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        This book is dedicated to my grandfather, Leonard Crombie, ninety-nine years old as I write this.

      

      

      

      
        
        Summers at the farm taught me more about life than I realized at the time.

      

        

      
        You taught me about hard work, preparing for the worst but hoping for the best. You taught me that gorging myself on sour cherries leads to a tummy ache every time. You taught me that raspberries taste best when warmed by the sun, fresh off the cane while the dew is still on the leaves.

      

        

      
        You taught me about integrity, and you taught me the value of having the salt shaker at 1 o’clock to your dinner plate.

      

        

      
        Most importantly, you taught me that there is a time for tea, and that time is always.
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      The dead simply cannot resist involving themselves in the business of the living. This isn’t a new revelation for me; as the DaySitter for Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt, I’ve had a front row seat to all sorts of immortal bullshit and general wankery.

      It was marvelously strange being back in Canada again. On the downside, I had to see my family – with whom my relationship status hovered somewhere between “It's Complicated” and “I'd rather eat lint” – as a cover story for being back in the Niagara region. I was actually snooping around for signs of both the revenant Aston Sarokhanian and the Undead Jerkface Who Must Not Be Named Or Pictured Naked. On the upside, I got to see Mr. Merritt, the elderly combat butler at North House, and Constable Patrick Schenk, who had, for reasons beyond mortal reckoning, invited me to visit him while I was in town.

      Taking him up on that, I had my feet up on the dashboard of his personal vehicle, my fuzzy green frog-print socks warmed by the vent blowing up the cuff of my jeans. The interior of the Sonata smelled like paperwork, fabric softener, my snow-dampened sneakers in the footwell, and maple dip doughnuts — there were a couple of those and two cups of coffee balanced on the console between us. The doughnuts had been his treat. True to form, Schenk insisted on paying for everything even though I tried to bill-snipe our drinks.

      It was about a million degrees in the car with the engine running and the heat on full blast; it was unseasonably cold outside for mid-October. I didn't know how long he'd been standing on Municipal Beach before I arrived, staring at the great, dark expanse of Lake Ontario, his impossibly long legs bracing him against a fierce and gusty wind, arms crossed over his chest, silently pondering the night.

      He was still pondering silently, but now he had the dubious joy of my company and the warmth of the car around him. I was used to cops keeping neutral, hard-to-read faces, but Schenk could give Supervisory Special Agent Gary Chapel a run for his money. Some people had a poker face; Schenk had a whole poker body.

      Something had him worried, my clairempathy reported, but I couldn't pick up what it was. Schenk’s hair had turned completely white after our poltergeist encounter, and he had opted for a higher and tighter version of his already-short trim, but that wasn't bothering him, or at least, wasn't the only thing. The sight of me had given him a brief jolt of rueful warmth followed by impatience and defeat. Not the most flattering cocktail of emotions the Blue Sense had ever reported to me, but hardly the worst, either.

      With a decisive slurp, I broke the silence. “You ever really think about the difference between ants and spiders?”

      That earned me all sorts of side-eye. “I know it's legal up here, but that sounds like stoner talk, Cinderblock.”

      I took another nibble of my doughnut. “I mean, besides the obvious, leg count and body shape and such. Think about it. They’re not so different. You see an ant on your beach towel, or your wall, no big whoop, right? You probably just flick it aside,” I said. “But see a spider next to your face and you freak out.”

      He did a double-take at the driver’s side window, then up to the headliner and around his headrest to make sure there wasn’t actually a spider near him.

      My mischievous chortle earned a low growl. “I mean, I don’t freak out,” I went on. “Only big, brave cops do that.”

      I took off the striped hat he’d knit for me and laid it across my lap, giving my scalp a scratch. My hair was starting to grow back slowly, and it was taking a lot of getting used to being not-precisely-bald. I had been both surprised and pleased to see that it was coming in my old, natural ash blonde, not the riotous black and turquoise ghost-hair that had been Brittney Wyatt’s parting gift. I was less Fast & Furious and more Quick & Cranky.

      He slid me another dose of his best side-eye, this one speculative, tentative, and focused on my cranial fuzz. “Let me guess. You got gum in your hair and didn't want anyone's help until it was too late.”

      “Witching mishap.”

      “Self-inflicted?”

      “You're not funny.”

      “But am I right?”

      “Hired help, so, kinda.”

      “Glad you’re okay.”

      “Okay is a bit of a stretch,” I admitted.

      His lips did their little you-said-it-not-me pucker. “Yeah, I’m familiar with you.”

      I grinned and swatted his shoulder with my hat. It whiffle-swooshed harmlessly against the dark blue nylon of his jacket. I settled in and warmed my gloved hands around my extra-large Tim Hortons cup.

      “You lost someone,” Schenk said carefully. “Wanna talk about it?”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Shows around the eyes.”

      “Guess I need a more sleep.” I adjusted my scarf to make sure it covered the demon king's scar. I didn’t want to talk about Batten’s suicide-by-fang, and Schenk didn’t push.

      He made a noise of agreement. But a whiff of psi told me that he was also having a hard time sleeping. He wasn’t ready to talk about it yet, either.

      “Gonna show me a better time tonight?” I asked. “On our last two dates, I wound up flopping around in dead people water and interviewing the Chicken Whisperer. I'm kinda hoping for Skee-ball.”

      He snorted, presumably at the notion of our missions qualifying as dates. “Thanks for seeing me tonight. I know you’ve got family events to attend.”

      I considered telling him that, even though our relationship was based on ectoplasm-coated corpses washing up on icy shores, I’d rather spend time in his company than that of my own flesh and blood. Probably, he’d be uncomfortable hearing it, so I kept it to myself. Sort of.

      “Five sisters and both parents, and I can’t see them all at once. I mean, I could, but then we'd need more cops and a second hearse.”

      He didn’t pry, which I appreciated. He also didn’t continue, staring through the windshield at the October night. Heavy cloud cover obscured the moon and stars. Lake Ontario was a noisy pool of ink. Even through the closed windows, I could hear the unrelenting susurration of the waves on trucked-in sand and native pebbles, rolling over broken zebra mussel shells, turning the tide into a thick, sharp froth that broke against piles of algae-strung driftwood bleached bone white.

      I waited patiently for Schenk to reveal why he wanted to talk, taking a page from Chapel’s playbook — I let the quiet space remain open for Schenk to fill with his thoughts when he was ready.

      For a while, he filled it with small talk. The early cold snap. His daughters and their various sports teams and school art projects. Vague details about a case he was working on. A pleasant ice wine he’d discovered from a local vineyard. Thanksgiving plans. Pumpkin carving ideas and haunted hay rides. I engaged him with non-intrusive questions to keep him at ease. It took twenty minutes to pay off.

      “It wasn’t like other cases,” he ventured, finally looping back around to the poltergeist we’d found haunting the Welland Canal. There was going to be a certain amount of suck in his life as a cop — that came with the badge. But our case had shown him a darker, uglier, and more convoluted world, not to mention a genuine demon king. The spiritual aftermath of seeing something like that could fuck with a person. Schenk was still standing, but bore physical and mental scars. I regretted bringing him into things that hurt, but was grateful he'd had my back.

      “You deal with this paranormal shit all the time?” he asked. “Voluntarily?”

      “I like to scare the crap out of myself over and over for little pay and absolutely no recognition or appreciation,” I said. “If that ain’t good times, I don’t know what is.”

      He arched an eyebrow and turned his head fractionally towards me. “You might want to get your head examined.”

      “Well, it'll be easy-peasy with this hairdo. Phrenologists will love me.” I kinda-sorta thought he was projecting. “Have you?”

      He laughed softly through his nose, a rueful, rustling sound. “I probably should.”

      “No shame in it.”

      “I know.”

      “But you’re running it by me first.” I snorted softly. “Because I’m obviously the best person to give advice on living a well-adjusted, weirdness-free life.”

      He let out a sharp laugh. “Point taken.” His smile slid off all at once, like melted snow from a warm roof. “I’ve got spirits in my head. Not all the time. Just now and then.”

      Survivor’s guilt. I tried to boil it down to facts so he could side-step the emotions involved. “Distinct voices?”

      “One.”

      I didn’t really want to hear the answer, but Schenk needed to talk, so I braced myself for it. “Father Scarrow?”

      Schenk nodded.

      Ren Scarrow, disgraced exorcist, had been mucking about training ghost-tracking dogs, and was murdered by Mama Captain during our investigation. My body, owned by and Bonded to the infernal, immortal line of the Falskaar Vouras, had always reacted weirdly to Ren Scarrow’s holy presence — I’d felt giddy, uplifted, hopeful, rash-ridden, jittery, and more than a little aroused by his inherent goodness.

      “What's he say?” I asked.

      “It’s not words. Just noises.” He opened his mouth to elaborate, failed, shook his head, tried again. “Terrible, desperate noises. Nothing I wanna hear.”

      “Flashbacks?” I ventured.

      He didn’t look convinced. “You getting flashbacks?”

      I immediately stamped down on my mental control panel, refusing to allow my brain the folly of indulging in my own — given the reins, my asshole of a brain would have gladly showed me all manner of ghastly things, chief among them Batten’s last living moments on the cold, marble floor in the main hall of Skulesdottir, despairing and terrified, surrounded by the smug, gleeful undead.

      Focus on Schenk, not Jerkface, I reminded myself. “When is it happening most often?”

      “Soon as the lights go out.”

      “Are you sure you’re not dreaming it?”

      “I’m not sure about anything,” he said with an exhausted exhalation. “That’s why I’m asking you.”

      “We did hear some pretty bad things that last night at the overflow pond,” I said. “Those could come back like an iffy seafood enchilada.”

      “How do I get rid of...” He trailed off, gesturing vaguely at the sides of his head. “They won’t go. I haven’t slept well since it happened. I don’t know how much longer I can keep it together.”

      “You take time off, right? You're not like some kind of super-polite Terminator?” When he showed me a tolerant eye-roll, I promised, “I’ve got some contacts up here that you could speak to. People in the industry who would understand what you’re talking about, PTSD and poltergeists. I could make a couple calls and have someone get in touch.”

      Schenk appeared skeptical, but he nodded again and finished his coffee. I wasn’t in a hurry to leave, so I settled deeper in the passenger seat to stare out through the window fog at the lake and enjoy the familiar, solid safety of the big cop’s company.

      He slid into a more comfortable slouch of his own, readjusting his long legs into a V. I noticed the dark circles under his eyes now, barely visible in the pale glow of the dashboard lights. “Thanks,” he said.

      “Hey, I owe you. You rescued me from flailing in the dead people water and never blabbed about it.”

      “Sure,” he said, “I never told anybody outside the precinct.”

      “Hey!” I squawked, resuming my hat-swatting. “You promised.”

      “It was too good to keep to myself,” he said with a quirk of a smile.

      I stuck my tongue out at him, finished my doughnut, licked my fingertips clean, shoved my glove back on, and said, “Guess I should get back to North House. Mr. Merritt said I could only have the hearse for an hour.” I shoved my knit hat back on in preparation of facing the cold again, and made sure the zipper on my puffy pink parka was up to my throat.

      The feeling of being watched was suddenly strong, but it wasn’t Schenk, and it wasn’t coming from the lake. If there was something else out there in the night, it was content to stay in place. Teenagers, perhaps wondering if it was safe to make out on the beach after hours? This was a popular spot for hooking up, and the extra chill in the air wouldn't dissuade the most ardent paramours.

      I didn't see anyone skulking around, but the sense of being sized up was palpable. Schenk twigged to some subtle change in my posture, and flicked the wipers and defroster on. A moment later, the Sonata's high beams illuminated the beach.

      And the five dead men standing there, waiting patiently for our attention.

      The undead wankery was about to get even wankier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I sucked my teeth and let out a long, hard exhale. Century-old revenants, by the look of their poorly maintained lace cuffs and faded velvet suits. One would think that living in the shadows would preserve the condition of most immortal wardrobes, but after decades lurking in musty underground bunkers and humid cellars in Southern Ontario, these guys looked like they’d salvaged their great-great-grandfathers’ duds from a crypt, dragged a lukewarm iron over them, and half-prepared for a night at the goth club. These dudes had been wearing these clothes without the benefit of a dry cleaner for some time. Possibly since the invention of dry cleaning.

      Municipal Beach usually smelled of fresh water, fish, sand, and — if the wind shifted the wrong way — the sewage treatment plant. Tonight, all of that was being inundated by a heavy tide of burnt sugar and something else, something unique to whatever revenant bloodline these dilapidated dorks belonged to. I couldn’t quite peg it, even with my DaySitter’s heightened sense of smell.

      I estimated the youngest of them was the dark-haired guy in a Royal Navy uniform. Harry had one like in it his collection, navy blue with gold detailing, and I could tell by the symbol on the cuff that it was the coat of a junior officer, possibly Lieutenant, but I’d have to check with Harry to be sure. The eldest-looking sported long lace cuffs at his wrists and a spectacular gold watch — the sort of watch Harry would insist on calling a “timepiece” — which set off the black velvet of his ensemble. The watch would have to be described in complete sartorial detail for Harry’s delight later, but his facial features would remain indescribable — I wasn’t going to let my gaze wander up to the old revenant’s face. I’m no dummy.

      The wind picked up momentarily, stirring the long coattails of the blond figure to Timepiece's right. The revenants themselves did not; they were like alabaster statues in the sand. Immortals managed a stillness that breathing, blinking, twitching mortals couldn't.

      Fuckanut. “Stay in the car,” I said, opening the passenger door. When I heard him disengage his seat belt, I shot him a look. “Seriously, Longshanks. Stay in the car. Let me handle this.”

      He grumbled, “Like hell I will,” and the car creaked as he drew his bulk out. Part of me wanted to curse him, but realistically, if five revenants wanted to tear the big man’s throat open, something as flimsy as a car wasn’t going to get in their way. Neither was I, frankly.

      This called for ExtremeTM diplomacy. Good thing that’s my specialty.

      I slammed my door, snugged up my black leather gloves, cracking my knuckles as I did, and strode out into the bright splash offered by the Sonata’s headlights. Evening mist swam around my knees, the moisture filtering through the cool white glow.

      “Death Rejoices, glorious elders,” I began formally, receiving only silent stares in reply. I gave them a full five-Mississippi pause to be polite before continuing, “Cherished masters of the grave, keepers of the gift of immortality.”

      Nothing. Behind them, the lake rode up on the sand noisily and a large bird let out a single crawk — probably one of their debt vultures, waiting for an opportunity. A whisper of a breeze cast the night’s mist into a lazy swirl around my calves.

      Uncomfortable, I tried to focus my Talents in on the five figures. Between Navy Guy and Timepiece were three blondes with military bearings and blank faces, though the one next to Timepiece had a harder time controlling how often his gaze strayed to my large, warm-blooded companion. Summoning a whisper of psi to test their moods, I kept my approach respectfully distant.

      The dead were not well-mannered in return. I’d finally granted them the attention they required, and they were going to make sure I understood their point of view, no words necessary. The shock of their frigid influence sluiced through me from three sides, turning my veins to slush. Their invasive probing ran up my back like icy needles.

      Schenk did not miss my shift in posture. “Cinderblock?”

      I sensed him tense for action, and knew he had no idea how ridiculous that notion was — there were small revenant communities in Niagara, but they were relatively quiet, stayed under the radar, and didn’t mess with the law. Schenk had little experience with immortals, well-behaved or otherwise, and I wanted to keep it that way. I’d seen what dealing with the undead had done to other cops in my life, and we’d just established that our showdown with some unruly spirits had gotten Schenk twisted up already. I put one gloved hand down to my side, open palm facing back towards him as a signal to stay back, not sparing a glance away from the undead to see if he did.

      Their probing ended as abruptly as it had begun, leaving me winded and frankly a little aroused. One of the Blond Brothers made a low, hungry noise, responding to his perception of my willingness to submit and my traitorous libido. I steeled myself against any further bodily reactions, but dealing with the undead isn’t always a matter of personal restraint — sometimes, a gal like me hungers in the face of so much power, a product of my metaphysical programming, and no amount of self-discipline can punch that down entirely.

      I bluffed some courage and took a full step towards Mr. Thirsty, giving him my chilliest, most business-like smile. “Slow yer roll, there, Cap’n Fangtastic. This snack ain't for you.”

      Timepiece slid him a chiding look that did what my sass didn't, clearly in charge. Despite none of them advancing towards me, I was sweating, trying to imagine possible escape scenarios thanks to Hood’s defensive tactics training. Hood liked me to run from trouble, but you can’t outrun an immortal. I didn’t have many options. I’d come to see Schenk completely unarmed, not that a firearm would do much more than piss a revenant off, or maybe slow him down a little.

      The undead stood as a unified front in the sand just beyond the concrete barriers, shoulders squared against me like a line of celebrity bodyguards preventing me from getting Lake Ontario’s autograph. I faced Timepiece, careful to keep my gaze hovering around his chin. “Well? Do we have a problem, Slim Shady?” His mouth showed a pucker of confusion, so I said, “Eminem. He’s a rapper. Trust me, it was funny. You’d laugh if you weren’t mumblety-hundred years old.”

      Finally, he gave me the expected reply to my greeting. “Hail, honored DaySitter.” His voice was a warm baritone, soothing, quiet enough to force me to pay close attention. “Centuries untold celebrate your gift of submission.”

      Okay, baby steps. I waited to see what he might say or do next, not wanting my big mouth to ruin the progress.

      “I am Ghazaros Merzyan.”

      “Can I call you Ghaz?” I asked. “Ghazzer? The Ghazmeister?” So much for my yap full of sass. I expected the long, meaningful blink from a creature that did not require blinking to be my final answer. I’d seen those before, and I realized I’d been distracted enough to look directly at his face and see that blink. Sloppy, Marnie.

      He surprised me, then, by inclining his head slightly, allowing: “If it pleases you.”

      “Thanks, Ghazmeister.” Trying to keep things light, I shot a thumb at him and said to Schenk out of the corner of my mouth, “Canadian revenants, super accommodating, eh?”

      “In my Master’s absence, I am the eldest in the territory encompassing Butlersburg and Shipman’s Corners,” Ghazaros told me, referring to St. Catharines and Niagara-On-The-Lake by their old-timey names.

      I pegged his accent as Eastern European, something similar to but softer than German, and lingering with more nuance in his cadence, as though he made frequent trips to the country he’d once called home.

      “Your Companion,” he continued, “has entered my territory without announcing himself or presenting his reasons for doing so, DaySitter. This is a breach of etiquette.”

      I sifted through the clues. Aston Sarokhanian had always been the elder revenant in the region, and hadn't been usurped or staked, last I'd heard. Was Ghaz a Sarokhanian Younger who had chosen not to take his Maker’s surname? He wasn’t old enough to be a Crowned Prince of the Blood among the Falskaar Vouras, and thus was likely a fledgling master of his own branch of the bloodline. As a Sarokhanian, he was likely precognitive, and conceivably a Soul Caller like his master, though I’d only ever heard of Aston being in possession of that Talent. Even the slight possibility of having my soul leeched into another body sharpened my caution.

      Okay, no more sass. Emergency de-sassification commencing. Respect was the right tactic, here. “You have my sincere apologies, Master Merzyan. I was under the impression that Aston Sarokhanian was resting beyond the Pass with his entire House, as is his custom this time of year. In his absence, I believe Lord Dreppenstedt is free to come and go as he chooses, without announcing his intentions?”

      “Are you suggesting,” he said stiffly, “that Lord Dreppenstedt did not know I was here as your plane approached?”

      Whoops. I’d just implied that this revenant’s power wasn’t such that he made an impression on the region. If Harry had noticed Ghaz, he hadn’t thought him worthy of mention. Probably shouldn’t say that. A lie would be tasted, and surely he heard my heart skip a beat guiltily.

      “My companion has, unfortunately, not chosen to share his thoughts or observations. What can I tell ya? He forgets how important it might be to put the right goddamn words in my mouth. Probably, he was too busy being a sour-lipped old nagburger, sayin’ shit like, ‘fine words butter no parsnips.’ Seriously, what am I supposed to do with that?” I showed him my gloved palms in an honest gesture of helplessness. “And now I’ve unintentionally insulted you. Lord Dreppenstedt has a lot to apologize for.”

      “About this, we are in agreement,” he said, somewhat mollified.

      “On the other hand, you thought gathering your squad and spooking his DaySitter and her cop friend in a deserted parking lot was a great way of expressing your displeasure,” I finished.

