. It, and my bag of holding, was empty. To top it off, my character, the Byzantine Thief, was standing in all her skivvy computer-generated glory. “Motherfu-ow!” I said as Captain chirped at my sudden movement and dug his claws into my leg.

Well, this would be interesting. I’d never entered a match with my birthday suit on before. Son of a bitch.

Carpe Diem, resident team sorcerer that he was, ported me. A flurry of in-game comments on my character’s relative nakedness greeted me. For the next few hours the only dragons and monsters I had to worry about were the ones the rest of the world worried about—the ones in a game.
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2

THE TROUBLE WITH VAMPIRES

Noon-ish, the Japanese Circus

Something rough scraped against my face, interrupting my sleep. It smelled like fish.

I groaned and rolled over in the incredibly comfortable hotel bed, pulling the thick duvet over my head. Captain fell off the bed with an indignant chirp, and I sealed myself under the covers while I still had the chance.

That bought me all of five seconds before he started to dig.

“I’m so brushing your teeth,” I said.

I swung the covers off and checked my watch. Noon. I rubbed my eyes and got up. Not fast enough for Captain, who had bypassed meowing and gone straight to death howls. Well, five hours was better than nothing.

“Screw off,” I said, hopping to avoid tripping over him. Damn it, why do cats always wind around your legs in the morning before you’ve had any coffee?

He followed me over to the stack of cans and didn’t let up until I dumped the contents into his plastic bowl. He dug in, and I shook my head.

“I need to put you on a diet.”

He meowed indignantly before digging right back in. I headed into the kitchenette and gave a little victory yelp as soon as I discovered the stocked espresso machine. I don’t like to do anything—bathe, get dressed, find breakfast, speak—before I’ve had a good jolt of caffeine. I loaded a capsule into the holder. While it spit out my coffee, I got a second capsule ready. I like my caffeine.

By the time I was downing my second, I started putting together my strategy for the day. First, find out from Lady Siyu whether I was going to be dodging vampire lackeys; second, find breakfast. The second condition prevailed regardless of the outcome of the first, but if I was still being hunted, my options were going to be limited. That and I could get a few more hours’ sleep.

I picked up the room’s phone, an off-white enamel number as ornate and expensive-looking as the other antiques in the room, and dialed the number Lady Siyu had left me.

After two rings her crisp British accent answered, “Yes?”

I rolled my eyes. In one word Lady Siyu managed to convey both irritation and a perceived superiority.

“Hi, ah, just checking in to see where things were at—”

“Mr. Kurosawa has completed the negotiation of terms,” she said, cutting me off. “You may leave the casino and make travel arrangements accordingly.”

And with that, the line clicked dead.

Well, that settled that.

I showered, dressed, and went online to start getting my life back in order and test my new immunity. Digitally transferred funds and a few phone calls to the bank later, I was good to go. It felt weird, seeing my bank account balance for the first time in months, and the idea of actually spending my money—like a normal person. It had been a while since I’d felt anything close to normal. Ever since I’d become an antiquities thief. Well, if I was honest with myself, not since I’d started grad school, but it wasn’t until after I’d left grad school that things had gone to hell in a handbasket.

The main draw to my line of work isn’t getting dirty on archaeology digs or breathing in corrosive acid fumes while restoring thousand-year-old artifacts. It also isn’t the hours of eyestrain on the computer stalking museum and university archives. If that had been it, I’d have tried a hell of a lot harder to stay in archaeology—not by much, but I’d at least have put in a token effort.

It’s the money. A lot of money. And lower risk than being a real thief. Truth be told, most governments don’t really care what happens to their artifacts—not enough to arrest anyone . . . or shoot. Except for Egypt, that is, but with the right palms greased, it’s a moot point. After three revolutions, the tourism industry is shot and they’re hurting for cash.

Another perk is I actually get credit for the work I do—not screwed over by some talentless dick of a postdoc who spends more time trying to stare down my shirt than dig . . . OK, off that train of thought—I try not to have anger management issues nowadays.

My very first paycheck I spent on a condo in Seattle, which I haven’t stepped foot in for months now due to the vampires camping outside. I had sources tell me they hadn’t torched it, just rifled through everything and broken a few Roman vases. The vases had really pissed me off; I’d had buyers lined up.