      At the word “cop,” the dark-haired revenant on the far left flinched, and while he didn’t move away, he attempted to become less obvious next to the others, physically shrinking inside his Royal Navy suit. I cast Schenk a meaningful smile.

      “You lookin’ for a naughty vampire, Constable Schenk?” I asked, using the politically incorrect V-word just to make sure Schenk understood what we were facing. “Fishyknickers on the end there seems kinda sketchy.”

      Still behind me, Schenk replied with silence.

      “Please,” Ghazaros said, and the Blue Sense prickled to life on a wave of his impatience. I respected how adept he was at examining his emotions and choosing which he wished to pursue. When he moved closer to me, his step was sinuous, gliding like a snake over soft sand. The movement, graceful and lithe, was hypnotic. Now, as he approached, silent as a slip of fog off the lake, I pegged the specific fragrance of him — vanilla and bourbon beneath the more familiar molasses scent of revenant power. “I mean no disrespect, DaySitter,” he purred.

      “Marnie,” I corrected. When he paused politely for me to go on, I added, “My friends call me Marnie.”

      “Surely, Marnie, you understand why I cannot allow this challenge to my authority go unanswered. I did not mean to frighten you.”

      Oh, you meant to, all right. And he was doing a decent job of it, despite his soothing tone and courtly tongue. It was difficult to hide my fear from a creature such as this — man, not creature, Marnie, I reminded myself, hating that I was thinking of a revenant as a thing and not a person, even when Batten wasn’t around — but I did my best with a confident nod. “You’ve made your views perfectly clear, and I respect your position on this matter, Master Merzyan.”

      “Ghaz,” he corrected. “My friends call me Ghaz.”

      Startled, I chanced another glance up at his face in time to catch a glimmer of teasing in a pair of large, brown eyes and, somewhat lower, the daunting sight of a pair of fangs. He could have captured me easily in that moment, pulled me under his preternatural influence, but he made no attempt to do it. Instead, he rewarded my trust with an almost submissive flutter of dark lashes. Charm instead of force. Point: Ghaz. I reevaluated my estimation of his age accordingly; this one had several centuries of effortlessly manipulating mortals and knew when to take a step back. His good-natured smile betrayed no conceit, nor fang, any longer.

      Continuing to show trust might please him, so I took a chance and let my gaze remain on his face, sharing a tentative smile of my own. “Would you like me to relay an invitation to my companion, to attend to your satisfaction at your earliest convenience?”

      He inclined his head slightly once more. “I will expect him on the morrow at this address. For drinks,” he added, his dark eyes lighting in such a way that something deep inside me curled up in a ball and hugged itself. The thirsty blond at Ghaz’s right produced a small calling card from up his embroidered sleeve and, holding it between two pale fingers, extended it toward me. A rush of anxiety flooded my belly. In order to accept it, which etiquette demanded, I’d have to move a lot closer. I so did not want to do that.

      Schenk solved the dilemma for me, perhaps not fully understanding the physical risk, and took two long-legged steps forward with intention, making an impressive if useless meat shield between me and the undead.

      Instead of handing the card directly to the cop, the blond set it on the concrete barrier and then quickly tucked his arm behind his back before backing away, as though he didn’t quite trust himself not to snatch Schenk bodily. I noticed, however, that the blond revenant’s eyes fixated on Schenk’s throat, where a veritable feast of blood pumped.

      Schenk, who was all but certainly unaccustomed to being stared at like a literal piece of meat by humans or revenants, palmed the card and stepped back impassively.

      Ghazaros' companions turned their backs on us and walked into the darkness on the beach, striding across dry sand in their antique boots to where the headlights could no longer find them, leaving Ghazaros to stand alone. The clouds shifted, allowing the delicate light of the moon to play halo above him, and for a long minute, this ancient being studied me. I wondered what he saw, what sort of impression I made. Probably, not fabulous. Hopefully, not helpless.

      Ghazaros cupped his hands together before him and bowed slightly. “All shall fall before the Raven of Night,” he said, his accent soft.

      House Dreppenstedt’s words. I didn’t know the words of his house, of House Sarokhanian or anything Sarokhanian-adjacent. Do I? Maybe I do? My mind reached for them, and I drew a blank.

      I fell back upon the generic, “As all have fallen before the Father and the UnHallowed Throne.” An exchange two members of House Dreppenstedt would have given one another. I hoped it was good enough.

      He chuckled. “Do you realize that your words invite me to become friends, DaySitter? That you offer me allegiance on behalf of House Dreppenstedt?” He answered his own question. “No, you do no such thing. Still, it is a pleasure to hear these words, even if they are a mistake. You must guard your words more carefully in future. Others of my kind may misunderstand.”

      “Yeah,” I said with a wry smile, “I get misunderstood a lot.”

      “This does not surprise me,” he replied. “I hope we see one another again. Goodnight, Marnie.” He melted into the shroud of night after his companions, leaving behind a faint whiff of beeswax, bourbon, and sweet vanilla.

      Lake Ontario was the only noise for a moment until I heard Schenk’s blasted exhale. “Jesus. What was that about?”

      I didn’t glance back at him, instead watching the blackness where the sand met the ridge and the tree line, where the five dead guys had disappeared, jittery in their absence and anticipating an after-credits scene that didn’t come.

      Finally, satisfied the encounter was over, I answered, “Whenever you get a bunch of undead guys in one region, they’re like dogs pissing on fire hydrants.” I knew the immortals weren’t far enough away to miss my comments, but probably wouldn’t be cranky enough to double back. “These ones want the other ones to know they’re here, and they’re big and bad, blah blah blah. Whose dick is the biggest? Whose fangs are the longest? Who sinks the most ivory? Who gets the most ass?” I sighed. “Harry should have taken care of this political nonsense when we landed. I’d like to bop him right in the yambag for this. Did you hear what I had to do?” I whirled to face Schenk and showed him my grossed-out face. “I had to grovel and beg and give Ghaz the ol’ Death Rejoices gibberish. Please, sir, can I leave with my throat intact, sir? Ugh.” I ended with a throaty gurgle aimed skyward.

      A smile flickered across Schenk’s face. “I sense Harry is going to pay for that.”

      “I mean,” I said expansively, walking back to where I’d parked Mr. Merritt’s hearse, “foot rubs and cookies and everything.”

      Schenk snort-laughed. “Be in touch, Cinderblock.”

      True to form, he got in his car then waited, pretending to dick around with paperwork and adjust his mirrors until I pulled out, and his lights tailed me for a handful of blocks as I made my way back to the dead guy I expected to be waiting for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Byron Merritt was a short, lean, white-haired man who looked about a hundred going on a thousand, but unlike the undead in my life, this estimate wasn’t accurate; he was somewhere in his late seventies, with eyes that appeared wise beyond the eons. He used that tolerant gaze to carefully not-judge me or my luggage, sweeping from my barely-there hair to my snow-dampened Keds with a hole in the toe. His greeting was quiet and polite, cautious of my mood and the occasion, having earlier welcomed home both his master and my brother, and subsequently being brought up to speed. He took my puffy pink parka, bundling it under one frail arm like a novelty-sized marshmallow. When I removed my scarf, I heard his sharp intake of breath; I’d forgotten he hadn’t seen the demon king’s scar yet, wound like a thick, gnarled collar around my throat. He collected himself quickly and without comment, relieving me of my scarf, hat, and purse, not waiting for me to remove my leather gloves, deftly assuming I wouldn’t.

      He was right. I didn't need the Bond or my Talents; my nose was enough – Batten had been in North House, and I wasn’t emotionally prepared to psychically Grope anything he had touched. Not yet. Not tonight. As much as I missed him, I was enormously glad that we’d never been to North House together. It was hard enough to live with the memories of him in my cabin and at the office. At least I could look at these walls, these couches, these beds, without remembering the hard-assed sex bomb that was Kill-Notch Batten plastered all over them.

      North House hadn't changed, not that I expected Mr. Merritt to give it any kind of dramatic makeover; it still emanated traditional, if slightly opulent comfort, with wide, old-growth flooring, cream walls, an amber crystal chandelier overhead, and not a speck of dust on any of it. Lining the hall, there were framed black-and-white photos of old owners and staff since departed. An oil painting of Grandma Vi lived in the Winter Room above the hearth, her eyes forever twinkling with mischief in the glow of the candles beneath. Sometimes, it still felt like her place, not mine, washing me in outsider’s discomfort.

      I Felt Harry upstairs; Wes was downstairs in the rooms set aside for caskets and their other resting accoutrements.

      If Wesley’s exuberant presence bothered Combat Butler, he hid it well, even from my clairempathy. “Does Madam wish to take tea and biscuits in her room before she lays her head down for the night?”

      “Madam does want that,” I said enthusiastically. “Madam also wants to continue to refer to herself as ‘Madam’ for the duration of her stay, if that’s peachy keen with you, Mr. Merritt. Also, could you call it my boudoir? Always wanted a boudoir.”

      “As you wish, Madam.” He did a good job of clamping down on a smile. “Do ring for me when you’re ready for tea. I’ll make my preparations.”

      I jogged up to the second floor, following the lone bedroom light left on to guide me. Vi had preferred candlelight, I’d once been told, and I understood that; fire casts a flattering glow.

      The room was as I’d left it, with the addition of one revenant standing with his back to me, wearing his favorite grey wool trousers and a crisp white linen shirt, gazing out the window at the back yard and smoking a menthol cigarette, holding it the European way. He turned suddenly, whirling to face me with theatrical flair, his thrice-pierced brow arched in question, his chin tilted just so.

      I smiled fondly at his dramatics. “Hullo, my Harry.”

      “And a hearty good evening to you, my pear-shaped paramour.”

      I felt my upper lip curl. “Pear-shaped?”

      Harry made a motion in the air as though he were stroking the curves of a voluptuous woman before him, adding girth to the hip area with a sly smile — Harry was an ass man. His crisp, London accent sharpened. “Now then, my sugarplum, what is that disagreeable fragrance clinging to you?”

      “It’s maple,” I said defensively. “Everybody loves maple.”

      “Artificial maple.”

      “Doughnuts,” I admitted, like it was a crime I’d committed.

      “Ah yes,” he said loftily, “your policeman. I’d wondered to what dark corner you had slunk, and with whom.”

      I went to the closet, where I had left a My Little Pony nightshirt hanging. “Oh yeah, I’m busted now. You caught me cop-slinking.”

      “Dare you deny it?”

      I whipped my shirt off and unclasped my bra, letting it fall to the floor. My mind strayed for a guilty second to the Sarokhanian revenants, wondering how to broach the subject so he wouldn’t blow his wig. I peered at him through the nightshirt’s neck-hole. “Harry, you always know exactly where I am and who I’m with.”

      He slid me a sly look that said plenty. When I didn’t rise to the bait, Harry gave in, coming around the bed to help me extricate my elbow from where it had gotten tangled in the sleeve of my nightshirt. Then he stroked my nearly-bald head with one cool hand. “Come now, driggle-draggle. I’m being silly, of course. I’m in a playful mood. Why will you not spar with me tonight, my pet?”

      “Madam is not in a sparring mood. Madam is in the mood to refer to herself in the third person and take tea in her boudoir,” I informed him, to which he threw back his head for a good, long laugh.

      “Butter upon bacon!” he exclaimed with delight. “Dare I hope that my own darling has at long last become accustomed to this style of living?” He began excitedly planning a grand new chateau and a future bopping between London and Paris, chattering on about china patterns and velvet flocked wallpaper.

      “Slooooooow yer roll, there, dead guy,” I said, dropping my pants and kicking them into the closet. “I’m humoring Mr. Merritt. This lifestyle is ridiculous and you know it. I’m a grown-ass woman, I can make my own damn tea.”

      Harry settled into a casual lean against the dresser, smoke curling from the cigarette trapped in the corner of a challenging smile. “Go on, then.”

      I tried to remember where the butler’s pantry was, chewing my bottom lip. “Could if I wanted to.”

      “Would you like to see poor Mr. Merritt out of a job?” He subtly inclined his head toward the little pull cord beside the bed, indicating that I should ring for my tea.

      “You think you’re winning,” I said, stomping over to pull the cord, “but you’re not.”

      Harry just smiled, which was both adorable and irritating. And he kept right on smiling as I rang the bell. I could feel his approval washing through the Bond, tinged with more than a little smugness.

      “And yes, to answer your accusation,” I said, putting off the mention of my meeting with the revenants on the beach, “I was visiting Constable Schenk.”

      “I trust your stalwart companion is well?” Harry inquired, finishing his cigarette.

      I see-sawed one hand.

      “Oh, I am sorry to hear this,” Harry said, and I Felt his disappointment was genuine. “And can you provide some sort of aid in the matter?”

      “Well, yeah, actually,” I said. “Ever since our case together — ”

      “Our case, was it? You were invited to assist on that one, were you?”

      “Okay. The case. His case. Point is: Schenk’s been having trouble sleeping. I’ll put him in touch with a therapist from Gold-Drake & Cross, they’ve got a few on staff in Hamilton. Unless you have a better idea?”

      Harry strolled thoughtfully across the room purely for the dramatic effect of being seen to stroll thoughtfully. I knew he’d already decided, but he enjoyed appearing to consider it. I watched, playing the part of rapt audience dutifully. I didn’t even roll my eyes, though it was a struggle. He struck a pose I liked to call The Dandy Considers: pointer finger to pursed lips, thumb under the chin, eyes on the ceiling. I humored him, letting him feel through the Bond my admiration of his graceful lines. Pleased, he nodded once.

      “You understand I could help the man myself, but not without completely overwhelming his mind and lulling him into a deep state of unconsciousness, yes?” he warned. “And that, in doing so, I may create a state in which your officer feels attached to me.”

      “I’d try to control my jealousy,” I drawled.

      “See that you do,” he said, stepping aside as Mr. Merritt rolled the tea trolley into the bedroom. “One is quite distressed to see a possessive streak in one’s own pet. A simply dreadful discovery, I assure you.”

      He meant the exact opposite; few things pleased Harry more than inspiring a jealous outburst. He’d been tickled pink to watch my squawking over his indiscretion with SSA Chapel. Harry could be a difficult companion to manage, but after all these years, I was hip to his shenanigans.

      “Oh, I know. Such a burden on you,” I said with a heavy dose of mock sympathy. I stopped short of crooning “you poor baby” because the twitch in his eyebrow told me he’d already received the message loud and clear. A tiny, caught-out smile flickered across his lips but it was replaced by an expectant tilt of his head.

      I shook my mine. “Why don’t we wait and see how the therapy goes before you mindfuck my friend, eh?”

      “As you wish. And now,” he said, brandishing a fresh cigarette like a pointer, “shall we discuss the details of your other meeting this evening, my pet?”

      Busted. “Oh, riiiiiiight. The pissy stiffs.”

      Harry murmured dubiously.

      “Totally slipped my mind.” I showed him my most innocent smile. Even without his preternatural powers or the Bond between us, it wasn't very convincing.

      “Lies, ducky? To me?” He clucked his tongue. “When will you learn?”

      “Hopefully, never. What fun would that be?” I said, tossing a wink at Mr. Merritt.

      Mr. Merritt wisely shifted his attention back to pouring tea, smoothing napkins, and eavesdropping.

      “Well?” Harry prodded. “Don’t make me drag it out of you, my own.”

      “It was just a few crusty old revenants from, uh, House Sarokhanian. That reminds me, this one guy had the most gorgeous timepiece, Harry, major bling, you would have died,” I gushed. “Gold trim and hands, a brown leather band, asymmetrical displays, big date — ”

      “Yes, yes.” Harry attempted to pretend he wasn’t interested. “An A. Lange & Sohne, no doubt, iconic Saxon watchmaking. But of course you’re stalling. Who were these gentlemen, pray tell, and what business could they possibly have had with my DaySitter?” He added with genuine distress, “I can smell them on you, pet. More than a few. How many, and why? Are you well and unmolested?”

      I took a deep, calming breath so that Harry’s ruffled feathers might settle. He knew better than anyone that I was physically fine, but that didn’t stop him from scanning me rapidly inside and out with an immortal’s keen senses. His nostrils flared and he dropped the pretense of breathing as he focused in on more important things. I waited for his diagnosis, and was not at all surprised when he announced, “Mildew on velvet. It’s not even Italian velvet.” His scathing verdict was punctuated by a disgusted suck on his teeth.

      “The man I spoke to was named Ghazaros Merzyan.” I waited to see if the name meant anything to Harry, but if it did, he hid it. “He was very well-mannered,” I offered. “He’s the eldest in the region when Aston Sarokhanian is away, and wanted to know why you entered the territory without extending a greeting.”

      Harry sniffed indignantly. “And by greeting you mean ‘begging permission,’ I’m quite sure. Of all the nerve.”

      “He has a point,” I said. “If Sarokhanian’s not here, he’s next up, right?”

      “Ridiculous. Aston Sarokhanian has most certainly been here, though he seems to have taken his leave. I had every intention of meeting Master Sarokhanian, but I do not intend to present myself before a pompous little cumberworld like Prince Merzyan.”

      “Well, in that case,” I dug in my pants pockets for his calling card, “I guess it sucks that he invited you for tomorrow night.”

      “Invited? Ha!” Harry pounced forward with eye-blurring speed, snatching the card from my hand and holding it aloft like he’d made a dreadful discovery. “Who dares command me? That wandought? That pretentious little fop?”

      “Wow.” I didn’t dare point out the irony, shifting my gaze to the tea. “Chamomile, Harry?”

      “Rubbish!” he shouted, storming to one corner of the room while Mr. Merritt pretended to quietly mind his own business, once again arranging biscuits.

      “I’m sure it is,” I said.

      “He can go saddle a goose!” Harry bellowed, pacing back to the window.

      That was a new one. “Doesn’t sound like a good idea to me, but okay.”

      “Tommyrot!” Harry gnashed his teeth and his eyes flashed chrome. “Bilge drippings!”

      “Sure, those.” It took all my strength not to roll my eyes.

      “Hogwash and horsefeathers, I say!”

      “Do you? Is that what you say, Harry?” I wilted with a sigh, flopping onto the bed, resigning myself to listening to his cannon blasts while he slipped into French, back to English, then sideways unexpectedly to German. That was new. I didn’t understand it any more than I did the French, though, and gave up to crawl under the covers, smiling appreciatively when Mr. Merritt handed me a pretty chintz teacup.

      When Harry’s barrage finally stopped, I blew on the tea steam and said, “You ignored protocol so now you need to go see the Ghazmeister.”

      My Cold Company visibly seethed about the injustice of having to present himself to someone he clearly despised, his unnatural chrome eyes wide with fury, fists clenched around the crumpled remains of Prince Merzyan’s calling card. In the end, he drew himself up to full height. “And so I shall. Do forget my indefensible podsnappery, if you can.”

      “I dunno, man. Podsnappery is so hard to forget,” I said, sipping my tea.

      Harry nodded once, his normally tidy, sandy-brown hair mussed by his tantrum. “Very well, then. Let the galley be rowed.”

      “Let the egg be hatched!” I agreed.

      Harry looked momentarily perplexed.

      “Let the cookie be crumbled?” I tried.

      When he refocused his irritation from Ghazaros to me, I fluttered my lashes and tried to look adorable. His shoulders sagged as the fight went out of him.

      “Does ‘rowing the galley’ mean you’ll go, Harry?”

      “I shall leave you to your comestibles, shall I? I’ve some mental preparations to do in case your insomniac policeman arrives seeking my assistance,” he said, though I was sure that “mental preparations” was code for playing Candy Crush. Harry hadn't been able to beat level three hundred for two days. I’d gotten to level sixty-five weeks ago and hadn’t tried again.

      “Send me free lives!” I shouted at his retreating back.

      Mr. Merritt gently bustled the tea trolley closer to my side of the bed, where I could reach everything from a resting position, then plumped and fluffed the pillows for me. He’d added a heavy wool blanket, remembering how I liked the weight for sleeping.

      “I can do all this,” slipped out of my mouth before I remembered that my objections were not appreciated and would go unheeded anyway. I added, “Thank you.”

      “Will Madam be needing anything further this evening?”

      I thought about a room for Schenk, on the off-off chance he’d rather have Harry’s help than therapy, but I could sort that out without the old man’s help if it came up. “No, I’m good. Wow, that’s a lot of cookies.”

      Mr. Merritt’s face wrinkled with a pleased smile. “I am familiar with your appetite, Madam,” he said fondly.

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

      “As it was meant,” he said. “Your grandmother had a hearty appetite as well. It gave me great pleasure to cook for her.”

      “Harry didn’t?”

      His eyes bulged as though I’d suggested we organize a gang bang on the front lawn. “My Lord Dreppenstedt working in the kitchen? I should think not.”