The only money I’d been able to spend since the Paris boys started trailing me was on computer and gaming equipment online, and even then I had to use every dirty trick in the book to stay stealth.

Speaking of online shopping . . . I picked my cargo pants and oversized surplus military jacket off the arm of the chair by the kitchen table. Both were caked in dust and had old coffee stains on them. On a hunch I held them under my nose. Funny how three weeks living in a Winnebago with a cat numbs your sense of smell. My clothes didn’t need a wash; they needed to be thrown in a landfill.

There was no shortage of shops on the Vegas strip, but a scene from Pretty Woman came to mind—the one where they refuse to serve the hooker in a designer store. Switch out hooker for homeless woman and that would be me. Nuts to that.

I ordered breakfast from room service and pulled up the online stores for Chanel, Versace, and Ralph Lauren, which all had locations in Vegas. My best friend, Nadya, who could pass for a fashion model on a bad day, gave me a piece of advice after I showed up at her club in Tokyo wearing a number I’d picked out myself: next time, shop out of a catalogue. Apparently fashion sense isn’t one of my talents.

I checked out Versace first. Time to get my Visa out and test this truce.

I dialed the Vegas number.

“Hi there,” I said, “do you guys by any chance have the snakeskin leather jacket and matching leather boots in a small and a size seven and a half? You do? Great, I’m going to need that and a few other things brought over to the concierge at the Japanese Circus—” I flipped to the next page on the screen and checked my watch. 12:30. Six and a half hours until I was scheduled to meet Carpe back online. Plenty of time to get dressed, get food, and do some research on Mr. Kurosawa’s egg.
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I ordered a bagel and my third coffee of the day at the hotel casino’s garden cafe before grabbing a seat poolside. I’d spent an hour and a half researching leads for Mr. Kurosawa’s egg and missing scroll while I’d waited for my new clothes to arrive. I wasn’t any further ahead than if I’d spent the time playing World Quest. Every mention I’d found of puzzle boxes and scrolls found in the emperor’s tomb, or from the same period, had been dead ends; not one shared characteristics with the puzzle egg or the strange inscriptions.

Sitting by the pool and fresh out of any leads, I decided to hack into the University of Tokyo’s archaeology server. I remembered a talk a few years back by a Japanese postdoc—Yoshi? He’d spent a few years in the Bali catacombs, and I vaguely recalled him mentioning foreign tablet inscriptions, found in two of the antechambers, that had been untranslatable. On the off chance there were similarities with the inscriptions on Mr. Kurosawa’s egg, I dug up the Bali thesis. There’s a lot of porn on the university server to sift through, in case you were wondering what Japanese profs and students store in their personal accounts.

The only mention of the tablets and inscriptions was a small footnote, with no picture. I sat back and weighed the possibilities. I knew the postdoc had shown photographs of the tablet in his talk, so the only reason they’d have been omitted from the thesis proper was if there’d been a supernatural link discovered after the fact. The International Archaeology Association would have insisted the Japanese bury it; first and foremost, they had to keep those pesky bits of supernatural proof out of the public’s delicate hands. Heaven forbid anyone actually knew there were vampires, dragons, and other assorted monsters out there, just waiting to eat them. . . .

Without an actual image of the tablet in front of me though, I couldn’t be sure . . . And there’d been no mention of scrolls anywhere in the thesis . . . but then again, it was supernatural, so maybe the university had buried that too.

I rubbed my eyes. Between the vampires and Mr. Kurosawa . . . How did I get myself into these messes . . .

However long a shot, the tablet and inscriptions from Bali were the only leads I had.

I had to go to Japan and talk to Nadya’s contact in the university. If my hunch was right, the egg and missing scroll weren’t Chinese artifacts at all but much older pieces.

I pulled up flights to Japan. There was one that left at 11:00 p.m. I checked the time. 2:15 p.m. I’d still make World Quest and be able to sleep on the plane. I emailed Nadya and let her know I was coming for a visit and needed to crash at her place. Code that I needed her to get her contact ready for me . . . and that I’d be crashing at her place.