      Feeling scolded and mildly bemused, I asked, “Would it surprise you to know he cooks and bakes for me all the time at Shaw's Fist?”

      He seemed to be trying to picture it in his head but was running into difficulty. Choosing his words carefully, he answered, “I don’t doubt there are a great many activities that our good lord could excel at, if he were of a mind to do so.”

      I took my gloves off and treated my hands to a lotion rub. “If I asked you a question, would you be honest with me?”

      “As honest as I am able to be, Madam.”

      “Fair enough. You had guests,” I said, dunking a buttery shortbread cookie into my tea. “You don’t need to tell me who they were. I know that my brother Wesley was also here not too long ago. Thank you for caring for him.”

      “You’re most welcome. I’m pleased to have Master Wesley back. I have found your brother’s company to be…” He hrmmed and then decided on, “invigorating in small doses.”

      I barked a short laugh. “Diplomatic.” Mr. Merritt moved to make sure the bedroom drapes were shut tight against the night. “After Wes left, there were others. At least one man. I’m guessing two.”

      “As you say, Madam, but they have not returned for some time. I was concerned, but was told not to mention their comings and goings, not even to Lord Dreppenstedt.”

      “Who told you to keep it quiet?”

      “Lord Dreppenstedt himself, Madam. He gave me strict instructions to pretend as though the house were empty, and to pay no mind whatsoever to the guests, as though they were mere spirits haunting the manor.” He fussed around like he was cleaning, though they wasn’t anything particular out of place; his hands lighted on the dresser and on the vanity, straightening things that were already straight. A nervous habit, I thought, like when Harry smoothed his shirt front or his eyebrows. “I was not to offer to make food. I was not to shop for them. I was not to leave a light on for them to come home to. I was not to put a fire on in the Winter Room. I was to keep to myself in my quarters and leave the rest of the house shut down as though I were alone. And I did as instructed, though I don’t mind telling you it felt unfriendly not to offer my services.”

      “How long since you last noticed them here?”

      “There was a coffee mug in the sink on Friday evening when I returned with my take-out fish and chips, just before seven in the evening,” he said. “When I picked it up to wash it, it was still warm to the touch and smelled of Lord Dreppenstedt’s hazelnut blend. All of the lights in North House were off, which was not unusual; the guests never put the lights on when I wasn’t home. Crept around in the dark. I am not unaccustomed to this behavior, you understand,” he said with a somewhat fond smile and a glance to a sketch of Harry and Grandma Vi on the wall. “Why, when Lord Dreppenstedt is here alone, often the only light I have is the lantern I set on my dining table.”

      “Friday evening,” I thought aloud. “So, four days ago.”

      “No, Madam, the previous Friday.”

      My hopes, foolish as they were, sank. I’d missed Batten by a full eleven days. A person with funds could get just about anywhere on Earth in the space of a day, but a revenant paying cash and traveling only by night had more constraints. Still. Eleven nights. He could be long gone.

      “Where did he go?” I lamented, knowing Mr. Merritt wouldn't have a clue. My heart gave a squeeze of longing. “Why did he go? Did anyone come here looking for him?”

      “No, Madam. The only person besides me that has been here was the service delivering clean linens.”

      I froze. “Linens for what?”

      “The bedrooms, Madam, sheets and towels and blankets and rugs. Things that needed cleaning and freshening before the master returned home. I’d hoped to have the curtains done, but I ran out of time.”

      “What company do you use?”

      “The same as always, of course,” he said, drawing himself up defensively. “Shield, the company that delivers Lord Dreppenstedt’s regular provisions for the freezer. I stocked up in case you weren’t able to join him at the last minute. The woman who came was the delivery person who always comes. She’s been thoroughly vetted. We’ve used this branch of Shield for decades. I promise you, there was no breach in our security. I’d stake my life on that.”

      “I don’t doubt you, Mr. Merritt. Perhaps our guest didn’t know that, and got spooked by someone coming to the door.” I thought of Mitch Dunlop, the ex-cop from Michigan whom I suspected was still playing bodyguard to his old partner. “Or maybe his caregiver got spooked.”

      I didn’t know whether or not Aston Sarokhanian would return to Niagara now that he’d moved on, but old revenants put down deep roots, and this was one of the most logical places to find him. He’d once had a home here, business connections, and support. He clearly maintained kin here. It was definitely the place Batten would be lying in wait for him, unless he’d gotten better intel. Did Batten understand that he might not be able to shield his presence from elder immortals simply by keeping the damn lights off? A cold flutter of queasy anxiety moved through my lower belly and I decided not to let it fester. Kill-Notch knew what he was doing. Didn’t he?

      “I’m sure he’ll turn up, Madam,” Mr. Merritt said kindly.

      I was sure he would, eventually. The question was, now that he had centuries to wait for vengeance, would I be around when it was time to make a difference?
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      When I stirred, sometime in the deepest patch of night, the house was perfectly quiet and still, but there was a feeling in the air like a cork waiting to burst from a shaken bottle, and from the way my heart began to hammer, it was going to be some seriously sparkling bullshit. I slid from bed cautiously, staying low, slipping to the floor to yank on my jeans and socks. I side-tied my nightgown in a knot by my right hip so it wouldn’t tangle in my legs and hinder my movement and crept to the bedroom doorway to listen.

      Nothing. But that wasn’t entirely true. I picked up the softest whiff of smoke. Harry smoking? No. A fire? Not wood burning. Molasses? Yes, a bit of that, but something else, something herbal.

      I cut my eyes to the bedroom window. The black sky showed pricks of starlight in a slash where the curtains didn’t meet. As a precaution, I shut the bedroom door and turned the lock slowly, soundlessly. It wouldn’t hold against much, but the barrier would give me an extra second or two if I needed it. Keeping my head down, I shuffled to the wall next to the window, focused within, and began to draw open the Blue Sense before pushing the circle outward and pulling power from my surroundings, reaching out to my sources.

      Harry was nearby for tapping. Our metaphysical Bond rolled open easily and I accessed him to pinpoint his whereabouts. A distinctly “Harry” vibe hit me immediately. My Cold Company was directly below the window, outside in the dark back yard. He was not alone, and though he was currently handling the situation, his mood had returned to furious. His power was riding high, dialed to territorial pissing.

      I peeked out the window, but that was fruitless. There wasn't enough starlight to do any good with the moon shrouded behind thick, slow-moving clouds, and someone had turned off the light on the back porch. Not being able to see put my guts in a cramp — I needed to know what we were up against if I was going to have Harry's back. Where the hell is Wes? I threw out threads of psi, seeking that conspicuously bratty void that signified my brother’s immortal signature, and found it lurking, listening, and watching in case he was needed. An improvement. New-dead Wes, back when he was untested and uninhibited, would have thrown himself into battle at the slightest trigger. He was still a slipper-humping dumb-ass, but he'd leveled up the maturity a scosh. He’d come to our aid with lethal force once upon a time, an act that could have seen him staked without trial.

      What were the chances of that happening again? I didn't want to find out, so I dragged my eyes off the dark yard to hustle down the carpeted hallway, bolt down the stairs, and fly into the kitchen. The lights were off, but Wes was visible as a darker blob in the grey-washed room, standing with his shoulder tucked close to the back door, staring out the glass panel. I let him sweep me behind him with his free arm.

      Contact with him allowed an instant jolt of insight: unknown intruder, threat level undetermined. One more revelation rattled me: Mr. Merritt was in the yard, too, sorting recycling into separate boxes with his back to the tree line. In the dark. Playing bait.

      I bared my teeth and hissed wordlessly at Wes, and his arm slammed me tighter against the wall behind him.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      I thought at him hard, Unacceptable.

      “Not our decision,” he said softly but firmly.

      Like hell it isn’t. I went limp and slithered down the wall like a toddler dropping from a mother's grasp, rolled once, then popped to my feet. Wes grunted softly and swung at me. It’s hard to dodge the undead in the dark, when they can see and you can’t, where their speed surpasses yours by a factor of several thousand, and I nearly did, but his grabbing hand whapped the side of my head as I was weaving. I went down with a squawk and a thud. My head slammed tile hard enough for my molars to clack together and my ears ring; the jolt of pain flashed over to anger in an instant.

      The sway of the near-full moon and the lycanthropy virus lurking in my veins took it from there. Anger leapt upward to irrational, animal fury. I tried to shake it off, literally shaking my head like a dog with water in its ear, but the mixture of territorial concern for Harry, protective urges for Mr. Merritt, and the shock of being slugged combined into an unholy blend that washed over logic or reason. I fought it as long as I could, a heartbeat more, just one more second, then something wild exploded inside me.

      Wes sputtered, “Oh, fuck.” He planted himself in front of the door, and in uselessly stubborn Baranuik fashion, prepared to spring. I lowered myself into a crouch, releasing my resistance and welcoming the power that woke in me, both psychic and lycanthropic. My bones felt too hot inside my flesh; my skin crawled with goosebumps, but unlike the first time I began to shape-shift, the rapid images of forms didn’t flip like pages in my mind. One image insisted over and over, like a red alarm flashing in a smoke-filled hallway, and it was one I didn’t understand: a boggle, a big one, covered in clicking, jagged crystals smeared in mud, its misshapen face dripping brown slime.

      I was so startled and confused that I missed the pre-pounce twitch Wes made. To be fair, I probably would have missed it even if I had been paying attention. Immortal speed made him a blur as he tackled me. A sound leaked from my throat that wasn’t remotely human, a wet gravelly noise I hoped never to hear again. I bucked beneath him, trying to shift him off of me, tossing my head. The tile was cold and hard under my ultra-short hair.

      “Stay down,” Wes said hoarsely.

      “Let me do my job,” I snarled, writhing against his preternatural hold as if I had any chance of overpowering him.

      “Fuck no,” Wes said. “Not this time.”

      Not this time. I stopped struggling, and a cool wash of fear spilled across the surface of my anger, chilling me right out. I bent my wrist until my bare fingertips touched his exposed forearm, and sifted through the rapid stream of new impressions I picked up: two cold fronts brushing up against one another, testing, tasting the strength on the other side, invisible fingers of influence probing, two matched powers mirroring one another. Harry was holding his own. Using Mr. Merritt as bait was not going to fly with me, but at least the danger was minimal.

      “Good. Better,” Wes murmured as he felt my struggle weaken and my resistance fade. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”

      I had a sinking feeling he was very wrong about that. The moon’s influence had fried my wiring but I opened myself to the possibility of releasing my fear and anger back into my brother, who had effectively leashed the spilled lycanthropic power with immortal brute strength. Dizzy with the aftereffects of a thwarted shapeshift, I breathed deeply and slowly, trying to clear my head.

      Even a young revenant could impose its will on any lycanthrope, and there was both comfort and frustration in accepting that — for a moment, anyway — my brother was in charge, and if he said everything was going to be okay, it was going to be okay. If Harry needed back-up tonight, he would choose Wes’ immortal strength, not my human efforts. Not in my regular or my shape-shifted form.

      “Splendidly handled, lad,” Harry said crisply from the doorway as Mr. Merritt came in behind him. When I looked up over Wesley’s shoulder, Harry flipped on the kitchen light, momentarily blinding me. I slammed my eyelids shut against the sting.

      “Flames and ether, love, do try to comport yourself with a little dignity. You’ve forced your poor brother to flop on his sister like a drunken lover.” Harry clucked his tongue. “Disgraceful. Do I need to separate you, or are you going to behave like a lady?”

      Wes let go and took a quarter-step back, like I might make a sudden break for it, hovering above me, and glaring down miserably. “Does he have to make everything gross?”

      I was too scrambled to respond to that. I rolled away from under him and came to hands and knees.

      “I’ll have my DaySitter up off her knees, please and thank you,” Harry said, holding his hand down to me and wiggling his fingers meaningfully. I swatted his hand away. It was that or try to bite it.

      “None of this was okay,” I spat, getting to my feet.

      Mr. Merritt was using a cane I’d never seen before, which he set against the wall by the back door. That is totally a sword-cane. I suspected the blade secreted within would be impregnated with silver, and perhaps stamped with the sign of the cross. He moved to the oven to check inside, using a wooden spoon to stir something that sizzled, while Harry stared at me steadily, expectantly. The smell of herbs and butter struck me as odd at nearly three in the morning. Wesley went to the butcher block bar and swung onto a wooden stool, humming one of Harry’s dusty old Rameau songs. I wondered if he even realized he was doing it.

      Harry inclined his head. “Such a fuss you make. Are you feeling quite well, my piqued pipistrelle?”

      “Now that you mention it, no,” I said flatly. “No, I am not. This was a bad way to wake up in the middle of the night.”

      “Heavens, ducky, your midnight wanderings do have me passing concerned.”

      “My wanderings?” I flung a hand in the direction of the back yard. “What is happening in this house? You had Mr. Merritt standing out there in the dark alone and exposed while some random creepoid stalked the perimeter.”

      “Alone, was he?” His lips quirked. “Our dear Mr. Merritt is ever under my wing, love.”

      “What if he got shot? Or… or… had his fucking face chewed off?”

      “Bezonter me, but your imagination does run wild.”

      “I know what I saw, Harry.”

      “What you saw, dearheart,” he said calmly, “was my caretaker doing his job and doing it flawlessly, as I have come to expect of him over the many years he has been in my employ.”

      Mr. Merritt straightened from the oven fiddling to say, “Thank you, my lord,” and went about putting the kettle on. Somehow, he made it look like a small, pleased bow of acknowledgment.

      “If only I could expect the same excellence of service from my DaySitter,” Harry lamented. “Alas, one cannot have everything, I have found.”

      “You’re so hard done by,” I said.

      “T’is a burden I have borne with nary a complaint.”

      “Nary, huh? That isn't fancy for ‘a whole shitwhack,’ Harry.” I looked at him sourly.

      “As for your creepoid,” Harry continued, laying on the sarcasm nice and thick so I wouldn’t miss it, “it was a trifling thing, nothing to wake you for, and certainly nothing that should have triggered a shape-shift in the larder. I regret that I disturbed your sleep. Now,” he adjusted his ascot and then used a fingertip to smooth his eyebrow, “shall I tuck you in?”

      “You’re not going to tell me who was out there?”

      “If only my pet hadn’t been tussling with her brother like a couple of jug-bitten sailors on shore leave, I might have had the chance to discover his identity.” He nailed me with a chiding look. “You, my naughty pet, frightened him off.”

      I didn’t buy that for a second, and stared Harry down with an answering look of disbelief. “You didn’t see, hear, or smell anything familiar out there? My big bad revenant leave his highfalutin’ senses in his casket by mistake?”

      “I’m sure even you smelled the stirrings of revenant power.”

      “Even I, yeah.” I waited, and when he seemed happy not to elaborate, I prompted, “What else?”

      “Kinetic talent, coldness, sugar cane, none of which are unusual, considering…” Harry’s brow furrowed slightly. “But beyond that, the house mark was completely unfamiliar.”

      Telekinesis. House Sarokhanian was a house of precognitives and soul callers, and Ghazaros Merzyan was a prince of that house. But they had never been gifted with kinetic powers, not beyond the stirrings of passion that all immortal beings could inspire in the living. I knew only one active house of telekinetic revenants. “You’re sure our... visitor... wasn’t from House Nazaire?”

      “Quite sure.” Harry chose to share no more on that subject.

      “Fine. Now let’s address — ”

      “Let us now address my DaySitter’s madcap willingness to shapeshift in my nice, clean kitchen,” Harry interrupted, “when such a thing is neither desired nor required of her.”

      “No, let’s talk about your willingness to use human beings as meat shields and bait, because I’ve seen a whole bunch of other old revenants take up that habit. I won’t tolerate it from you. You let Mr. Merritt, at a hundred bajillion years old, mortal and squishy and vulnerable, stand between you and a kinetic-type vamp.”

      I heard the V-word leave my lips and felt Harry immediately bristle through the Bond. “Mr. Merritt is not your concern, and his whereabouts and activities are none of your business.”

      “Bullllllshit,” I said, drawing out the word and clenching my fists. “That’s one of the rankest piles of bat guano you’ve ever shoveled.”

      “Your job, DaySitter,” Harry said, teetering on the brink of letting his politesse slip, “is to serve your companion in the manner that he requires.”

      “My job,” I said, “is to protect your ass and mine, to keep you fed and alive, and to keep us secure in our place. And this is our place.”

      “This is not — ” He blinked into stunned silence, rearing back at what almost came out of his mouth. He swallowed reflexively with an audible dry click, and a wash of shame and regret blew through the Bond at me.

      A prick of surprise lodged in my heart like a thorn and tugged. Wes said my name softly in an effort to soothe and reassure me. I ignored him.

      “Did you almost say that this isn’t our place, Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt? Is that what almost slipped out of your mouth? I am your current, living DaySitter,” I said firmly. “This is not her home, this is my home, and Mr. Merritt’s welfare is absolutely my responsibility now. And I don’t give a prickly, pineapple-shaped fuck whether or not you like that, Lord FancyBritches, but it shouldn’t come as a news flash after all this time. Harry, it’s been twenty years, and you still think of this as your and Grandma Vi’s house.” I jabbed my thumb in the butler’s direction. “My staff. My home.” I poked Harry hard in the chest. “My dead guy. Got it?”

      Harry’s thrice-pierced eyebrow did a slow rise. The silence between us drew out as I awaited his apology or retort, whichever was coming. His eyes remained the softest ash grey. He opened his mouth, considered his words for a second, and then asked, “Potatoes, dear?”

      I squinted at him. “Is that some weird, old-timey threat?”

      “Only to your waistline, I assure you.” He fluttered his lashes, all innocence. “Our mutually beloved Mr. Merritt has been roasting them in duck fat, went a fair distance out of his way to procure it. Though the hour is late, one feels it may be rude, after all of his fine efforts, if you were to refuse them.”

      It was my turn to consider my words, and I felt my jaw do Batten’s clench-unclench dance. I glanced at Wes, who shot his gaze up to the ceiling as if counting tiles.

      I asked, “Are there fried onions?”

      “I could arrange onions,” Harry said lightly, and his smile grew until it showed the slightest hint of fang. “After such a display of adorable audacity, my fierce little vixen, I could be inspired to arrange anything you might fancy.”

      “You know, I was trying to make a point,” I said tightly.

      “I am aware,” Harry said pleasantly.

      “You’re losing this argument and trying to defuse the situation by offering middle-of-the-night snacks.”

      Harry went mmhmm and smiled.

      “Because you can’t win,” I clarified.

      “Correct,” Harry said with a slight bow.

      I cocked my head. “Because you’re… wrong?”

      “Try to contain your surprise, darling, it has been known to happen a time or two.”

      “Huh,” I said, wilting. “I don’t think I like being right.”

      “Good thing that’s a jolly rare occurrence,” Harry offered helpfully.

      “This is a lot less fun when you stop fighting back.”

      “I promise it will be more fun when I show you my apology.”

      “Is that what we’re calling your man-bits, now?”

      Wes snort-laughed and got off the bar stool. “All right, you sure know how to throw a party, but if you two are about to get kinky with duck fat, I need to get the hell out of here.”

      “Shruff and cinders, pet, but you’ve gone and made your brother uncomfortable.”

      “Try to contain your surprise,” I said, “but that’s been known to happen, too.” As my brother wandered off, and Mr. Merritt took his leave, I settled into a long, shared look with my Cold Company. “I friggin’ love that old man.”

      “Yes, ducky.” Harry’s voice had gone velvet soft. “I am intimately familiar with every corner of my pet’s heart.”

      “Don’t ever use Combat Butler as bait again. I forbid it.”

      Harry declined his head in acquiescence. I wondered if it was a promise he could keep.
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      I woke with a pillow-muffled snort and lifted my groggy head from beneath it. The second half of my night’s sleep had been full of nonsensical dreams in which a tiger with no eyes covered in red feathers stalked me through dripping tunnels that stank of alcohol and unwashed feet. My bed covers were twisted around my legs. It was before dawn, and though I was the only living thing in the room, I was not alone.

      The shape in the corner was shaking slightly, and I Felt his amusement. The Bond had tickled me awake — my companion was hungry, but perfectly willing to distract himself until I was ready to feed him.

      “Gee,” I drawled. “Help yourself to my private writing, there, Harry.”

      “Oh, is this yours, my pet?” he said, a portrait of badly-feigned innocence. There was a click as he turned on the desk lamp. It cast a warm, yellow glow on the book and lit Harry’s smirk. He made a show of turning it over and checking the cover. “Only, the manuscript lists one Mona Bangs as the author. Perhaps you could rescue your companion from this miasma of confusion in which I find myself.”

      I growled and threw the covers off, swinging my bare legs out of bed and seeking my slippers with my toes across the carpet. “You’re a pain in my ass, Dreppenstedt.”

      “Moi?” Harry made a show of clutching his heart is mock injury. He held up the manuscript like a shield and read dramatically, “‘Matt Barrow stroked into her with his hot, throbbing manhood…’ Did he indeed?” He nailed me with a knowing smirk. “Heavens, I must know the identity of your secret muse. Do tell!”

      “I will not discuss my work with you, Harry.”

      “Some sweaty, fumbling ne’er-do-well who must not be named, one assumes?”

      “Harry,” I warned.

      “Pish tosh, you mustn’t be shy, ducky,” he said, positively tickled. “Not with your advocate. Why, I want only raging success for you.”

      “Since when?” I grumbled, schlepping to the bathroom. “Put that back!”

      Harry tossed the manuscript on the foot of the bed and gestured grandly at me like he was one of Bob Barker’s girls from The Price Is Right. “There she goes, the darling of the erotica scene, the literary star, Miss Mona Bangs!”

      I paused in the bathroom doorway, slumping. “It’s just a stress-busting hobby. Could we at least keep this quiet from Wesley? Please?”

      “Flames and ether, my own beloved, of course my lips are sealed!” His eyes twinkled and he showed me a helpless shrug, touching his temple. “Alas, my poor, soft mind is increasingly vulnerable to your brother’s penetrating Telepathy.”

      “Moose-nuggets,” I leveled at him. Harry could block whatever he damn well chose to, but I suspected he couldn’t wait until Wes picked my newest hobby out of one of our minds. “Seriously, keep your lip zipped.”

      Harry pursed them theatrically and made a key-locking motion with one pale hand, fluttering his eyelashes at me. He mimed tossing the key over his shoulder.

      I met this with a jerking off motion that made him laugh merrily.

      “Forgive me, my dove, I swear no one will hear a peep from me.”

      “I hear peeps right now.”

      “Not a peep!” he swore.

      I aimed a finger at him. “You’ll peep. You can’t resist.”

      He stood in a rush, drawing himself to full height. “Are you suggesting that I am incapable of guarding confidential information?”

      “You’ll do exactly what amuses you,” I said flatly. “You’ll keep a secret until the reward of revealing it reaches acceptable levels for Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt. You are a self-serving creature, dude. You can’t pretend you’re anything else. Not to me.”

      Harry surrendered with a what-are-you-gonna-do shrug. “Your scathing assessment wounds me, of course, my pet, but is perhaps fair. Will you pretend that you are so different?”

      I didn’t want to examine that too closely, so I went to brush my teeth. I nudged the conversation slightly aside. “Maybe I could try my hand at writing mysteries?”

      Harry followed me into the bathroom. “Detective fiction, like Charles Warren Adams?”

      “Who?”

      “Oh, you must know him by his nom de plume, Charles Felix. Velvet Lawn, and The Notting Hill Mystery?” He leaned a hip against the bathroom counter and smiled. “He was a pip, was old Charlie.”

      “You knew him?”

      “No one knew him better, I assure you,” Harry said with a private smile. “Not even those blabbermouths in the literary gossip column of the Manchester Times.”

      “Harry,” I dropped my toothbrush from my mouth and stared at the place where his reflection would have been if he’d been alive. “Are you Charles Warren Adams?”

      “What an absurd notion.” He examined his fingernails intently. “Why, if I were a man of literature, wouldn’t I still be scribbling?”

      “Are you still scribbling?”

      “Goodness, imagine how many stories I could have written in four hundred years,” he remarked, but he didn’t seem to be wondering at all. I’d never considered that Harry might have been writing, but he enjoyed nothing more than curling in his favorite chair by a roaring fire and tucking into a good novel. It made sense.

      “Yes,” I agreed, “And under how many fake names, Guy Harrick, Esquire?”

      “Oh, dozens, I’m sure, if I had the inclination and the spare time to devote to it,” he said.

      “Harry, you have nothing but spare time.”

      He pretended to find a flaw in his perfectly manicured fingernails and went into the drawer for a nail file. “Certainly, with my life being so chock full of wild adventures, I’d have plenty of fodder for stories.”

      “Are you implying that my life isn’t novel-worthy? Weird and mysterious stuff always happens to me.”

      “Oh?” Harry smiled down at his nails and buffed.

      “Like last week, when Mr. Buzz went missing from my night table. Spoiler alert: the spriggans had it.”

      “One wonders how the Case of the Missing Massager concludes.”

      “I threw it out.” I wrinkled my nose and spat toothpaste foam. “They were riding that thing like a mechanical bull.”

      “Surely, there’s a genre niche for just such a story, ducky. Perhaps it's in Miss Bangs’ oeuvre?”

      I swirled my toothbrush under the tap to rinse. “I sense you’re still mocking me, but I’m choosing to ignore it.”

      “Perhaps you are plucky enough to make it as a scribe after all.”

      I listed on my fingers. “Hey, I have the ideas. I have the gumption…”

      “If only your grammar were less atrocious.” He whisked the nail file back into the drawer and slapped it shut. “Would you do me the honor of seeing me to rest, my Own?”

      I murmured at him and he placed a chaste kiss on the tip of my nose. “Hungry, my Harry?” I asked.

      A little smile played on his pale lips. “Oh, ravenous.”
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      After I’d given Harry a solid feed and tucked him into his casket all cozy and warm with his angora socks and heated blanket, I braced myself for the loss of him. I waited until the gut-wrenching emptiness of his daily demise waned before knocking on Wesley’s casket politely to see if he was still restless.

      Wes wasn’t wearing his bejeweled eye-patch. He cracked a sleepy eyelid at me. The threat of the rising sun was weighing heavily on him and would pressure him to rest in VK-Delta soon.

      “Hey, Kid Dracula, I’m writing filthy erotica under the name Mona Bangs,” I confessed. “Don’t tell mom, OK?”

      His upper lip curled off a canine and he moaned. “You’re telling me this so Harry can’t blow your cover.”

      I smoothed the front of his t-shirt fondly, then took a firmer grip on it, the leather of my glove creaking. “If you tell anyone about the erotica, I’ll ditch the New and Improved Marnie, and you’ll be forced to deal with Original Recipe Marnie for the rest of your life.”

      “Holy hell,” he squawked. “Nobody needs that.”

      “Have a good rest, Wes.” I felt a rush of sisterly affection for him. “When you get up, we talk to Carrie about going to Mom’s for Thanksgiving dinner Sunday.”

      He nodded. “Uh, your phone rang last night, late. It was that cop, Schenk? You left your phone in your coat. Hope you don’t mind that I answered it.”

      “I very much fucking mind,” I objected. “What if that had been a booty call?”

      “I’d have puked.”

      Point: Wes. “Is he all right?”

      Wes’ Telepathy meant he knew a lot more on that subject than he felt comfortable relaying, and his gaze said so. “He just wanted me to let you know that Liv Malashock needs to see you? From some Federal United something-something?”

      I’d never heard of any Federal United something-something, so I couldn’t help him fill in the blanks, but the name Malashock rang a bell. Nicole Malashock was a local sergeant, Schenk’s direct superior, and she had at one time owed me a favor. I’d lost track of whether or not that favor was repaid, but I wasn’t about to call in the IOU anytime soon, so I let it go. I thanked Wes for taking the message and lowered the casket lid to grant him security and darkness for his rest. I did a quick sweep around the room, looking carefully at dark crevices in the brick, making sure there were no necrophile beetles or carrion spiders to deal with. The debt vultures, Ajax and Homer, would still be trying to trace the revenants from Colorado.

      Satisfied that my wards were secure, I grabbed my phone to ping Schenk and get the “something-something” bit of the conversation that Wes was lacking.

      He answered on the second ring with a curt, “Yo, Cinderblock.”

      Oh, shit, I hope I didn't wake him up. “Oh, uh, yo yourself, Longshanks,” I said. “Busy?”

      I had come to learn that “busy” was an important question with my law enforcement buddies. Sheriff Hood would always answer his phone, just in case he was needed in an emergency, but sometimes didn’t have time to chitchat. Same with SSA Chapel. De Cabrera wouldn’t necessarily answer, but he’d shoot a quick text back to say he would get back to me when he could, which he’d shorten to BBS. And Batten… well, Batten never answered, now that he was dead.

      “Not busy yet,” Schenk said. “Get my message?”

      “I got half a message and didn’t understand a word of it,” I admitted.

      That earned me a chuckle. I heard him tapping a pencil. “I was contacted by the Federal Union of Supernatural Zoning.”

      “Did you just make that up?” I asked. “It’s a crap name.”

      There was a beat of silence on the other end of the phone. “I did not invent the FUSZ.”

      “Officer Schenk, you are the fuzz.” I allowed myself a private, cheesy grin. “What do these people want with me?”

      “Case involving possible passive feeding by a revenant’s shade?” I heard him flip some paperwork, and his pencil went tap tap tap some more. “A phantom feed?”

      I made a thoughtful, affirmative noise. “Phantasm, but, yeah, that's a thing.”

      “I was also contacted by the Provincial Utilities for Cryptogeology.”

      “Wait. Wait, wait, wait. There’s a Canadian council with the acronym P.U.C. and nobody could add a K to it?”

      Schenk cleared his throat. “Liv Malashock is heading the task force for the FUSZ and the PUC sent Mickey Nyquist.”

      “So, Liv and Mickey from the PUC n’ FUSZ.”

      Schenk cough-choked on his drink and I heard the spray hit his phone. There was a fabric noise as he wiped it clean. “Don’t do that.”

      “You’re yankin’ my chain, here,” I insisted. “This isn’t real. A zoning board and a geology club want my help?”

      “Neither Malashock or Nyquist have any measurable sense of humor,” Longshanks told me.

      “You’re the comic relief?”

      “Nyuk nyuk nyuk,” he replied dryly. “Look, our cases overlap, so I’ll be working with them. I’m heading out to meet them at the Oh Yeah! Café a little later this morning. Want to join us?”

      Oh, glorious day, an invitation to work a real case. Cases, plural! “What’s the PUC got Nyquist on?”

      “Tracking and protecting this winter’s breeding nests of something called a Blind Shale Boggle along the escarpment and near the shoreline of Lake Ontario.”

      My shape-shift vision of a boggle came back to me, and I fished in my parka for my mini-Moleskine to jot down a note, in case it was important. “Is Malashock’s phantasm action in the north end of St. Catharines, too?” That was the area where Kill-Notch had lost his grandfather, Colonel Jack Batten, in a botched invasion on the Sarokhanian nest.

      “How’d you know that?” I didn't need the Blue Sense to pick up on his suspicions.

      My scalp prickled with goose flesh that had nothing to do with my hairdo or the prospect of being on the unfriendly end of Schenk's questioning. “Near the lake, and Nyquist’s boggle hunt?”

      Papers shuffled. “Seems like. You're going to tell me how you guessed before I make you, right?”

      “What case are you working on, Longshanks?” I sensed reluctance on his end and prodded, “I can’t offer much help if you send me in blind. You don’t have to tell me state secrets, here, just a general idea.”

      “We got a tip on a cheese smuggling ring. My charming boss knows I love cheese and thought it was fitting to assign me the case. She was very clear about not eating any of the evidence, so don't get any ideas.”

      “To be fair to her, it is kind of hysterical,” I said. “Sergeant Malashock did that?”

      He went mmhmm.

      “Any relation to Liv?”

      “Sisters.”

      “One’s local law, one’s federal?”

      He went mmhmm again. His pencil tapping increased.

      “Is your cheese smuggling happening anywhere near the lake, Schenk?”

      “I have reason to believe the goods are moving down the Welland Canal via boat, but we don't have any evidence that a ship makes drop-offs along the Seaway. We have some tips on where it finally ends up, though.”

      I frowned at my phone.  I had no idea if Sarokhanian’s brood would have anything to do with smuggling in general or cheese in particular, but it was possible. What seemed a lot more likely was someone in that house feeding as a shade in wraith state or phantasm form, draining neighbors of strength and vitality, which usually caused a wide range of long-term health problems that were often misdiagnosed as chronic fatigue, anemia, depression, anxiety, or, in extreme cases, heart failure. For a bunch of neighbors to fall ill with the same symptoms was usually a telltale sign of a phantasm feeding in the vicinity. It was illegal, and was cause for a warrant to stake.

      “What time will you be at the Oh Yeah!, Longshanks?”

      “Seven-thirty.”

      I checked my watch. “I'll be there with bells on,” I promised and hung up.

      I turned to find Mr. Merritt waiting in the hallway, looking more grim than usual, holding his cane in a way that suggested he didn’t need it for support. “Madam, a note was tucked in the back door under this morning’s newspapers. It’s addressed to you.”

      I took it from him, unfolding it, noting some dewy dampness at the corner which had smeared the first and only line. It read, “Go home, Snickerdoodle,” and was signed “HP.”

      HP. Hunkypants. Batten. My heart gave a long, longing squeeze and I let out my breath in a sad exhale. “I am home, you dillhole,” I muttered.

      Mr. Merritt offered a concerned, if slightly puzzled, look. “Breakfast, Madam?”

      “No, thanks.” I rallied and tried to perk up. “Madam will grab something at the diner.” I folded the note and shoved it in my back pocket. “Okay if I take the hearse, Jeeves?”

      “Apologies, Madam, but Lord Dreppenstedt insisted that I drive if you needed to go out today,” he said. His hand tightened on the cane.

      I turned to the front door and fingered aside the sheer curtain on the storm door. Outside, a steady fall drizzle was knocking down last night’s fog, and made the leaf-strewn road dark and slick with pools. I didn’t like being made to feel like a child, driven around by my grandpa, but if someone else was behind the wheel, I could make notes, try to get my thoughts in order, or at least figure out some of the questions that needed answers.

      I turned decisively and headed towards the coat closet. “To the Oh Yeah! Cafe, Combat Butler!” I cried, “Madam has officers to disappoint, and I would hate to keep them waiting.”
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      I was in the passenger seat, doodling in my lime green mini-Moleskine, ardently refusing to remember Mark Batten drawing fangs on all my frogs around the cabin, when an early morning news report on the car radio caught my ear. I glanced at Mr. Merritt, whose attention was fixed on the road ahead as he drove, and turned the volume up.

      “I missed what he said. Did you hear?” I asked.

      Mr. Merritt frowned over at me. “About the sinkhole, Madam? Yes. It’s closed down one of my favorite pubs in Niagara-on-the-Lake. Did Lord Dreppenstedt not mention? It happened yesterday.”

      “What’s the pub called?”

      “Oh!” His smile lit his face and traced deep smile lines in all the best places. “A charming little hole in the wall, the Blind Tiger. It has a rich history in the area.”

      Something tickled with familiarity about the name. “That’s the one with the War of 1812-era ghost solider, right?”

      “No, that’s the Ranger's Inn,” he corrected. “The Tiger predates the Ranger by a dozen years or so, when the town was still called Newark. The Ranger was a stop-over for British soldiers, but the Tiger was originally called the Whistlepig, and was a haunt for thieves and brigands.”  Mr. Merritt beamed with some secret memory, and the Blue Sense told me the little pub held a place of whimsy and romance in his heart.  “During prohibition, they changed the name, and it was, for a time, quite the hotbed for rum runners moving alcohol from Canada to the United States.” He sighed, just a bit wistfully.

      I pulled up a street view of the pub and a reliable news site so I could see a picture of the sinkhole. The pub had “a long, nefarious history,” according to the brief article. The current owner also ran the attached cheese shop, Wicked Whiskers. The sign was a woodcut of a jaunty mouse twirling a dastardly mustache and leaning an elbow against a sprung mousetrap, a chunk of pilfered Swiss in his free hand. There was a mischievous smirk on his little mouse lips that made me instantly suspicious.

      “I know what that is,” I said, wagging my finger at the phone display. “Look at that smug bastard, practically thumbing his nose at the law. See that?”

      Mr. Merritt chuckled. “Madam, that store has been selling fine cheeses for decades in that location. It’s just a jolly mouse.”

      “Fuck E. Cheese here is practically an open admission of guilt, Mr. Merritt. This just goes to show that people like you need people like me,” I said firmly, tapping my belly meaningfully. “Crime fighters with gut feelings about disreputable stuff like rodents with smirks. Cheese-weasels are serious business.”

      Mr. Merritt made a noise that suggested he surely agreed with me, or maybe he just didn't want to say that weasels were mustelids and not rodents. I turned the radio back down, and as the hearse glided along and the rain blurred the side windows, I sat back and scribbled in my notes some more. Cheese shop, I wrote, then drew an arrow to Blind Tiger, rum runners, smugglers. My mind bounced back to Schenk’s cheese smugglers and sinkhole. Why did that sinkhole bother me? I circled the word sinkhole a bunch of times then tapped the pencil on the paper, a habit I'd picked up from Schenk.

      Harry had revealed slim hints about his own history of smuggling and drug dealing, both in India moving opium into China in the 1770s and, later, in San Francisco, supplying the opium dens. I knew he'd switched to pushing morphine, and still owned several of the very first hypodermic needles. At some point, he made a ton of cash pushing laudanum and patent medicines, after which he retired from his illicit dealings. Or so he’d said. Had Harry been in Niagara during Prohibition? I jotted 1920-1933 in my notebook, and Harry with a question mark, although after World War One, I thought Harry had been back in London, probably annoying every bespoke watchmaker, haberdasher, and tailor who'd survived.

      Was my Harry ever a rum runner? If not, he had probably known bootleggers and smugglers from the region. Were other revenants involved, then or now? If so, Sarokhanian, who was the eldest in the area, would have known about it; dominant revenants always keep a finger on the pulse of their turf. I wrote House S in the margin and drew a sad face. Then I gave the sad face frown-y eyebrows and a pair of fangs. The overall effect was disturbing, so I scribbled it out.

      Would House Sarokhanian even need money from illegal sources now? There had been times when it had been difficult for Harry to make money by above-board means to finance the decadence he’d become accustomed to, not to mention pampering his DaySitters once he was undead, I rationalized.

      But these days, would shady business be necessary, especially for a revenant as old as Sarokhanian? Perhaps Aston supported his entire house, like the world's fugliest sugar daddy. House Dreppenstedt's revenants, at least those Youngers who lived away from Crowned Prince Wilhelm and the stronghold of Felstein, were more financially independent and self-sufficient. I couldn’t speak to how things ran beyond the Bitter Pass, but I didn't remember anyone using money for much of anything there, though I’d had a lot of other things on my mind at the time.

      Mr. Merritt pulled into the pothole-ridden gravel parking lot of the Oh Yeah! Café. I pointed to Schenk’s Sonata, and he angled the hearse in next to it. Longshanks was still behind the wheel, talking into his phone, a stony look on his face.

      I shot Harry a quick text. Is House Sarokhanian full of smugglers? I added, You can tell me. I (probably) won’t peep.

      That last part was a big fib, and Harry would know it, but I smiled as I put my phone away, feeling like I was onto something big. I told Mr. Merritt, “I’ll be an hour or so. Is that okay?”

      “That will give me time to run some errands,” he said.

      “You’re going to cruise past the sinkhole, aren’t you?”

      “I admit, I am a tad curious.”

      “Me too,” I said. “Can you take a bunch of pictures for me? The hole, the edges, anyone who's hanging out nearby? Folks working, directing traffic, and the looky-loos. Especially the looky-loos. Oh! Get a shot of the cheese shop window, too, please. And if you can, discreetly, anyone working there.” Nobody would think twice about the kindly old man taking his time to be careful around a small catastrophe while actually being a stealth investigator.

      He gave me a seriously doubtful look, but didn’t object. I put my knit hat on over my peach fuzz and lunged out, clutching my mini-Moleskine, just in time to meet Schenk at the door. Longshanks held it open for me without comment, nodding. I shot him a single finger-gun and walked under his arm to stride in ahead of him.

      The Oh Yeah! was exactly as it had been the first time I went there, the last time I I'd been there, and, for all I knew, had always been that way; an eternal greasy spoon, the undead of the diner world. Warm yellow pine walls, chairs, tables, booths, and benches. Window sills crammed with old tin boxes and overflowing with Christmas cacti and philodendrons that loved the sunny spots. Every empty area on the wall was decorated with classic road signs and hammered tin shapes, colorfully painted. Maple syrup, coffee, and fried onions perfumed the air. The overall effect was sunny, homey comfort, even with the dreary weather outside. The blackboard by the front door assured you that you’d leave stuffed but not poor; a three-egg breakfast complete with your choice of meat and a plate of French toast or pancakes would run you about five bucks. Coffee was bottomless for two dollars. Bodies packed every table, and I knew from my last visit that they were a mix of auto factory workers from the plant across the street and off-duty cops. The owner was a retired police officer who loved his regulars.