With five hours to spare, I pulled my new Versace sunglasses down and leaned back to enjoy the poolside sun and people-watching.

Not ten minutes passed before I realized I was being cased. If I hadn’t been watching the boys from down under hanging out across the pool, I’d never have caught the greasy rock star wannabe lurking a few tables away.

Stringy dark hair, black eyeliner, leather pants, open white shirt—without the build to pull it off, I might add—and a pair of dark boho sunglasses. How the hell did heroin ever become chic?

I usually suck spotting supernaturals in a crowd, but even I know a vampire’s lackey when I see one, and this one was low end. Think slumming it, for vampires.

As soon as he realized I’d spotted him—my look of pure contempt and disgust probably gave it away—he stopped the pretense and creeped around the other tables and suntanners towards me.

I took another sip of my coffee and waited. If I was going to run into one of Alexander’s thralls sooner or later, I might as well deal with him now. In the back of my mind I couldn’t help worrying Mr. Kurosawa had double-crossed me. But that would be a lot of trouble to go to when he could have just eaten me last night. Out of reflex I cased the rest of the pool for more vampire lackeys. Apparently this guy was solo, though I did catch Oricho and two tattooed guards standing off to the side.

Interesting.

Vampire lackey strode right up, crossed his arms, and smirked down at me. “Well? Have anything to say for yourself, Owl?”

I crinkled my nose—cheap cologne was dripping off him. From how far gone he was, I’d wager it was to cover residual rotting lily of the valley from his vampire master. Damn, where did vampires find these guys? I glanced once more at Oricho, who stood like a statue by the door. Well, time to see what this truce was worth.

“Yeah. Fuck the hell off before I call security.”

That caught him off guard. He placed both hands on my table and leaned in, the smirk twisting into a sneer that showed heavily stained teeth.

I leaned back—not out of fear but in disgust. “The least the vampires could do is offer you lapdogs decent dental. Bad teeth ruin the ominous dark messenger effect. So does the cheap perfume. I could still smell you across the pool.” That pissed him off.

“There’s a bounty on your head. One I plan on collecting.” His white shirt slipped to the side, exposing a hidden handgun.

I hate guns. You’d think with all my running away from vampires I’d have a gun or two lying around, or a stake at the very least. My experience is that as soon as you start keeping a gun in your glove compartment, the bad guys manage to beat you to it. A gun is predictable—you point and shoot. Not having a gun means I have to think outside the box, and I’ve escaped more tight situations that way than I can count. Same thing goes for stakes. I do keep garlic water hidden in a perfume bottle though, for up close emergencies.

I glanced back towards the garden cafe door. Oricho was nowhere to be seen.

I frowned. So much for dragon protection. I guessed human vampire lackeys didn’t rate interference.

“You realize there’s a truce? I’m not on any hit list,” I said.

He smiled, showing me those stained teeth again. “Not officially, but I bring you in, I get made.”

“You break a truce your bosses bartered with the dragon running Vegas, and you figure Alexander is going to reward you publicly and make you a vampire? You’re dumber than you look,” I said.

His smile wavered. Trusting your vampire bosses only goes so far—even for the stupidly devout. But this guy was a fanatic. He shook his head. “She wouldn’t do that to me. The others might have caved to the dragon, but she still wants you dead.”

It took every ounce of control to keep myself from smiling. Now we were getting somewhere. Not having a gun means people subconsciously keep talking—even when they start telling you stuff they shouldn’t. My guess is their subconscious figures you’ll be dead anyways, so why bother with the filter? It’s not like these guys have a lot of brainpower to spare. She told me a lot. For one, it said that against all odds, Alexander and the Paris boys were playing ball. None of them were female. Which meant this was either someone they’d hired or another, unknown female vampire I’d pissed off.

“Don’t be stupid. The only reward you’ll be getting is a pine box—the kind you don’t crawl back out of,” I said, hoping to talk some reason into him—not completely selfishly either. His vampire boss would kill him to cover her tracks.

I could see in his eyes though that the blind devotion was back, and I heard, more than saw, the safety click off. Amazing the things you start to hear when someone’s about to kill you. I did another visual check: not only were Mr. Kurosawa’s big muscles nowhere to be seen but the regular guards had disappeared as well. Along with any guests who had been in earshot.