      Longshanks was one of them. He waved politely at the waitress, who looked like Bea Arthur had risen from the grave, slapped on some plum lipstick and blue eye shadow, and taken up an afterlife of pouring coffee and hauling flapjacks.

      Schenk moved through the crowded restaurant towards his target, light on his feet but casting a long shadow. I stayed at his heels, not knowing who I was looking for. In the back booth directly ahead of us was a lone, dark figure, the sight of whom gave me a queasy buzz of apprehension; black, naturally-curly hair tamed with a plain elastic band, no make-up, no jewelry, no nail polish, no smile. Her clenched jaw warned don’t-fuck-with-me and her head-to-toe black leather on black denim promised I’ll–fuck-you-up. This was a person who would tolerate no absurdity and whose bullshit meter was finely tuned. I prayed silently, Dark Lady: don’t let it be her.

      Naturally, Schenk slid into her booth, and she eyeballed me skeptically before I joined him.

      “This your expert?” she asked Schenk, her voice a deep, rough grating like that of Malas Nazaire, though a touch more whiskey and cigars than rotten vocal chords. Her cynical tone and economy of words set off flashbacks to when I first met Batten, and my heart sank. Crap. She’s a female Kill-Notch. She-Batten is gonna hate everything I say and do. I decided not to blow it too early; I bit my tongue and let Schenk take the lead.

      “Dr. Marnie Baranuik, Liv Malashock,” Schenk introduced. “FUSZ.”

      I nodded without comment. She did the same.

      The waitress sidled over, pouring hot, black bitterness disguised as coffee into any mug that was upturned. “Your usual?” she asked Schenk. He nodded.

      When the waitress looked at me, I said, “The same, thanks.” There, that’s safe, right? The less I talk, the better. I awarded myself a point on my imaginary scoreboard and gave Inner Marnie a high five.

      “Nyquist couldn’t be here,” Malashock said. “Deadline, paperwork.” Right down to business, she launched into getting me up to speed on her case, pretty much what Schenk had told me on the phone, pausing only to double-check that I understood phantasm form, passive feeding, and the deleterious effects thereof. Her definitions were textbook precise, which is fine in theory but not entirely helpful in the field — cryptobiology and other preternatural sciences were rapidly changing as we learned, and leaning too heavily on theory could be dangerous in law enforcement. The waitress returned with a small metal teapot full of hot water for Malashock and a bowl of lemon slices.

      “How many phantasms have you personally encountered?” I asked, wary not to slip any attitude or judgment of her job history into my tone.

      Her eyes flashed angrily for less than a heartbeat, but it was impossible to miss. Her lips may have smiled, but her eyes wanted me dead. “This will be my first.”

      Yep. Female Kill-Notch. She does not want my help. “I hope to be able to assist you when you do. I have some experience with them.”

      “I understand you have quite a lot of experience with them.” She leaned heavily on the word, and I wondered what her beef with the undead was.

      “If by ‘them’ you mean revenants, yes, of course. I’m a DaySitter, I live with one; two, if you count my brother, who really needs to get his own place,” I admitted, keeping my tone light. “That’s no secret. You’re expecting me to apologize, I take it? I won’t. That said, if you need a resource, take advantage of that or don’t, your choice.”

      The plates of food came just as I finished my little speech, and though I’d said all of it without responding to her anger with any of my own, the resulting silence was heavy. I looked down at my breakfast to find that Schenk and I were having over-easy eggs with pea meal back bacon and cinnamon French toast. We both reached for the hot sauce, and he backed off so I could go first. The waitress didn't bother topping either of our coffees off, as if sensing Malashock’s tension and wanting no part of it — she wasn't being paid enough to deal with our shit.

      Malashock swallowed a forkful of scrambled eggs and a little of her pride. “You’re right. I need you.”

      My eyebrows lifted and I waited. “I don’t get it, what’s the punchline?”

      Half her mouth twitched up briefly. “No punchline.”

      I looked over at Schenk, confused. “What’s happening? Nobody ever wants to work with me on purpose except Agent Chapel, and, just between you and me, I think he’s a little touched in the head.” I opened a little pod of strawberry jam and plopped it on my French toast. “Okay, I’m all yours, Malashock. What do you need?”

      “Just like that?”

      “Well, it'll cost you,” I warned, spreading jam. “Any time we swing through a Tim Horton’s drive thru, you’re buying. That’s the rule. I’m not made of Loonies and Toonies.”

      Her lips twitched again. “She serious?”

      “You’ll get used to her,” Schenk said.

      “Will it always be this annoying?”

      “Yes,” he said flatly.

      I cleared my throat. “I can hear you.”

      “She can hear us,” Schenk said with a straight face. “No more honesty. She’s a rare treasure. A beacon of hope in — ”

      I threw my napkin at his face, interrupting his deadpan assessment with a flutter of paper. He snatched it out of the air and placed it neatly on top of my French toast. I waited until he removed his hand, then plucked the dirty napkin out of the jam blob and set it on the remains of his over-easy egg. Liv paused in the act of reaching for her tea to monitor our napkin war. I was clearly the winner, but neither of them cheered. I licked my finger and drew a point on the imaginary scoreboard in the air so my victory would not go unnoticed.

      “You two finished?” Malashock asked.

      I wasn’t quite. I plunked my jam-smeared knife in Schenk’s coffee cup.

      He took the knife out and sipped his coffee anyway. “Step one is surveillance.”

      I sat up with excitement. “A stake out? I love stake-outing.”

      Schenk said, “I was talking to Officer Malashock.”

      “Aw,” I wilted. “Come on, guys.” Neither of them looked like they intended to budge, so I muttered, “I was a big help last time.” Last time had ended with me flailing around in frigid, waist-deep water in a flooded graveyard by the Welland Canal and bleating like a dying cow until Schenk rescued me from what I thought was a grabby skeleton hand that turned out to be a stick.

      Schenk swung a would-you-care-to-review-that-adventure look at me, and I shrank further into the booth. Point: Longshanks.

      Malashock said, “Best we bring her along, in case she spots something we would have missed. Psychic, you said?”

      I bolted back upright in my seat, beaming. “I am! Two kinds of psychic in one awesome package.” I shot her double finger-guns. “This is gonna be great. I’ll bring snacks. Peanut brittle or cheese doodles? I better get both. Do you have night vision goggles? I need a map! Where are we going?”

      “Yep,” Schenk said into his coffee mug. “You’re going to regret this.”

      I didn’t know if he was talking to me, Liv, or himself, and it seemed like she didn’t either. She pulled a money clip from her inside pocket, peeled off a twenty, tossed it between our dirty dishes, and stood. She was all of five-three, one-ten, and if it hadn’t been for the perpetual scowl and wasteland-ready wardrobe, she would have been cute as a button. When she adjusted her leather jacket, I glimpsed not one but two holsters.

      She twirled one finger in my direction but spoke to Schenk. “Get this under control and meet me at the lake tomorrow night after dusk. Same spot, same conditions.” She left, lifting one hand in farewell to the owner, who matched it with his own.

      “That went well,” I said to Longshanks, switching to the other side of the booth so I could face him. I texted Mr. Merritt to start heading back for a pick up, and put my phone on the table face-down.

      He shook his head and finished his jam-tainted coffee, but I thought I saw the hint of a wry smile lurking behind the rim of his cup as he pushed my plate across to me.

      “Could have gone worse,” I continued hopefully.

      Schenk arched one skeptical brow.

      “I didn’t totally blow it.” I mopped up egg yolk with buttered rye toast, avoiding the dirty napkin, and then chewed toast thoughtfully. “What same conditions is she talking about?”

      “A couple of faces she wants me to avoid.”

      “For… mystery reasons?” I wiggled my gloved oggity-boogity fingers at him.

      A quirk of a smile. “For federal law enforcement reasons.”

      So, it's none of my beeswax. I was accustomed to police only sharing the necessary minimum, and otherwise hoarding information like it was rations in an apocalyptic food scare.  It was less “need to know” and more “need to no.”

      “Is this ‘same spot,’ near where we met last night? By Lock One?”

      “No, Niagara-On-The-Lake.”

      Oh reeeeeeally. “Did you see that sinkhole near the old pub, there? Heard about it on the radio this morning. Weird, eh?”

      Schenk made a noncommittal noise.

      Maybe I needed to pry harder. “Place has a history of being a smuggler’s den, I hear.” I examined his face for clues but it didn’t give me any. “Attached to a cheese shop. Any connection to your cheese smuggler, you think?”

      “We’ll look into it,” he said lightly.

      “We” meaning law enforcement, not him and me. Figures. “Well, sure, yes. You should. I mean, weird coincidence, eh? Smuggler’s den and cheese, and you’re looking for cheese smugglers.” When he didn’t say anything, and sipped his coffee, I continued, “Weeeeeird coincidence.”

      “Yup.”

      I dragged the last little piece of my French toast around in syrup to mop it up. “Who’s the, uh, owner of the pub? Do you have a name?”

      “Shakespeare.”

      “No, okay, but what’s his real name?”

      He spoke more slowly and enunciated like he wanted me to check his flossing job. “Erik William Shakespeare.”

      “He your smuggling suspect?”

      “I think he's trying to impress somebody.”

      An odd assessment but I trusted his instincts and noted it for future reference. I finished my coffee, feeling the burn hit my gut like hot acid. “Think he's undead?”

      He put down his cup and wiped his mouth, leaning back in the booth. After a long moment of staring at my face, he asked, “Should I?”

      “Malashock is looking for a rev, not a cheese smuggler. Maybe they’re same guy.”

      “We’re not going to the cheese shop. We’re going to the lake.” Then he surprised me with, “Is there a reason you think the smuggler is a revenant?”

      Careful, Marnie. I didn’t think anything I said about Harry could get him in trouble decades after he’d cleaned up his act, but best not to test that theory or spill long-held secrets about my Cold Company’s past. I should probably look up the statutes of limitations pertaining to the undead. “Like you said, maybe he's trying to impress somebody. Revenants can be territorial douchebags when it comes to local oomph, that’s all. You saw them yourself, getting all dick-wavy. I just have a gut feeling there's some kind of immortal power play going on around here.”

      “A psychic thing?”

      “No, those are more, like, in my head, definitely not gut-related,” I said. “Non-cops get hunches too, you know.”

      “Fair enough,” he allowed.

      “What about Nyquist? Why is he working with Malashock? It's not like a phantasm feed is going to be Boggle-slurping.”

      Schenk appeared to consider before answering. “It’s his job to assess the risk to the area, as the particular species he’s studying is protected. He’s more likely to keep Malashock out than invite her in. The map he gave us of the suspected at-risk boggle nesting areas overlap with Malashock’s suspected phantasm feeding zone.”

      “And the pub and cheese shop?”

      “And the pub and cheese shop. But we know where those are, we don't have to suspect their location.”

      “Wait, is that a cop joke? You really are the comic relief?” I said. “That's so sad.”
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      Mr. Merritt texted that he was twenty minutes away, and I managed to reassure Schenk that I was unlikely to get abducted or murdered in the Oh Yeah's parking lot in broad daylight, so he could fuck off to wherever he needed to be. The fact that I only had to tell him to scram twice was progress.

      The bench by the door was wet from the rain, so I leaned against the brick wall; warmed from the sun since the rain let up while we ate, the bricks baked through my sweater like a hug. For a few minutes, I enjoyed people watching and gazing at the sun glistening on the water of the canal in the distance. The lift bridge went up, siren wailing, guard arms coming down. Soon, the Seaway would close for the winter, and most of the locks would be drained of water, revealing their muddy secrets. Sometimes, they found cars down there, or bikes, or any manner of abandoned things. Sometimes, they found bodies. But this early in October, with Thanksgiving around the corner, the shipping traffic was still pushing through.

      I glanced at my phone and saw it was slightly before nine. Only a tad early to wake an old friend who was known to be a Seattle early-bird. I was surprised I still had my old boss’s home phone number in my list, but there it was: Hal Donaldson, Director of Retrocognition at Gold-Drake & Cross. I had retired from GD & C after Batten and I failed to catch Jeremiah Prost, and I wondered if the news that I’d staked Prost in Egypt had reached my ex-coworkers. I certainly hadn’t volunteered the information, but perhaps Chapel had closed the file to strike down the active warrant and save some other hunter from chasing ash.

      Hal and I always had a good working relationship, despite the fact that I’m prickly and I’d quit rather suddenly — I’d left a dual-Talented void on the third floor, but had opened up two offices, and there were always fresh DaySitters with stars in their eyes and dreams of solving crimes with law enforcement. The disillusionment usually hit the first or second week. It certainly had for me. GD & C was a pit of despair and paperwork, carefully bottled terror, backstabbing, and constantly shifting political sands. I didn’t miss it, but I missed some of the people. Hal was one of them.

      I poked his name and he picked up on the second ring with a cautious, “Donaldson?”

      “Is that a question, Hal?” I asked. “Forgetting your name? Working in that place has really fucked you up. You gotta get out.”

      “Yeah?” He chuckled. “How is life on the outside, Baranuik?”

      “I'm not questioning my identity, just some of my life choices,” I said, echoing his laugh.

      “I’ve missed this,” Hal said, and the Blue Sense reported he meant it. “But you didn’t call to trade barbs. What’s up?”

      “I need the listings for DaySitters local to the Niagara region. Canadian side.”

      “No can do. You didn't hear about the company splitting?”

      “News to me.” I pushed away from the Oh Yeah!’s warm wall and started to pace instead. “What happened?”

      “Canadians broke away after the last election, worried about changing policies south of the border. Cross walked.”

      I let out the requisite heh heh and repeated, “Cross walked. But seriously, any idea which Canuck I might get this from?”

      I heard him clicking on a keyboard and he said under his breath, “Let’s plaaaaaay, Which Canuck Is That? Okay, here we go. Huh.” The Blue Sense offered an uneasy jitter. “Well, then.”

      Uh oh. “You sound and Feel like I’m not going to like the answer.”

      “Don’t pitch yer knickers, Baranuik,” Hal said, and I couldn’t help but wonder how many times I’d heard him say that when I worked for him. Probably fewer than a million, but only by a hair. I didn’t know if that was because I had a tendency to pitch my proverbial knickers or he just loved saying it. “Got some updates from abroad, actually, might pick your brain about a few things.”

      “There’s only so much I can say,” I warned, “but if this is quid pro quo for Which Canuck Is That, I suppose we can deal.”

      “Heard there was a dust-up between an FBI vampire hunter and House Sarokhanian.” His throat dry-clicked. “Beyond the Pass.”

      A dust-up? I pictured Batten’s boot heels kicking in mortal panic against the marble floor as Harry’s fangs drove deep into his throat, and had to squeeze my eyelids shut hard to shake the memory. I started to repeat the official press release statement from the FBI’s Preternatural Crimes Unit, which I had helped draft but which was mostly crafted by Chapel himself, when Hal cut me off.

      “Not the official word, we all got the memo. What happened, Baranuik?”

      I went for the safe bet: mostly-honest. I was talking to a psychic, after all. “Mark Batten had been seducing me with his sexy ass for years so he could con me into taking him to a place he should never have been. He made a fool of me and tried to avenge the loss of his grandfather. It did not end well for him.”

      “Were you responsible for his death?”

      I had not anticipated that question and jerked with guilt. Was I? I thought about it, trying to see past my knee-jerk defensive anger. “Not… I mean, I don’t know,” I answered lamely. “I didn’t shoot him, if that’s what you’re asking. I mean, it’s not like I’ve never shot him, but I didn’t shoot him to death.”

      Hal’s silent pause was heavy for a moment. “So you only shot him a little. In the past. For different reasons.”

      “Let’s go with that.” I nodded, satisfied with my position. To my right, the canal control booth started wailing again to indicate the bridge was coming down, and every driver that had shut off their car to wait started their engines.

      “I’m surprised at you,” Hal said. “In more than one way.”

      “Haven’t you been reading the rag mags, Hal? I’m maximum-level terrible, and everybody knows it except for you. Now,” I said, “Which Canuck Is That?”

      “House Sarokhanian and House Dreppenstedt also had a bit of a showdown?”

      Nosy bugger. “Don’t spread it around, but I got the feeling they do that daily. It seemed comfortably, enduringly frosty. No more digging, Hal. Cough up the name.”

      I heard a familiar slurp. Hal always had coffee. Hazelnut. Fancy shit. It had been the second-best part of being called into his office. “I need to ask one more question,” he said, “and it’s more of a warning than anything else. Trust me?”

      I did and I told him so. “Off the record.”

      “Yep. When Sarokhanian and Dreppenstedt do battle, which side does House Nazaire come down on?”

      This time, I was not surprised. Every time political nonsense cropped up, there seemed to be a Nazaire in the background, stirring the pot. In the course of doing my job, Malas Nazaire and I flip-flopped between ally and adversary. When I’d been beyond the Bitter Pass to Svikheimslending, he had shown unwavering support for the master of Harry’s bloodline, Crowned Prince of the Blood Wilhelm Dreppenstedt. Malas and Wilhelm had a history of coordinated hunting dating back long before mortals knew the truth about revenants. Together, they had sired Declan Edgar and turned Remy Dreppenstedt, and while Declan himself had chosen to follow Malas as his father figure, it seemed more likely that Remy and Declan were Wilhelm’s creations. Together, they had a relationship that might be difficult for mortals to comprehend. They fed together, they fed off of one another, shared prey and lovers. Their powers complimented each other's, and they enjoyed a healthy rivalry. Throw House Sarokhanian into the mix, and you had a mess of passionate egos and treachery with a whole lot of weight and time behind it.

      I said tentatively, “I believe that House Nazaire is friendly with House Dreppenstedt for the most part. I’m going to slap the eighty-twenty rule on that, so your mileage may vary. I mean, I probably wouldn't call them bros.”

      “Fair enough,” Hal said. “Then I suppose you know what I’m going to report as the winning answer for Which Canuck Is That?”

      I didn’t, not exactly. “Don’t keep me in suspense, Hal.”

      “The new Cross branch of Gold-Drake & Cross is homed in Montreal, run by Ewan Sarabia, a Nazaire DaySitter. His revenant is listed as Gautier Dubuisson Nazaire. Sarabia may or may not be open to giving you information, even if his revenant’s house is friendly with your own. You no longer work for the company or for the FBI, correct?”

      “Can confirm. I’m working freelance with local cops here,” I said. “Think that’ll gain me any sway?”

      “If your cops request that Sarabia send a DaySitter to assist them, the Cross branch will. As to how they’ll deal with an ex-employee? No clue.”

      My cops would absolutely not request another DaySitter. They might regret asking the psychic they already had. “Gotcha.”

      “Boy,” he said. “After all this, you’re still working cases? You don’t give up, huh?”

      “I do it for the applause and public adulation.”

      His response was a commiserating snort-laugh. Then he gave me the number for the office in Montreal.

      “Thanks for your help.”

      “Hey, you scratch my back, Baranuik,” he started. “Keep me updated, huh?”

      If only I could. “Talk soon.”

      I spent a frustrating ten minutes playing voicemail loop-de-loop on Cross Montreal’s poorly managed answering system. I could have switched it over to the French instructions and understood it nearly as well despite it being twenty years since I'd sat through any French lessons in school, but I was feeling stubborn.

      I finally got a human being, and was assured that Ewan Sarabia would get back to me at his earliest convenience. The Blue Sense told me she wasn't entirely confident that was the truth.

      I hung up and stared across the road at a patch of forest. An unsettled feeling crept into my bones, memories of Father Scarrow, of an angry poltergeist leaving bodies wrapped in icy ectoplasm, of hundreds of lost and lingering ghosts hovering above a frozen pond, drawn back to the land of the living, confused and staring at me with their lost, dead eyes. A shudder wracked me from the core outward. Surely just the weather. Too cold for early October. Just the cold.

      (Father Scarrow’s body sprawled in the mud in that dim, stinking tunnel.)

      “Nope,” I whispered stubbornly. “Go away.”

      (“Don’t put the dolly in the mud…”)

      No wonder poor Schenk couldn’t sleep. This entire area was a goddamn trigger. Yet he stubbornly chose to have meetings here. I could be stubborn, too.

      “I don’t choose to think about this.” I shifted my thoughts to my friend Elian de Cabrera at the PCU, who had been working hard to teach me positive thinking tricks. Elian’s bright smile, genuine and welcoming. Elian riding his bike to work, even in the dead of winter. Elian’s new helmet, emblazoned with Mickey Mouse ears. “I’m choosing to think about nice things, good things, warm, living things.”

      (Soooooo, not Mark Batten. Cuz, you know, he’s cold and undead. Right, Marnie? You watched Harry drain him. You watched it. You watched his hand reach for you across the frigid marble, fingers curling, and that one final, terrified twitch.)

      I clenched my back teeth, called my brain an asshole, and texted de Cabrera: Hey. You rock. Just a reminder.

      He texted back immediately. Ditto. Doing okay?

      Everybody loves me and totally wants to work with me. Both of us knew that was a fib, but neither of us called me on it.

      You’re always soooooo popular. Totes jealous! Elian’s text read.

      I chuckled and shook my head, and went back inside to order coffee to go while I waited for my ride.
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      Mr. Merritt had taken some great pictures of the sinkhole outside the cheeky mouse cheese shop, and a blurry picture of the owner, and some pictures of the repair work that had begun. His pictures weren’t satisfactory, Mr. Merritt said, though the Blue Sense pegged that as a little fib; my Combat Butler wanted to spend time with me today, and I wondered if that was because I’d rushed to his defense and insisted he was under my protection. In any case, we drove back, parked on a side-street canopied by centuries-old oak and ginkgo trees, and strolled under the turning leaves, zig-zagging between the streams of tourists. We swung by the cordoned-off cheese shop, gaped alongside the other goggling looky-loos, and then went about browsing elsewhere.

      Mr. Merritt proved a delightful shopping companion, as he gently encouraged me to buy everything I looked at for more than half a second. At a hat shop, we modeled for one another, and both bought light summer ones marked down for the turning season. His had a jaunty grey feather, and suited him perfectly. Mine was a black felt bowler. Mr. Merritt’s pale blue eyes twinkled as several shopkeepers greeted him with familiarity, and it was nice to be with someone who felt like low-maintenance family. No drama. No conflict. Just shopping and the occasional snack.

      We strolled up one side of the main strip and back down the other, taking our time. Niagara-On-The-Lake was far more crowded than Shaw’s Fist, even in the final throes of tourist season. Lunch was ice cream, even though the temperature outside had dipped below fifty-five and both of us wore gloves. Whereas Grandma Vi and he had been of similar ages and spent time as peers, the Blue Sense reported that Mr. Merritt enjoyed my company as though I was his granddaughter. We circled back to the fudge shop and talked ourselves into two pounds of maple walnut fudge, putting our heads together and chuckling at our own snack-food mischief. By four-thirty, I figured we should head back to North House, and almost didn’t want to.

      I could tell through the Bond that Harry was already awake, more than an hour before dusk, and as Mr. Merritt and I drove past my parents' house in Virgil on our way back to North House, I felt Harry’s concern that Wesley was also awake early. I had been hoping to slip into North House, scarf down a cup of espresso, and start rehearsing what I wanted to say when I met Ghazaros Merzyan again without Harry’s input. I knew my Cold Company would already have his back up by the time I got home, and knowing I had a cranky, fretful revenant waiting for me wasn’t the happy ending my previously-spiffy afternoon deserved.

      Less than a minute after Harry texted Mr. Merritt, my phone pinged. Against my better judgment, I read it. If I might be permitted to suggest a course of action, darling?

      I rolled my eyes and thumbed: on my way.

      It was then that my phone lit up with a Montreal area code, and I put on my all-business smile, hoping it would translate to my attitude, or at least my to voice. When Ewan Sarabia introduced himself, I got a good impression of him instantly — his voice was earnest and straightforward, and his responses prompt and open.

      “Hey, thanks for getting back to me so quickly,” I said. “I’m in need of a list of local DaySitters here, and I was hoping you could shoot me that info.” I dropped Hal Donaldson’s name, and gave a vague description of Malashock’s phantasm case and my concerns.

      Sarabia hemmed and hawed, and then partially demurred. “I understand you feel there is a risk to the public, which is the only reason I’m considering this breach of privacy. Perhaps if this Officer Malashock contacted me personally, I could bend that rule. As an ex-employee, you understand why we can’t just pass out our confidential roster of DaySitters.”

      “Yup.”  On the one hand, he had a point. On the other, GD & C had left me swinging in the media-fueled breeze of the whole “Great White Shark of Paranormal Investigations” incident, so I wasn't exactly buying his line about confidentiality, either. Like the bigger douche in a zombie apocalypse, the company had gleefully tripped me to save itself and hadn’t spared a backward glance at the frenzied feeding.

      He continued, “I will, however, point you to someone who can offer an insider’s view to the revenant power structure in the region. He won’t give you addresses and phone numbers, mind you, but if there’s an individual revenant capable of making people ill by his presence, this informant will know.”

      What’s the catch? “He’ll tell me?”

      “This particular source is… chatty.” Sarabia hesitated. “It may help, if you can understand what he’s saying.”

      “Gee. Is his name Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt?” I asked sourly. “Cuz I overdosed on his unfathomable old-timey chatter about a decade ago.”

      “Then you may want to brace yourself,” Sarabia replied without a trace of humor.

      “Who is it?”

      “His name is Ludovic Baudouin Favre Nazaire, A.N.E.”

      Balllllls. My sigh ended in a guttural groan, and I threw my head back against the seatback. “A.N.E.” was industry code for Age Not Estimated, which always meant “so old that we can’t guess accurately” mixed with “so powerful nobody is foolish enough to ask.” Which meant he was likely one of the first revenants Malas turned, perhaps around the time of his Younger, Gregori, who’d been not hundreds but thousands of years old when I’d staked him. That made me indescribably sad, a feeling I was getting too accustomed to lately. It also meant that Ludovic Nazaire was of an age that this territory and its control was an issue for him, and he would likely feel towards Ghazaros the way Harry did — having to be politely submissive to a younger revenant for political reasons might irritate the undead bejeezus out of him.

      “I don’t know where Mr. Nazaire is living,” he continued, “just that he’s in Southern Ontario. He likes the casino nightlife in Niagara Falls, and it’s said that he gambles compulsively.”

      I thought of the words carved on Harry’s headboard – “What is there left to do but play?” – and thought that maybe I might understand Ludovic Nazaire a little. Old money, bored, powerful, bombarded with warm temptation, now living only for the hedonistic thrills at his fingertips.

      “If you ask around about Mr. Nazaire at his favorite haunts, he’ll hear, and if he’s interested, he’ll find you.” Sarabia paused. “He’ll be interested. He’ll want to talk. Getting him to stop talking is the issue.”

      “Great. One last thing, if it’s not too much trouble,” I said, thinking of Constable Schenk. “Therapists with an eye for sleep issues and PTSD in paranormal investigations working in the region?”

      “A few. I’ll text you the contact information. Give this Malashock person my information, if you need to.”

      “I owe you. Give me a shout if you ever need anything, Ewan.” He promised he would, and we ended on that. I asked Mr. Merritt, “Do you like casinos, Combat Butler?”

      “Not especially,” he said, turning onto the Parkway. “Do you, Madam?”

      “I’ve been known to gamble,” I admitted.

      He shot me a look full of grandfatherly worry. “I trust that Madam knows when to risk it all and when to play things cautiously.”

      “Wanna bet?” I asked, throwing his double-take a broad wink.
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        * * *

      

      When we pulled into the driveway, a curtain in the Winter Room twitched. Harry’s displeasure sluiced through the Bond in a bitter trickle; he did not want to go play nicey-nice with Sarokhanian’s second in command, and he was going to whine at me about it.

      I wrestled with the bag of fudge desultorily. “Why do I have to be the responsible adult to a bunch of pouty, centuries-dead, foot-stomping diaper-babies?”

      “I understand Madam's position perfectly.”

      “El Ghazarino owes me big time for this,” I muttered as I popped out of the car.

      Harry whisked the door open as we hit the front steps, but remained tucked behind it in case the clouds weren’t entirely covering the setting sun.  He swiftly shut it behind us and spun on his heel. “Heavens, you’ve rather a wild look in your eye, ducky,” he exclaimed.

      I peeled off my parka and hat, and tossed him the bag of fudge and goodies. “Can’t imagine why.”

      “Well, off with those clothes and into a hot bath with you, then straight to bed, where you may dine before an early shut-eye. My pet might be desirous of a restorative nightcap, Mr. Merritt,” he said, handing Combat Butler the bag and making a shooing motion.

      I opened my mouth then closed it again. “Harry, what are you talking about? It’s barely five o’clock. We have an appointment with Mr. Merzyan this evening.”

      “I have an appointment this evening,” he corrected, as though the issue was settled. “Would you like chicken or salmon for your repast?”

      I hung up my coat and whisked off my scarf, tossing it alongside my hat on the hall table, then kicked my Keds into the corner. “I’m going with you.”

      “Tonight, I thought you’d like my special roasted potatoes with thyme,” he continued, as though he hadn’t heard me, heading to the kitchen, tossing his voice back at me with his audiomancy. “I’ve already popped them in the oven to crisp up. Mmm. Your favorite.”

      I stood my ground in the hallway, leaning one hip against the cherry side table, my arms crossed, until he circled back with an expectant smile.

      “Roasted potatoes with thyme,” he repeated, as if it were an incantation that might magically change my mind. “I had hoped for a little more enthusiasm on your part, beloved.”

      “Uh huh,” I said, unimpressed. “Think you’re going to distract me with balls of starch fried in duck fat? Again? You know that only works most of the time, Harry.”

      Harry wilted. “Very well. Is that what you’re wearing tonight?” he asked, pursing his lips thoughtfully and giving me a critical head-to-toe examination.

      “I was considering changing,” I said. “Thoughts?”

      “It’s hardly my place to dictate what you wear, love.”

      I let out a sharp ha! “Since when has that stopped you?”

      “Really, darling.” He sniffed indignantly. “I am surprised.”

      He followed on my heels as I went upstairs. I fully expected him to pick out some uncomfortable thing for me to wear and then insist it was necessary. He surprised me with patient silence, a trickle of amused indulgence slipping through the Bond as I rummaged through the dresser and my luggage. Having me home had settled his restlessness some, and he was trying to distract himself.

      “Tell me of your meeting this morning,” he said. “Spare not one detail.”

      I dug into my back pocket and pulled out Batten’s note from that morning, handed it to Harry, then stripped down to my undies and my second-favorite froggy-print bra before wrapping myself in an oversized orange sweater and soft jeans and shoving my feet into warm, angora socks.

      He scanned Batten’s words, nodded approvingly without comment, and tucked it in the top drawer of my desk. “Well?” he prompted.

      “Liv Malashock is….” I took a deep breath, held it while I considered my words, then exhaled noisily through pursed lips, making unhappy duck noises.  I'm not sure what Harry picked up of my impressions of the FUSZ official beyond her brusque competence and my worry about her lack of first-hand experience with much paranormal action.

      “Shruff and cinders,” Harry exclaimed with sympathy at my unspoken dismay. “A most galling experience, I’m sure. All this atop a sound rejection from Our Wayward Lad.” He motioned to the note in the drawer. “My poor pet. No wonder you feel so unsettled. Surely, you should just cancel the rest of your evening plans and tuck into bed early — ”

      “No dice.” I shot him a chiding scowl. “I’m your DaySitter and I belong at your side tonight.”

      “How splendidly attentive you are,” he said miserably, “to carry on DaySitting at night.”

      “As for Malashock,” I straightened in front of the full length mirror and applied some bold red lipstick to distract from my missing hair. “I’m not saying she’s better than me at everything.”

      “I’m sure that’s true,” Harry said, sounding not sure at all.

      “It only seems that way.”

      “One had surmised as much,” he said.

      “There’s probably lots of stuff I can do that she can’t.”

      Harry made an uncertain noise. “Just as you say, dearheart.”

      I stared hard at my reflection in the mirror, giving myself a stern once over. If only I felt as confident as I looked. “I’ll let you do the fancy old dead-guy yapping tonight, eh, Harry?”

      He made another noise, this one speculative. “Perhaps that would be prudent, my toothsome filly. One might assume that calling around to a Sarokhanian home would afford one an opportunity to plumb the dark waters, but that would be unwise. I must insist you take care not to let your mind stray to former contacts, or their missing kin, with whom Prince Merzyan is no doubt acquainted.”

      Batten and his grandfather. It would be reckless bordering on suicidal to be caught snooping or asking any fishy questions tonight. I'd have to put Batten and his note out of my mind somehow. That would have been a lot easier if Jerkface hadn't left the note in the first place. “I know, Harry.”

      “I shall also change for the evening,” Harry said, standing and going to the bedroom door, where he paused. “No sign of our cold cook, then, besides the note?”

      I half-smiled at Harry’s old nickname for Batten, and shook my head.

      He nodded, and his voice softened a touch. “That’s for the best, you realize.”

      Harry was right, of course, but my heart refused to agree with him, and my stubborn brain still needed to solve the mystery of the disappearing Jerkface. I was so fixated on the idea that I didn’t hear Harry leave the room or my brother enter. Wes immediately picked up the train of my thoughts and cautiously waved a hand to catch my attention. When I gave a jolt, he took a half-step back and leaned against the wall, thumbs hooked in his pockets.

      “I talked to Carrie,” he offered. “She says she’ll let Mom know we’re coming for dinner on Thanksgiving. Claire should be there, too, and maybe Rowena if she’s not volunteering that night. Rena’s back in town but won’t be there because she’s not speaking to Mom or Dad. Or Claire. Or Carrie.”

      Typical, I thought. I didn’t even ask why. When it came to the Baranuik clan and their rotating feuds, the reasons were usually petty and ridiculous, and I acknowledged this unspoken truth with a soft snort.

      “No word on Margot,” Wes continued, unfazed. “Carrie said we should bring dessert and lots of it, because Mom’s on a no-sugar kick again and she’s only serving a cheese plate.”

      That was a lot to digest, especially since my thoughts lingered stubbornly on Batten. “Cheese. Great. I’ll buy some. I know a place.”

      “You’re barely listening. No cheese. Cheese blows. I’ll grab a German chocolate cake.” He plopped down at my desk and started snooping in the drawers, finding the note. “And maybe a pie. And some cookies. Are you allowed to eat those now?”

      “Don’t read my mind, Wes.”

      “Wanna talk about Butthead?”

      “It’s Jerkface.”

      “Close enough,” Wes said. “Go ahead and talk it out. I’ll do that active listening thing that Elian was tellin’ me about.”

      I felt my eyebrows lift and I turned to watch him read Batten’s note. “De Cabrera was teaching you stuff?”

      “I think so,” he said vaguely, “I wasn’t listening.”

      “He’s got his work cut out for him,” I said. “Maybe I’d feel better if I knew where Jerkface was.”

      Wes showed me the note in case I had forgotten what it said. “Who left you this note, Harry Potter?”

      I thought, HP is Hunkypants.

      He grimaced and rolled his eyes. “Right. Gross. What are your options?”

      “I either find him, or I respect his boundaries and leave him alone.” Alone. Out there in the dark, by himself. Vulnerable. Stalking the Sarokhanians. Getting himself killed again. Re-murdered. Double dead with no possibility of a second UnDeath. “Probably, I should respect his boundaries.”

      Wes showed me an exaggerated, knowing blink. “Riiiiiiight. So you’re not going to do that.”

      “Hey, I respect boundaries,” I said with a defensive sniff. “Sometimes. When they make sense.”

      “Do I have to blink again or did you see it the first time?” When he didn’t get an answer, he hauled a deep breath into his undead lungs and let it out noisily to make his point. “How the fuck would you find him? Did you Grope anything?”

      I hadn’t, but it was a sensible first step. I was concerned about drawing too much psi, especially this close to a full moon. I’d almost been forced by upset and injury to shapeshift once in this house. I wasn’t confident about the possible consequences, and hadn’t had any training or guidance from Finnegan Folkenflik or the skulk. Besides, my time was limited. Harry was almost dressed and ready to go — I could feel him becoming extremely satisfied with his sartorial choices and their expected results downstairs. I foresaw polite gushing about an antique silk ascot in my near future.

      Wes read that as it crossed my mind and the scarred side of his mouth turned up in a wry twist. “How about you try what mundane mortals would do?” Wes suggested. “No powers, no magic, just common sense?” He paused, squinted with his one good eye as he second-thought that, and then nodded as though he decided I might be capable of it.

      C’mon, Marnie, you can do this. Think like Batten. I rubbed my temples in circles. “If I were a hot, hard-assed hunter with a jerky handsome face, where would I be?”

      An image of naked Kill-Notch in a hot, steamy shower popped into my mind unbidden, and I pursed my lips as I imagined soap sliding down glistening bronze biceps, tattoos on wet skin, and my eager mouth —

      “Not helpful!” Wes yelped, clapping his hands over his ears as if he could block telepathic images like that.

      “Right! Sorry. Okay, I’ve got a hundred and eight kill-notch tattoos on my left pectoral, I like leather jackets and impractical sports cars. Oh! Am I at the mall? Am I buying snug Wrangler jeans to accent my firm and shapely buttocks?”

      Wes glared at me with his one good eye and slammed the desk drawer so I guessed the answer to that was a big fat no.

      “Am I ordering blood or using a warm body? He wouldn’t use Shield, would he? Would he even know about them? Of course he would, he knows vampires.”

      “V-word,” Wes warned. “Am I supposed to be offended by that? I never know.”

      “So where is Jerkface getting blood? Is he — oh! I bet he’s luring snacks by dancing at a male strip club in the Falls. He'd be like Magic Mike, but with resting jerk face. Miserable Mark?”

      Wes gave me a reprimanding look. “I doubt he's stripping anywhere but in your imagination,” he said. “And please, could you not? I don’t need to see Memories of Pipe You’ve Laid, thanks.”

      “Technically, that was pipe that laid me. Anyways,” I thought hard, “he’s got great hip rhythm. Maybe he’s taking salsa lessons.”

      “Undead Butthead is not salsa dancing. What else do you know?”

      “His favorite board game is none of them, because he doesn’t see the point in winning small battles. He snacks on extra-sour gummy bears and almost never puckers. He can’t take cold and flu medications because he doesn’t like to lose control of his faculties and cough syrup makes him high as shit. Man,” I smiled goofily, “is that hilarious.”

      Wes made a get-on-with-it motion with his hand. “Okay, what about locations?”

      “He likes beer. Don’t know where I’d find that in Canada.” The sarcasm dripped heavily. “I’ll just stake out all the Beer Store locations.”

      “Surely you know something meaningful about the man you slept with a thousand times.”

      I made a wounded squawk. “I only got to sleep with him twenty-eight times!”

      Wes sniggered. “You counted? Dork.”

      “Look who’s talking, slipper-humper.” I paced. “I know plenty about Jerkface.”

      “Like what? Preferred side of the bed, and whether or not he likes to play thumb-in-the-bum?”

      I opened my mouth to answer that last one and thought better of it. “Okay, smartypants. He likes to crumble Saltines into his split pea soup. He enjoys lemon Danish but not cherry, because he’s clearly got bad taste.”

      “Clearly,” Wes agreed, giving me a meaningful head-to-toe eye sweep.

      I glared at him. “He’s never once said ‘YOLO,’ even though he could totally pull it off. When he shaves before seven in the morning, his five o’clock shadow starts showing at noon. It’s pretty hot. Mucho macho.”

      Wes groaned, at a loss for words. The Blue Sense told me he wanted this conversation to be over yesterday, and was only continuing it to help me out.

      “He listens to classic rock and sometimes country music,” I said. “Older stuff like Kenny Rogers. Y’know, ‘The Gambler.’”

      “Maybe he’s doing online dating to find a blood supply,” Wes suggested. “We could check Plenty of Fish. Maybe there’s a Bleedr or Plenty of Fangs we don’t know about.”

      “Of course there isn’t!” I cried. Then I considered the possibility with something akin to horror. “Besides, Batten isn’t thinking about women. He’s goal oriented and totally focused on revenge.”

      Doubt showed in my brother’s eyes. “He may eventually think about a partner, Marnie.”

      He was right, of course. Batten would need a DaySitter sooner or later, and furthermore, he deserved a companion. A living advocate. Someone to feed him. Someone to keep him warm. Someone to keep him safe. Someone to make him smile, to make life softer. It would happen, and it wouldn’t happen with me. The thought made me heartsick. “No,” I blurted. “Never. And I’ll thank you to keep your yap shut.”