I sighed. It’s always nice to know where you fall in a list of priorities. Image, guests, and then probably property damage well above my well-being—just like my archaeology days.

The lackey’s eyes glazed over with the apathy people get when they’re about to kill another human being, and he aimed the gun at me. I gripped the arms of the chair. I wasn’t going to keel over and die just yet. I’d have to time it right, but if I could just keep him talking . . .

“You’re making a big mistake. This vampire chick isn’t going to let you walk away from starting a turf war with a dragon. She’s using you as a scapegoat. You’ll be her rogue human who killed the girl after she explicitly told you not to, and then she’ll present your severed head. This stuff happens all the time. You’re just another pawn to be thrown under the bus—”

“Enough,” he said with the fervor only a rabid vampire lackey could show. “Sabine would never do that to me.”

Sabine. I had a name. I had no idea who this Sabine vampire was, but I had a name, and a name can do wonders in the digital age.

Now all I had to do was keep myself alive. The lawn chair had some weight to it and acted as an anchor as I leaned back and inched my Chanel boot towards him. If I timed it just right, I’d catch his foot with my heel and reap his knee before he got a shot off. I doubt he’d see that coming. I planned to throw myself to the side and take a bullet to my shoulder, just in case.

“You know what I hate most about vampire lackeys?” I asked, hoping I could distract him so he wouldn’t catch the last precious inch I’d slid my boot towards him.

“What?” he growled.

“You guys never think ahead of your next fix,” I said as I caught his shoe with my right heel and kicked out my left leg at his knee.

I didn’t connect. A tattooed arm reached around my torso and lifted me clear over the back of my chair as I yelped. Mr. Kurosawa’s boys apparently weren’t as indifferent to vampire lackeys running around their hotel as I’d summarized.

Vampire Boy was nowhere near as lucky as me. He never knew what hit him. Oricho had him by the throat and lifted him up until his feet were dangling off the ground. Vampire Boy’s eyes went wide, and he started grasping at Oricho’s hands. Oricho didn’t squeeze, or threaten, or sprout fangs, or anything else I’d expect from a supernatural working for a dragon. He pulled the quivering lackey in close, and all I could make out were his lips moving quickly as he whispered in my would-be assassin’s ear.

At first nothing happened. Vampire Boy looked more confused than anything else. But a half breath later the expression turned from confusion to terror as he began to twitch. The twitching escalated into full-blown convulsions, and white foam began to spew out of his mouth.

Oricho let him fall to the concrete as if he’d been dropping a sack of trash off at the corner. The vampire lackey twitched and choked for a good long minute, until he lay still in a pool of his own vomit.

I took a step back and whistled. “You guys don’t mess around,” I said. Off the top of my head, I didn’t know of any other creatures who could kill that subtly.

Oricho regarded the body and shook his head. “Drug overdose. So sad in one so young.”

Yeah. Real sad. And a perfectly plausible junkie’s death with no witnesses to say otherwise. As professional a cover-up as the International Archaeology Association ever orchestrated.

I made a mental note to err on the side of caution when dealing with these guys in the future.

“Umm, not that I don’t appreciate you guys stepping in and all, but if you weren’t planning on letting him shoot me, why not step in sooner?”

Oricho turned his attention to me, and I tried to keep from fidgeting. He’d been wearing sunglasses before, and this was the first time I got a glimpse of his unnatural green eyes.

After a moment of regarding me he said, “Starting a war on a conversation and an argument is not wise. It was more profitable to let him act. Besides, this assassin talked too much,” he added, almost cracking a half smile.

I nodded. Yup, that rang true, which reminded me: “He wasn’t with Alexander and the Paris boys. Apparently they’re respecting Mr. Kurosawa’s truce. Have you ever heard of a vampire called Sabine?” I nodded to Vampire Boy’s corpse. “ ‘Cause that’s who threw him under the bus.”

“Perhaps. I will consult with Mr. Kurosawa. If there is anything of note, Lady Siyu shall contact you. In the meantime, do not leave the Circus’s grounds.”

I noticed the only people who seemed to be left in the vicinity were the outback Aussie boys, except now they were carrying cleanup equipment.

I arched an eyebrow back at Oricho. He just raised one right back at me. I know when to pick my battles. “Yeah, about that, I need to be on a flight to Japan tonight.”

For the first time, Oricho’s face betrayed a trace of surprise.

“You’ve located it already—?”

I shook my head and picked up my laptop. I was done with the pool. Besides, up in my room Captain would smell any vampires before they reached the door. “I’ve got a lead and it leads to Japan, so I’m on a flight to Tokyo tonight—or at least I’m booked on one.”

He frowned and shook his head. “It would be better for you to wait until I have identified and spoken to this Sabine,” he said, rolling around the name as if it was something distasteful. “The Paris Vampire Contingency was satisfied with Mr. Kurosawa’s arrangement and removed their agents and selves from Las Vegas last night.”

He nodded at the vampire lackey as two of the Aussie boys lifted the body into a giant metal garbage can. “We noticed him around the casino this morning, but there has been no trace of a female vampire anywhere in Vegas. I promise you I will find her,” he added as I opened my mouth to argue.

“Oh, I have no doubt you’ll find out who she is, it’s the me being alive part I’m worried about,” I said.

Oricho smiled at that. “I promise you were never in any danger.”

The Aussie boys rolled the garbage can away. They were way too cheerful about it. I’d have to look into what they might be before I spent any more time ogling them poolside. “Yeah, well, danger or not, if you plan on me finding your boss’s scroll, I need to be in Japan.”

Oricho frowned and tried to stare me down, but I held my ground. I wasn’t messing around with this job. Finally, he took his cell out, and after a brief discussion in Japanese that was well over my head, he turned to me and said, “Go to Japan. There will be no problems.”

“What—How?” I said.

Oricho raised an eyebrow. That expression was starting to grate on my nerves.

“A minute ago you were insisting I hang around,” I added.

“You said it was necessary to go to Japan and I cannot watch you in Japan, so I called in a favor. Do not worry, they will not interfere with your investigation,” he added, as if reading my thoughts.

Without another word Oricho and the rest of Mr. Kurosawa’s men headed back inside the casino. One of the Aussie boys, the blond wearing a cowboy hat who’d helped dispose of the body, smiled and waved before making a beeline for me.

Smile fixed, he stopped less than a foot away and handed me a worn black leather wallet. I took it—I mean, what was I supposed to do?—and checked the ID. It was Vampire Boy’s: Sebastian Collard’s, to be exact. Collard . . . the face wasn’t ringing any bells, but the name . . . I flipped through and wrote down the Social Security and credit card numbers before handing the wallet back to the Aussie—or whatever he was.

“I’d give that to Oricho, but thanks for letting me look at it,” I said.

He tipped his hat and headed back towards the pool bar without ever saying a single word to me. Creepy.

I grabbed my laptop and headed back upstairs to order room service and pack. If I was really lucky, Lady Siyu might even have some info on Sabine. Lady Siyu—that gave me an idea. I opened the door to my room and endured Captain’s inspection before he let me in. Like I said, he can smell vampire. I cracked open a Corona and punched Lady Siyu’s number into the phone.

“Yes?” came the bored reply.

“Yeah, hi—” I had to balance the Corona as Captain lugged himself onto my lap and launched into a motor run of purrs. “Listen, there was an incident downstairs—”

“I am aware it was taken care of.” Her voice turned up at the end, insinuating the unspoken question of why the hell I was bothering her.

“Yeah, that’s not why I’m calling. I was hoping if I sent you some details on the assassin, you could find out some information I don’t have readily accessible.”

There was a pause on the other end. “Send the details and I will see what I can do.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it—”

“And Owl?”

“Yeah?”

“Please get to the point in future correspondence.” And the line went dead.

I fired off an email with the info I had copied from Sebastian’s wallet, along with a list of what I was looking for. Financials, employers, home address, work history, had he checked into the hotel with anyone . . . stuff that would take me a week I didn’t have and a lot of bribes. I figured Lady Siyu and Mr. Kurosawa had a lot more pull and resources.

I settled in and logged into World Quest an hour early, heading straight for a dungeon to start making up for lost time. Did you know you can sell World Quest treasure online? For real money?