      “Sure. A toast,” Wes said, raising an imaginary goblet, “to Jerkface’s eternal loneliness, sipping Shield's finest through a curly straw.”

      I blushed with shame. “Point taken. But I hope he at least waits until after I’m dead to hook up.”

      “C’mon. Get those thoughts out of your system now, before you go to the Ghazaros meeting,” Wes advised. “You don’t know who might be there. If there’s a Telepath…”

      “That House doesn’t have that Talent, they’re Soul Callers and precogs. Mostly just Seers. That whole leeching-of-the-souls business is pretty rare. As far as I know, only their Crowned Prince of the Blood can do it. The top guy. The big cheese.”

      Something in my belly flipped over in warning, but I wasn’t sure what I’d said to stir my instincts. I noted the feeling and tucked it away for later. Then, because my brain is a traitor, I wondered what it felt like to have your soul torn out of your body and shoved into someone else, trapped in flesh and bones you didn’t control, with no voice and no outlet for your needs and wants. What if you wanted a cookie but the body-owner didn’t? What if you saw a friend or family member on the street but couldn’t say a word, could only watch from behind eyes that you didn’t direct, until those eyes moved on, no matter how hard you wanted to keep your loved one in sight? The horror of it repulsed me and I reeled in my thoughts.

      “House Dreppenstedt aren’t Telepaths, either,” Wes said, doing a cute finger-wave, “but you have one. You never know who might be with them. I should come with. Dude Witch on duty!”

      The thought of bringing my baby brother near any other revenants made me distinctly uncomfortable. I didn’t like that he’d met his maker, Mr. Strickland. I didn’t like that he’d met Viktor Domitrovic the undead ogre, I didn’t like that he’d messed around with dark witches and spriggans on my account, and I’d done a fairly good job of keeping him away from Gary Chapel’s Preternatural Crimes Unit and everything they did. I dreaded taking him home to Virgil to face our mother and all the drama and rejection that was sure to follow her discovery that he had effectively damned his soul to become a bloodsucking immortal. The least I could do was keep him relatively safe from the Sarokhanian mess.

      Wes got up and crossed the room to envelop me in a tense hug, burying his cool face in my neck. “Okay,” he said against my shoulder. “Just be careful with your thoughts, please.”

      “I will think about yak wang and peanut brittle,” I promised.
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      Colorado had followed me northeast to Ontario in the form of a low-pressure system pushing into the region, turning the October rain into sleet. The atmosphere inside the hearse wasn't much cozier. Harry hadn’t wanted to bring me to see Prince Ghazaros; despite that, I hoped my presence would temper his mood. I sat next to him in the hearse, glancing at the side of his expressionless face, and worried that might not be possible. Beneath the surface, Harry’s pride stung. Ghazaros Merzyan, through the convoluted contrivances and arcane nonsense of the Falskaar Vouras' rules of etiquette, technically had a station below Harry, but territorial politesse demanded Harry lower himself for their meeting. That was not sitting well with Lord Fancybritches.

      My Cold Company had donned the familiar armor of high fashion for tonight’s meeting. A grey, patterned silk ascot was dimpled by a showy garnet pin like a big drop of blood. His crisp, bespoke shirt had a high collar that cupped the ascot under his Adam’s apple. A black vest and jacket kept him warm under his black wool trench coat. He’d gone through every hat box at North House to find a top hat that pleased him, humming and fussing. It had been an hour-plus ordeal, through which I examined my half-worn manicure and wondered if I should bother sprucing it up eventually. The roasted potatoes were a pretty good distraction while I waited.

      I had changed into a warm sweater – bright hunters’ orange to celebrate both autumn and Halloween – and I liked the secret subtext that probably only Harry would appreciate: Kill-Notch Batten, hard-assed vampire hunter, was almost certainly lurking around House Sarokhanian, planning to take a shot. My choice of Keds had little cats printed on them. Cats were also excellent hunters, even the small ones. I had my own subtle armor on tonight. Harry had narrowed his eyes and clucked at me preemptively, assuming I was up to something, but I don’t think he had quite figured out my private intentions — he merely sensed the mischief.

      Mr. Merritt wove the hearse through the slick but empty streets to the address Ghaz had given me, near where Constable Schenk and I had first met him.  When we passed the last store near the end of Arthur Street and headed along the beach strip, the reliable glow of streetlights disappeared, replaced by gritty, glass-strewn darkness where they'd all been broken; someone or something had kept the municipal workers from replacing them.

      Mr. Merritt rolled the car to a quiet stop, and I was surprised to see a small, ivy-covered cottage with bordered up windows. It had a laminated yellow “Condemned” sign stapled to the front door. One corner of the sign had come un-stapled and flapped despondently in the night breeze.

      Harry’s thrice-pierced eyebrow performed a slow lift at the same rate as his upper lip curled with distaste. He said nothing, but I thought it wise to lay my gloved hand on his arm and give him a pat.

      “Who taught me the power of etiquette and restraint, Harry?”

      “Oh, heavens, darling,” he said with a frustrated huff, “that lesson hasn’t taken.”

      “Fair,” I said, “but who’s trying to teach me anyway?”

      “Your instructor and your long-suffering companion are one and the same.”

      I shifted over and gave him a loud smooch on his cool temple, to which he cracked a half-smile that dimpled his cheek. “Demonstrate for me how a real gentleman behaves, will you?”

      “Your sister lives nearby,” he said, meeting Mr. Merritt’s eye in the rear view mirror. “Rowena?”

      I nodded. “A few doors down, across the street.”

      Harry considered this for a long moment. “Is she ill?”

      I thought about that. Rowena had been wasting away for years, denying herself all the pleasures of life as self-punishment for a drunk driving accident she’d been involved in when she was eighteen. “Ill” was an understatement. Did it have anything to do with a phantasm feeding nearby? Doubtful. There was enough dysfunction in Rowena’s life without a revenant involved. “For a long while. But I think it’s her own doing, for the most part. Probably.”

      “When within, keep your thumbs to yourself, dearheart,” he advised. “And do not compliment his possessions. It’s rude.”

      I glanced at the condemned home. “I’m sensing that won’t be a problem.”

      “If he offers you a refreshment or nibble, take it with your right hand,” he said.

      I grimaced at “nibble,” but knew he didn’t mean bloodsucking. “I think I can manage to deal with him. I want to see you deal with him.”

      “And so you shall,” Harry said, and through the Bond, I felt all of Harry’s distaste and indignation carefully drain away. An uncharacteristic humility took its place, and it was so foreign coming from my Cold Company that I didn’t immediately recognize the sensation. Point: Harry. I showed him through the Bond that I was proud of him, but he was focused entirely on the house before us like a sprinter getting into the blocks awaiting the starting pistol.

      The cottage wasn't going to impress anyone's sense of aesthetics; it was meant to blend into the area and give the impression of abandonment — nothing to see here, folks, just a run-down house ready for the wrecking ball. The yard was tiny, too, but a clever realtor could see its potential as a tear-down on prime real estate – the property backed directly onto the lakefront beach. The landscaping had grown over most of the features of the house so that a casual passer-by might not notice the blacked-out windows. There was a “Beware of Dog” sign hanging slightly askew on the porch railing, but I doubted there were puppies inside, since revenants drove dogs mad with the scents of death and immortality. Cats, on the other hand, tended to adore the undead and enjoyed stalking their resident debt vultures, too. Probably, a “Beware of Cat” sign wouldn’t deter anyone but mice.

      Mr. Merritt came back to open my door and then circled to open Harry’s. We met in front of the car, where Harry asked Mr. Merritt to remain during our meeting. Harry offered me his arm in a courtly manner, and I took it.

      I could hear Vivaldi playing inside, muffled by distance and the closed door, but unmistakable. At Harry's knock, a young man in khakis and an ivory wool cable knit sweater discreetly buttoned right up to the chin — obviously a DaySitter – opened it. When we introduced ourselves, he bowed slightly.

      “Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt, you are welcome in my home,” he said officially, then stepped back to let us in.

      I Felt a soft brush of relief from my Cold Company, as if he’d expected to be denied entrance.

      “I’m Steve,” the DaySitter said to me. “You’re Marnie Baranuik.”

      “Yeah, sorry ‘bout that,” I said automatically.

      He squelched a smile — my reputation preceded me. Greeeeaaat. But there were no more comments. At least he was too polite to toy with me. Steve showed us down the dim, carpeted hallway, and then disappeared with the sort of humble, silent obedience Harry noticed with covetous judgment. At the end of the hall, a single door stood open. Flickering candlelight spilled out, and my sensitive DaySitter’s nose picked up the homey scent of beeswax. Vivaldi’s La Stravaganza, one of Harry’s favorites, was strong and brisk and bright from that direction.

      I could feel the residents of the home, the cool push of the revenants who had known that Harry and I were coming when we were still miles away. More than one. They were not the oldest I’d ever felt, but their age was a weight bearing down, muddying the air. One of them felt both familiar and filled with anticipation; Ghaz.

      The waiting revenants doubtless sensed my warm, tasty, decidedly un-undead self coming closer, and though comfortably fed, one of them gave a restless little noise while another pushed a feeling of welcome towards us, knowing I was a DaySitter and therefore physically and psychologically attuned to serving their needs and wants; some DaySitters became so addicted to the feeling of fangs in their throats that they craved it non-stop, and immortals were attuned to seeking willing bleeders and ivory junkies.

      One of the revenants also seemed determined to serve my wants and needs as well, which gave me a moment’s pause, but encouraged me to continue without fear to the threshold of the room. My metaphysical attraction to the undead was to be expected, but it always struck me as something to feel guilty about. Harry gave my hand on his arm a small, reassuring pat, and swept forward to greet our host with his chin set high.

      The room was toasty in both temperature and ambiance, with a gas fireplace, understated amber cut-glass lamps, and leather couches and chairs set at discreet distances from one another.  Among some old magazines, a floral chintz tea service and selection of light refreshments on a silver tray sat on the coffee table, the kind caterers served at wakes. I got the distinct feeling this was to appeal to Harry as afternoon tea, and not something Ghazaros himself indulged in regularly. I wondered if the Vivaldi was also a nod to Harry’s preferences.

      There were two revenants in the chairs by the fire; Ghazaros merely waiting, while the other, who looked remarkably similar, reacted bodily to my presence by shifting in his seat behind a copy of The Atlantic that he was pretending to read, and then gave up the charade, folding the magazine on his lap.

      Ghazaros rose politely from his chair and bowed.

      “Prince Merzyan,” Harry said expansively with a diplomatic smile, letting go of my arm so that he could bow deeply and elegantly in return. “Thank you so much for your kind invitation and your warm welcome. I am ever so grateful to be received.”

      Ghazaros beamed. “My august and distinguished guest, good evening. I hope you are well. And how delighted I am to see your lovely DaySitter again. Thank you for allowing her to join you, my lord.”

      “Yo, Ghazmeister,” I said, shooting him a two fingered salute off my brow.

      Harry favored me with a disapproving look.

      Ghazaros turned to indicate his company. “Might I introduce Prince Zorovar Borodian?”

      The other revenant did not rise, nor did he smile. Dressed in a simple navy silk tunic with a high Mandarin collar and grey wool trousers pressed with a sharp crease, Prince Borodian was the embodiment of modest elegance. He wore no rings, no watch. His double monk-strap shoes were hand tailored, the old world craftsmanship immediately drawing Harry’s envious eye. The shoes showed little to no wear, but they were hardly new. I suspected Borodian spent a great amount of time in VK-Delta or even wraith state. Everything about Borodian was tightly clamped down, purposefully unobtrusive. This was not a man who enjoyed the spotlight or competition. Even his mildly spicy scent, to my DaySitter’s nose, was inconspicuous beneath the perfume that declared Ghazaros Merzyan’s own power: crushed allspice and rich Bourbon Island vanilla beans. Ghaz smells like cookies.

      If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he smelled like that on purpose to lull cookie monsters like me to bend the neck and invite the hot, insistent sink of the fang. Harry slid me a look and I realized I was thinking far too fondly and heatedly of our host. Easy, Marnie. Cool it.

      Ghazaros said, “Prince Borodian, you will remember Lord Dreppenstedt, I presume?”

      Borodian’s voice was a cool, tense push in the room. “The Viscount Baldgate. When last we met, my lord, you were working for the British East India Company.”

      It sounded like an accusation, which piqued my interest. Not a friendly tone, but I trusted Harry to neutralize it. I, myself, was eager for something juicy, as I knew scant little of Harry’s earlier days beyond what he'd shared of his life with previous DaySitters, and my frequent failure to follow their example.

      “It has been many years, your grace,” Harry said with another bow. “Too long.”

      “1773, was it?”

      “I must admit, your memory is a fair bit sharper than my own,” Harry allowed. “I’m ever so flattered to be remembered.”

      “I am not likely to forget our encounter,” Zorovar said, “when it ended with the loss of so much I held dear.”

      “Oh, that’s a tad dramatic, don’t you think?” Harry smiled tightly. “A bit of softness. What do they say? To the victor go the spoils.”

      “A ship, sir.” Zorovar’s voice remained calm but his eyes brightened with clear murder. “A ship full of silks.”

      “Flames and ether, but I had nothing to do with that,” Harry objected. “I thought you were referring to the young lady.”

      Zorovar waved a hand as if shooing a fly. “I know you stole my ship, Dreppenstedt. Merzyan knows you stole my ship. House Sarokhanian knows you stole my ship.”

      “I’ve been quite the naughty boy,” Harry admitted, refusing to hide his delight at the fact. “I have stolen kisses in the dark, and hands and hearts and more, oh my, much more, but I assure you, never have I pinched a ship.”

      “Everyone knows you stole my ship,” Zorovar insisted. “Admit that you stole my ship.”

      “How would I steal an entire ship, I ask you?” Harry said, laughing incredulously. “Search me for the lie, your grace, you’ll find not a hint. I promise you, it is not me with whom you are angry. Some pirate, now long dead, has offended you, not I.”

      Ghazaros watched this exchange with interest, glancing at my reactions. “But I think your DaySitter does not like to hear about the young lady.”

      “My advocate is a dreadfully possessive creature,” Harry said on the wind of a sigh. “She prefers to think she is the only woman in the world whom I have ever doted upon or will ever cherish.”

      Zorovar barked a laugh. “Oh, dear.”

      “That’s rather sweet, if terribly simple,” Ghazaros commented a little wistfully. “She likes you, Dreppenstedt.”

      Harry went hrm and ignored my eye-roll. He took the cup and saucer that Ghazaros offered him, and inclined his head in thanks. After a sip, Harry passed the cup for me to hold for him. I scowled down at it and back up at him. I was not offered tea. I waited expectantly, but when our host sat again, I slurped Harry’s tea far more loudly than necessary.

      All three of them turned their heads toward me.

      I made direct eye contact with Harry and slurped louder and more meaningfully. Then I said “ahhh” and smacked my lips before shoving the empty cup at him. It rattled against the saucer in his hands.

      Harry sighed and placed the empty cup on the fireplace mantle. “DaySitters of the New World.”

      “I ask you,” Borodian sympathized, and for a moment, they were allies in their disapproval of my sass. At least they could agree on something.

      “I am sorry that my master was not here to greet you. He’s been called away on some matter of importance,” Ghazaros said. “I am given to understand that there was recent tension between our houses. Are you able to contribute to my knowledge of that matter?”

      “But of course. A regrettable mistake on my DaySitter’s part,” Harry said, throwing me under the bus like he was bowling a strike. “We were invited to attend at Skulesdottir, and my DaySitter’s guest took it upon himself to attack the Sarokhanian stronghold at Vlastimirova.”

      My guest? I tried not to be too obviously annoyed, but all three revenants picked up on the unintentional changes in my physiology immediately, looked at me, and shared a chuckle as if to say “silly mortal.”

      “How did she so badly misjudge her guest’s intentions?” Ghaz wanted to know.

      “Passion,” was Harry’s verdict, and though I knew he had to be careful and diplomatic, his words were a knife. I would need to find some hidden composure to figure out if it was in my back or my gut. “She believed the vampire hunter was in love with her and would not betray her trust.”

      “He paid for that, don’t forget,” I muttered under my breath, not able to keep it trapped behind my teeth. When Ghaz focused on me, I said, “I make men regret things, Prince Merzyan. Often. I’m thinking of having some swag made. T-shirts. Maybe a mug.”

      Harry, perhaps chastened by my discomfiture, gave a full recounting of the tension between me and Sayomi Mochizuki, the Overlord’s quests, the crowning of Remy Dreppenstedt, and the death of Batten in the throne room. Despite the painful memories, my Cold Company exalted momentarily before a captive audience, neither of whom had been in attendance and hung on his every word — old revenants love their juicy gossip. I could sense Harry relaxing into a familiar pattern, glowing in the spotlight of their rapt attention, weaving a sordid and shocking tale, taking some license with details, exaggerating my part in every situation like I was a superhero. For once, it was a relief not to be the butt of jokes, but the sensational story was equally ridiculous.

      At last, Ghazaros said, “You had no inkling, then, that her guest was a vampire hunter with a prior grudge against House Sarokhanian?”

      Harry dodged adroitly. “On the contrary, I knew exactly what he was. He was a reformed vampire hunter. He was composed and polite in the company of my house, showing not a hint of disrespect. I admit, I had expected better of him at the end. He hid his true goals behind a wall of desire for my advocate, and as you know, lust often distorts our abilities to perceive equally passionate intentions.”

      The two revenants murmured thoughtfully, teetering on bitterness and regret. They didn’t appreciate the reminder that revenant powers of perception weren’t perfect. Once the blood was up, mortal objectives could be misconstrued; a quick, hammering pulse was inviting to the fang, whether that hammering was due to desire or anxiety or deadly rage. Immortal hungers and wishful thinking sometimes blind the undead to dangers too close to home. I didn’t believe that Harry had been fooled, or that he’d ever lost track of Batten’s true desires beneath Batten's ardor for me.

      “What I took for sexual hunger aimed at my DaySitter,” Harry continued, “was in fact a carefully-bottled, red-hot rage directed at Aston Sarokhanian.”

      In answer to that, both old revenants looked me up and down appraisingly, as though trying to imagine what the vampire hunter might have desired. I tried not to be offended by their dubious expressions. “Sometimes I look better than this, okay?”

      “You might have heard how the vampire hunter’s treachery ended?” Harry asked them.

      “You kindly did House Sarokhanian the favor of draining Mr. Batten,” Ghazaros said, his eyes never leaving me, watching every micro-expression and tasting every nuanced shift in emotion. “Solving the problem once and for all.”

      I had no trouble feeling absolutely gutted for the benefit of the sensitive immortals surrounding me. Remembering that moment, when Batten was no longer a null for my psychic Talents, remembering his terror as Harry’s fangs sank deep in his throat, was enough to prick my eyes with hot tears. I avoided their gaze, stared stubbornly at my faded kitty Keds, willing my eyes to dry up. I wondered if I’d ever be able to picture that night without a fresh wash of agony. My lips tightened, effectively trapping my comments.

      Zorovar asked, “Where is he buried?”

      I finally spoke, my voice thick with emotion. “We laid him to rest in Colorado. He didn’t have any written last wishes, no living family. Our boss, Gary Chapel, was executor of his estate and decided to bury him near his most recent home.”

      The revenants looked satisfied with that answer. Ghazaros said, “You still use Mark Batten’s home.”

      I nodded and took a shaky but steadying breath. “I do. SSA Chapel rents it to me as an office.”

      “And you have an employee who was once the DaySitter of Jeremiah Prost.” It wasn't a question, either.

      “Umayma Eyasi,” I said.

      “You were responsible for staking Mr. Prost in Egypt?”

      “He was a child murderer,” I said flatly. “‘Love by the dram’ can fuck off into the sun, and you can quote me on that. Also, he attacked me first, so…” I shrugged. “Live, dead, or undead — if you start it, I finish it.”

      Harry and Zorovar made unhappy noises in unison, once again agreeing on something, even if that something was how inappropriate I was.

      Ghazaros, however, smiled at me. “As you have said, you make men regret things,” he said. “We will be sure to keep in mind the type of lady with whom we are dealing. Yes, indeed.”

      I didn’t like how he worded that. I also didn’t like how Harry chuckled at his use of the word “lady.” I stiffened further until I was standing at my full height. Before I could say something I’d regret, Harry cleared his throat.

      “And now, if you’d be so kind, I would very much like to meet your other guest, Prince Merzyan. Will you please summon him?” Harry held his top hat in both hands before his belly. “Why, we’ve not yet had the pleasure of a face-to-face meeting, and I cannot express to you how eager I am for the introduction.”