An hour later Lady Siyu still hadn’t returned my email, but the coordinates for my next quest rendezvous, courtesy of Carpe, blinked across my chat window.

“Time to be social, Captain,” I said, and ported the Byzantine Thief into Dead Orc Soup, a World Quest pub with a sense of humor and a reputation for buying as many orcs and goblins as we could kill.

I’d worry about Sabine when she popped up again. With my luck she’d rear her head sooner rather than later.
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3

TOKYO ROSE

6:00 p.m., Tokyo time, and 10,000 feet over the Pacific Ocean

Tokyo is possibly my favorite city in the world. It never shuts down, and Captain and I can sleep in a locked cubbyhole with only one entrance if need be. More importantly, the vampires in Tokyo have nothing to do with vampires in the rest of the world.

“Miss Owl?”

I looked up from my file as the flight attendant offered me a tray with a mixed array of orange and bubbling flutes.

“Would you like a champagne or orange juice for takeoff?” she said.

And this is why I fly first class. Well, that and the legroom . . . and I can actually get out of my seat to go to the washroom. The waiting lounges are nicer too.

“Thanks,” I said with what I hoped passed for a charming smile as I took one of each.

She didn’t seem to mind, but she did politely glance down at Captain’s carrier. The other reason I fly first class: they let us bring our pets on the plane.

“Oh, he’s fine in there. Won’t make a noise. Promise,” I said, and offered her my best charming smile. Personally I think it sucks—and Nadya seems to agree—but the designer clothes and the fact that I still look like I’m in my early twenties buy me a lot of leeway.

The flight attendant moved on to the next passenger, and I downed my orange juice and opened up the file on Sebastian Collard that Lady Siyu had delivered before I’d caught my cab. The cab ride from anywhere on the Vegas strip to the airport is short, so I’d only had a chance to flip through the first few pages. What I’d seen had worried me enough that I’d been flipping through it ever since.

I can’t sleep on planes. Never could. So I usually block time for naps before and after and use the flight itself for research and planning.

On the first page alone there was enough to make me very happy I was taking Captain to Japan with me.

Up until six months ago, Sebastian Collard had been a run-of-the-mill antiques dealer in Florida, specializing in colonial and precolonial pieces from the Caribbean. Once that registered, I knew where I’d seen the name. Someone from his shop had contacted me about a year ago and offered me money to fetch a piece from Cuba. It had been right around my run-in with the Paris boys, and I’d needed cash, badly. ATMs and banks in general had stopped being my friend by that point.

Anyway, I’d backed out of the job last minute and had stopped returning emails when local authorities had started investigating Sebastian’s company on forgeries. Talk about small world.

However, the man in the mug shot was a far cry from the vampire junkie mess who’d pointed a gun at me. He’d been a respectable . . . well, looking at least . . . businessman. No family, no real friends. After the forgery charges, the shop had closed and he’d vanished from the real world.

Yeah, hanging out with vampires will do that to you.

The more I looked through his earlier business records, a sinking suspicion started to needle me.

People who collect antiques love second-opinion appraisals. Unless Sebastian had been some kind of superpowered master forger, there’s no way he could have stayed in business for almost ten years with the steady volume of high-end pieces he’d been moving. It just doesn’t happen. Someone would have stumbled onto the forgeries years ago and he’d have been demoted to selling 1960s kitsch. It was starting to look more like an expensive frame job than a forgery bust.

What did I say about vampires hitting you where it hurts?

Whereas Lady Siyu had been able to find all sorts of information on Sebastian, Sabine remained an enigma. Sebastian had checked into the Paradise hotel—a lower-end resort for gambling habits and families on tight budgets—with a young woman, but the trail ended there. I hadn’t managed to find anything online either in reference to a vampire named Sabine. I’d have to wait for Lady Siyu to call with more information once she contacted the Paris boys to find out if this Sabine was one of theirs. I wasn’t holding my breath. I locked the folder back up in my satchel. No sense obsessing over it until I had something better to go on, and there’d be plenty of time for that once I landed in Tokyo.

Captain gave a mrowl. The blond businesswoman sitting across the aisle shot me a dirty look, then flicked her magazine open.

I have this theory that there’s a black so deep and bottomless only lawyers dare wear it. I call it lawyer black. They must ask for it by name when ordering suits. The blonde was dressed head to toe in it. I stuck my tongue out and mentally patted myself on the back for the look of pure shock on the woman’s face. The things I get away with wearing Chanel.

“Come on,” I said to Captain, and held out his harness. He crawled in with minor complaints, and I walked him up the aisle to the bathroom. Those videos that claim they can toilet train your cat? Totally true.

The two Japanese Harajuku teens sitting near the front ooohed and ahhed over Captain and his red harness. Captain rolled over for them, sopping up the attention. It made up for the cat-hating lawyer.

Once I had Captain back to our seat, I checked the time. Two hours left until landing. I rested my head against the back of the seat. What I really needed now was to plan my steps for when I got off the plane, which meant going over my dig notes and the few lines I’d gleaned from the Japanese thesis on the Bali site. I pulled my laptop out and waved the flight attendant over.

“Do you by any chance have a couple of Coronas back there?” I said.
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Captain and I breezed through customs. Best ten grand I ever spent was bribing a doctor to prescribe me an “assistant pet” to deal with my “debilitating anxiety and panic disorder.” I think they have padded rooms and an assortment of colorful pills set aside for people who tell their therapists they need an assistant cat to help them evade vampires. Ten grand it is, thank you very much.

I breezed past the baggage carousel and through the exit, and hightailed it to the nearest washroom. I had everything I needed in my oversized Chanel purse. As a general rule I try to never check luggage. Lucky for me the washroom was empty. I picked the farthest stall from the entrance. No sooner had I closed the stall door than Captain started to complain he had to go, so I let him out of the carrier while I changed.

I pulled my Chanel jacket off, reluctantly I might add, and replaced it with a hooded Ralph Lauren canvas jacket I’d picked up along with a few other things on my shopping spree. Next were the high-heeled boots, which I replaced with a pair of flat leather riding boots. I zipped the boots up over the Chanel jeans and checked that the bottom of the jacket hung long enough to hide the label. I packed the clothes and purse into a canvas Ralph Lauren backpack I’d rolled up and hidden in the bottom of the oversized purse. Last but not least, I wiped off my eyeliner and red lipstick, replaced them with sporty bronzer, undid the wraparound French braids, and beachified my hair.

Once I was satisfied I looked like your run-of-the-mill, respectably fashionable university student, I pulled up the canvas hood, popped Captain back in his carrier, and headed for the exit. Why all the trouble? People can ask drivers where the girl in the expensive Chanel jacket and designer purse was dropped off, and the driver’ll probably remember and be more than happy to tell said person for very little cash. The boho student with the canvas backpack hopping on the train? Who cares.

I navigated the crowded platform until I located the train that would take me to the Shiyuba district, where Nadya lived. Not until I was sitting on the train and relatively sure no one had followed me did I turn my cell phone back on.

Two messages blinked into existence on my screen; one from Oricho and one from Nadya. I checked my email—yeah, international data plans—and still nothing from Lady Siyu yet (or Dragon Lady, as I referred to her in my phone address book, where she’d never see it). I checked Oricho’s message first. All he said was that it was important, and to call him. Shit. Why bother leaving a message if you don’t leave any details? Why not just text? Nadya’s message was a more efficient use of long distance; she was going to be at the club late, so I was to just meet her there.

I put my Bluetooth earbud in and called Oricho. He answered on the first ring.

“Oricho? It’s Owl—please don’t tell me a pack of vampires are hot on my tail. If they are, so help me—”

“Lady Siyu has successfully contacted the Paris Vampire Contingency on Mr. Kurosawa’s behalf and requested that I contact you with the information,” he said.

Well, it wasn’t completely bad news. “Why the hell didn’t she just call me herself?”

Oricho paused for a moment. “Lady Siyu does not deal well with inefficient phone conversations,” he said carefully.

“Oh, you got to be kidding me,” I said, just as the train pulled up to the next station. I checked the name printed in big black letters on the tile wall through the window; still six more to go. “Fine, well, what information did she get on Sabine?”
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