      I’d missed the snap-spark of a relatively young revenant attempting to control his nervous anticipation in a curtained-off parlor nearby. Now, at the mention of him, his preternatural fragrance blossomed, burnt sugar and ripe citrus. Through the Bond, I felt Harry’s caution and translated it as a warning. Harry wanted me to summon my best poker face. I sensed he was doing a better job of walling-off his true feelings than I knew.

      Ghaz brightened even further, his trap having been sprung. “You, DaySitter, are perhaps acquainted with my dear friend, Master Strickland?”

      My shoulders tightened unintentionally as I watched my brother’s creator move the curtain aside and pad across the floor. Strickland was a tallish man with a plain face, weak chin, limp brown hair, and a perma-slouch. He had pale eyes of that same wilted violet shade that Wesley’s turned when he vamped out. My brother’s maker, the man who called his bloodline a “swarm” and encouraged Wesley to go by “Wasp.” I was entirely underwhelmed and couldn’t imagine what Wesley had seen in him. Unlike the other revenants, he was dressed even more casually than I was; in his bare feet, careworn jeans, and a navy blue t-shirt, he looked like a low-budget knockoff Shaggy from Scooby Doo.  Zoinks, I thought, and then squelched that in a hurry, remembering that Strickland's line were Telepaths.

      Wesley’s words of warning came back at me, and I panicked a bit; had I been guarding my thoughts?

      “Refresh my memory, if you please, what was the relationship between you? Ah, yes.” Ghazaros pretended to gather his thoughts, flashing so much fang through his smile that it couldn’t possibly be unintentional. “He is your brother Wesley’s sire, is he not? We have been having the most marvelous visit. I’d not like it to end too soon.”

      The implication was clear — Ghazaros had the head of my brother’s bloodline, and he could destroy him, which would turn Strickland’s entire “swarm” to dust, including Wes. It was a threat, one that neither Harry nor I could ignore. I didn’t know how he’d planned this, but…

      Precognitive, my mind tickled. Ghazaros, a Seer, had known he would need an ace up his sleeve in case I was planning some kind of revenge against House Sarokhanian. Ghaz had effectively neutralized me. No matter what he or this Zorovar Borodian character had going on in Niagara, I couldn’t do anything that might trigger them, or I risked Wesley’s life.

      What would Kill-Notch do? I felt the first nauseating waves of panic — I didn’t know whether Batten would be watchful of Wes’s survival or not. I wanted to think so, but Batten had never been overly fond of dead guys. He’d already sacrificed his own life, not to mention our relationship, to get close to revenge, for whatever that was worth. Perhaps Wesley meant less to Mark than I imagined. I certainly did.

      To cover my nervousness and the bitter despair of that line of thinking, I stuck out one gloved hand. Strickland blinked at it in surprise and then shook it, I thought, purely out of the old habit coming back to him. “Marnie,” I said.

      Strickland nodded. “Glen.”

      “Glen? Glen the vampire?” I slid Harry a look that said I’d have to joke about that later. “Wow, okay, yeah. So. Glen. You turned my baby brother. Cool, I guess.” He would taste the fib but I didn’t know what else to say. “Sorry about the V-word, Glen.”

      To nobody’s surprise, Harry was much smoother. “My dear Mister Strickland. It is Mister, isn’t it? I’m not omitting a title in a misstep that would embarrass us both?”

      Rather than being insulted, Strickland did a full-body shrug and went, “Meh.” Then he squinted at me with those eerie lilac eyes. “Where’s Wasp? Tell him to come see me.”

      Fuck that, slim, was what I wanted to say. Instead, I copied his unenthusiastic shrug and said, “Meh. We’ll see.”  Something occurred to me. “You turned him but didn't even swap phone numbers?” I looked around at all the unimpressed dead guys. “I thought the gift of immortality might be more meaningful than a booty call, but I guess not.”

      Harry added hastily, “We have many friends to visit before the holiday is over.”

      “Friends?” Ghaz said with a slight pout. “Are we not friends? Do send the lad to call. We’d love to meet him.”

      A cold, greasy feeling was growing in my lower belly. “Uh, I mean, it’s mostly family.”

      “But your brother’s forever-family is here, isn’t it, Mister Strickland?” Ghaz said, his eyes gleaming with victory. “They share a bloodline. Please do bring the lad around for a visit. Lord Dreppenstedt? Are we not friends?”

      The noose tightened, and so did my guts.

      Harry’s eyes glistened and avoided mine. “Of course we are friends, your grace.”

      “Are we not worthy of a visit with this Strickland Younger during your stay?”

      I could feel Harry’s dismay and wondered if the others could as well. “Of course he should come. To reject such an invitation would be the very height of discourtesy.”

      Ghaz settled back in his chair and his features relaxed. “Excellent. I’m so pleased that we can be sociable despite unfortunate past tensions. Let tonight be the dawn of a new understanding between our houses.”

      I wanted to pelt forward across the floor and smash his smirking lips into his teeth with my fist, but I knew how that would end: my throat torn out, Harry torn limb from limb, and Strickland staked, murdering his entire bloodline with one rowan wood stake, including Wes.

      “Our man will see you out,” Ghaz said, and then turned to Zorovar. “Unless you had some final word to add to the conversation, my dear old friend?”

      “On the contrary, I believe this meeting has gone swimmingly for — ” He cut his eyes at me and they widened slightly. I reigned in my fury, tamped it down, snuffed it as well as I could. Still, the embers smoked.

      Zorovar slid his dark gaze back to Harry’s face. “I cannot express how deeply satisfying it is to see you once again, Dreppenstedt.”

      “Lord Dreppenstedt,” Ghaz corrected. “Show the gentleman the respect he is due.”

      “Oh!” Zorovar began to grin, also flashing fang. “I thought I had.”

      Harry’s power slipped awake and rolled through me like fever chills, making my core tremble. I thought if I looked for it, I might see his jaw doing Batten’s clench-unclench dance. He had been insulted. Openly. I knew it was meant to provoke a reaction, but Harry held his tongue. I wanted to mouth off on his behalf, but we were not in any position to get away with that. Slinking out without answering the insult was a sign of weakness, but the truth was, it was the only smart thing to do.

      Strickland took his cue and slouched back behind the curtain to wherever they were keeping him. I wondered how willing a hostage he was, or if he owed a debt, or had been offered some deal. Surely, as a Telepath, he understood that he was in great danger. In either case, my brother was also a passive prisoner, a hostage from a distance. And Harry had agreed to bring him around for tea.

      Harry made a brave show of saying gracious good-byes, while I stood there feeling hollow, furious, and numb. The walk back to the car was done in foreboding silence.
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      The silence held through the entire drive back to the refuge of North House, broken only by the soft murmur of the radio. Harry had walled himself off from me for the time being, so I mostly just stared out the window at the night-quiet buildings we passed. The construction at the sinkhole by Wicked Whiskers and the Blind Tiger was coming along, but the road was closed to traffic; a few barricades blinked in the dark, reflecting syncopatedly on the wet pavement.

      I didn’t know how I was going to break the news to Wes about Glen Strickland, but I didn’t want him to pick it up telepathically before I got home and sat him down to try and deliver it gently, so I scrubbed it out of my brain using thoughts of cheese plates and German chocolate cake. I thought about going to Wicked Whiskers in the morning. I wondered if Constable Schenk would come with me. I figured, if it was the best cheese shop in Niagara, he was already a regular. Was the owner involved in any of the cheese-related shenanigans, even as a beneficiary? It was one of the many questions bouncing around in my brain, and for the moment, it helped me think about something other than Wes. But the worry returned like a fang prodding skin, seeking a vein.

      “I should have popped that guy right in the yap,” I muttered finally. When my Cold Company didn’t reply, I completed the imaginary conversation myself. “Which guy, Marnie? The smarmy one? The sassy one? Glen? What kind of fucking name is Glen for a vampire, anyway?” I slunk down in the seat, grimacing, ignoring the V-word out of spite. “Fuckin’ Glen. But which one do you wanna punch, Marnie? Oh, any one of the three, they were all cruisin’.”

      Harry stared out his window, pale hands clenched in his lap, letting nothing at all through the Bond, which spoke volumes about what was broiling under the surface. Harry had taken Wes under his wing, a few times quite literally, and Ghazaros’ unspoken threat to my brother had Harry at a furious, impotent loss for words.

      “Did I mention Ewan Sarabia to you, Harry?” I said to distract him.

      Harry’s forehead creased.

      “He told me that I should seek out a revenant named Ludovic,” I went on. “Ludovic’s a Nazaire of indeterminate age. Ever heard of him?”

      Harry’s eyes rolled unhappily but still he said nothing.

      “I’m supposed to go to the casino in Niagara Falls and ask about him. Let him find me.”

      “Oh my heavens, yes, what a positively brilliant plan,” Harry snapped. “Involve more revenants in our visit. Shall I print formal invitations?”

      “I hear sarcasm, but I’m choosing to ignore it,” I said crisply. “Sarabia says Ludovic knows all the local dish. Shouldn’t we get our ears on the undead grapevine? Maybe learn, I dunno, what the star-spangled fuck is going on around here with all these immortal assholes?”

      “I’m sure that insight would appeal to your policeman friend and Ms. Malashock, but perhaps you might consider that seeking out the connections of yet another house would complicate our own matters. You cannot know Mr. Nazaire’s private agenda, his alliances, or his intentions toward you. It costs you nothing to let Ludovic Nazaire moulder quietly in the cupboard like an old apple.”

      “Harry,” I said, “people are getting sick and dying.”

      “I’m quite sure that Prince Merzyan is not feeding in phantasm form.”

      Despite the fact that Ghaz had rightly pissed me off, I agreed. I was equally sure that Borodian and Strickland weren't doing it, either – they were all far too pink in the cheeks for that. But there had been something off in that house, something more than the threat of losing my brother, something deeper. And Wes was right, there was at least one Telepath in that rundown little house — Glen Strickland.

      Who were the Borodians? What was their Talent? I’d never heard of the bloodline before. I wasn’t even sure it was a house of its own, despite Ghaz calling him “Prince.” Revenant politics were often tricky as well as annoying.

      Puzzling about Borodian helped me keep Strickland out of my mind when we pulled up to North House and went inside, where we found Wes in the parlor with one of Mr. Merritt’s crossword books open on his lap. It was one of the big, thick ones that drugstores stocked on the magazine shelves. He’d made a fire in the fireplace, and the light of it gleamed off his cleanly shaved scalp. His jazzed-up eye patch glittered. He was using the pointy end of a pencil to pick something out of his teeth, and pizza grease was making the paper of his crossword puzzle translucent. An empty cardboard box lay open nearby.

      “Hank’s Home Cooking delivers all the way out here?” I asked, turning my head to read the box on the floor by the velvet couch. “Hope you didn’t get pepperoni on Harry’s settee.”

      “Depends what a settee is,” Wes said.

      “That thing you’re sitting on.”

      Wes looked on either side of his hips then turned a sad lip shrug up at me. “Oops. Hey… what’s Harry so grumpy about? Things didn’t go well?”

      “Things went fine,” I lied, ignoring Harry’s overly loud changing of his shoes for his house slippers.

      Wes glared. “Sure, lie to a Telepath. That totally works.”

      “I didn’t punch a single guy in the fangs,” I said. “How’s that?”

      Wes squinted at my forehead, then said slowly, “Well, that part’s true…”

      Harry stormed down the hall without speaking, Mr. Merritt doing a double-step at his heels.

      Wes made a noise of discomfort. “When Harry’s lost confidence, things are really tits-up. Like after the holy water attack. That shook him. This is shaking him. What’s up?”

      “Well, we presented ourselves before Ghazaros.”

      “And?” He squinted his one good eye at my forehead. “He wasn’t alone.”

      “No,” I answered. “He wasn’t. A Zorovar Borodian was there?” I made it a question. “Ever heard that name?”

      “Oh, God…” Wesley’s eye rapidly wilted to violet and the room abruptly filled with the sharp scent of burnt sugar. “Glen.”

      “Hrm? What’s that now?” I pretended ignorance.

      “Master Strickland was there. He’s being held hostage. To intimidate you guys.” Wes’s expression soured. “Guess we know what kind of shitbags we’re dealing with.”

      “We? Ha!” I kicked off my Keds and flipped them towards the nearest corner with my toes. “Not we, Wes. I want you so far out of this.”

      “How am I not in it?” he said with a sharp laugh. “If Strickland is there, my life is in their hands.” He scanned my mind again. He'd gotten a lot defter with a year or so of practice, but it had never felt this effortless for him to pore through my thoughts. “He wants me to go. This Merzyan guy.”

      “You can’t.”

      “Whether I’m here or there, the danger is the same.”

      “I disagree.”

      “Did Harry say I would go?”

      I took a deep, fortifying breath and huffed it out. “It doesn’t matter what Harry said. Harry’s not running this show.”

      “You’re so wrong this time, sis,” Wes said quietly. “You’re the one who’s going to have to back off.” When I squawked, he held up a hand to stop me. “I know, you’re on a mission. You’re always on a fucking mission. But hear me out. Just this once. Do you honestly think vampire politics is your strong suit?”

      “V-word,” I scolded, the only thing I could reasonably find fault with. “I still have a responsibility here. There’s a case — ”

      “Which isn’t yours.” He picked my brain with ease. “Malashock and Schenk and some Nyquist guy have their cases covered.”

      I went to the cupboard near the fireplace. I had discovered on my last trip that Mr. Merritt liked to stash booze and treats here for winter evenings. I found an unopened bag of Cheez Doodles and popped it to get at the salty goodness within. “I have to do what’s capital-R Right. I just have to be more careful about it. Stealthy.” I shot him an uncertain look. “I can be stealthy.”

      “Know what your problem is?” Wes said. “You’re too good.”

      It tried to demand “What?” but it came out as a choking noise. Powdered cheese flavoring may or may not have shot out of my nose.

      “Yeah,” Wes accused, “you’ve become squishy and soft.”

      “I can be tough. Mean, even! I swatted a fly just yesterday. Also, I’m not sharing my Cheez Doodles with you.” I squinted. Meanly. “Not. Even. One.”

      Wes mimed a yapping mouth with one hand. “I’m serious, ever since your favorite chew toy croaked, you’ve been sort of a wiener.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You quit once. Remember? You got shot in an alley and said, ‘That’s it, I’m done,’ and you told everyone to fuck off. It was selfish but it was smart. You held your ground.”

      Not really. I caved pretty quickly, even before Chapel showed me pictures of that dead girl. I seesawed a hand.

      “When they wanted help again, you said, ‘Fuck no.’”

      “And then I helped them, Wes,” I reminded him.

      “After they badgered you. Listen, I hate to encourage you to be selfish and shitty, but Old Marnie would never be friends with New Marnie. None of this current business is going to benefit you. Not a bit of it. So what’s in it for you? What’s in it for Old Marnie?”

      “Everybody changes. Don’t make me change into a sister who wants you to get the fuck out.”

      “Bluffing. You’re too sisterly to toss me out.” He got serious. “You’re going to get yourself killed for nothing.”

      “Not for nothing. For the capital-R Right thing.”

      “You’re not the only one who can do that,” he said.

      Point: Wes. “Don’t you have a bunny slipper to hump? Or a shop-vac to turn into a catapult?”

      “You have personal problems you need to deal with, Marnie-Jean, and you’re using other people’s problems to avoid dealing with your own.”

      I stared down into my bag of Cheez Doodles. “I don’t have problems.”

      “Really? You shape-shifted into a giant land-wyrm while fighting a demon — not your first demon, either. What was his name? Nynga-Challa-something?”

      “How the hell would I know?” I squawked. “It’s not my job to keep track of demons’ names.”

      “Your favorite man to hate-love and get freaky with died but didn’t,” he went on, “and he wants you but doesn’t. Your best ally in the world happens to be a dhampir who lives across the ocean, who is, incidentally, absolutely marinating in undead mommy issues, and whom you might never see again. Your own mother doesn’t like you very much. Your sisters, either.”

      I couldn't really argue with any of that, and my traitorous brain decided to give Wes more ammo, because it's an asshole. Nothing like being tag-teamed when you're beating yourself up. I don't recommend it.

      “Seriously, your cat doesn’t even like you?” Wes asked.

      “Bob tolerates me. Or at least he doesn't barf in my Keds.” Much.

      Wes would not be deterred. “Your dead brother lives in a cheap pine coffin in your basement. He reads your mind and wishes he couldn’t. Your yard is infested with spriggans. You’re bald because a chaos witch made your ghost hair fall out. The Queen of the Falskaar Vouras has an IOU for a body-swap, remember that? That not-awesome fun is coming. And a three-headed demon king has His brand around your neck. Jesus fuck, Marnie, you'd have Maury Povich and Doctor Phil in a bidding war to get you on their shows for a week.” He took a bite of an uneaten pizza crust and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. “Go with Doctor Phil. I love when he says ‘how’s that workin’ out for ya?’ Ha!”

      “Are you going somewhere with this?”

      “Yeah. Your life is weird as shit. You need to fuckin’ deal with your stuff and leave this other stuff to the pros.”

      “I was a pro, and it almost got my ass killed, too.”

      “But at least that was one-time normal-paranormal danger. You weren't in it all day every day like the world's gnarliest bath bomb. Let’s go outside and have a talk, you and me, eh?”

      So many points: Wes. “You’re dropping ‘eh’s like a Canuck again.”

      “It’ll happen to you, too, just wait.”

      I made a doubtful noise and slopped through the kitchen behind him, abandoning my cheesy snacks on the counter. Mr. Merritt offered me a shortbread cookie and a sympathetic smile as I passed the butcher-block island, and I loved him fiercely in that moment. His slow slide into a family slot in my life was complete. Byron Merritt was officially on my Good List.

      The back yard chirred with late-season insects until Wes walked out into the night. The presence of the unnatural caused everything living to go still and silent. Small wildlife scattered when they felt it was safe to flee. Even the wind seemed like a held breath in anticipation of his step. I admired the panther-like grace of his stride, not quite a match to Harry’s elegance, but getting there. He motioned to the dark sky.

      I saw the moon, very nearly full, and my breath caught. The cloudless sky blocked none of its brightness, and I felt jittery tension low in my belly. I pulled up some psi to see if I could Feel some form of connection to the Folkenflik skulk, sense where in the world Finnegan was. I couldn’t, but the effort made me feel shaky, like my ownership of my own body and human form was more tentative than it had been before I tried. Maybe this is what it feels like just before the Soul Caller sucks out your soul. I pulled back on the effort, hugging myself and willing the trembling to stop. The sight of the moon drew my eye again.

      “You’re out of your league, here,” I told myself. Old Marnie’s reply could always be counted on: Fuck my league. “That doesn’t even make sense. You can’t fuck a league.” I reconsidered. “Okay, you could fuck, like, a bowling league, I guess. But keep it in your pants, Marnie.” We’re always out of our league, since when does that stop us? “Well, maybe it should.”

      “Are you talking to yourself?” We asked.

      “It’s helpful.”

      “It’s a sign that you’re cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs.”

      “Wouldn’t I have to be?” I demanded. “Besides, it’s not like you didn’t hear the rest of the conversation.” I nailed the Telepath with a pointed look, and he smiled guiltily, the scarred side of his mouth doing an extra-wry twist. Point: Marnie.

      Wesley propped his butt against the stone half-wall and crossed his feet at the ankles, one floppy-tongued, poorly-laced navy Converse Hi-Top over the other. “Baranuiks are pretty bad-ass; why not give shape-shifting a shot again now, while you're not freaked out and being an asshole?”

      “I am trying to be more rad,” I acknowledged, giving the full moon an unintentional stink-eye, as if I could warn its influence away. My belly gave another quiver.

      Wes nodded, like he believed me. “How’s that coming along?”

      “It’s not, really.”

      “Come on, could your life get any worse?”

      I spun to gape at him. “What if it did, though?”

      “Maybe that would help,” he admitted. “Wait, what’s a cheese-monger? Why’s that important?”

      I did a double-take. “cheese-monger? Cheese is not important.” Except to Schenk. I narrowed my eyes. “Where did that come from?”

      “Your subconscious is gonna have to think louder,” Wes said. “I missed part of that.”

      “Cheese is important to the cop I know here, Constable Schenk. He’s a cheese buff. That’s a real thing.” Wes and I made deep, matching hmmmmm noises. “Also, there might be a cheese smuggling ring.”

      “Did you say your cop is a cheese buff? Normal people are so weird.”

      “The weirdest.” Then I considered that I was waiting to shape-shift into a wyrm – or something – again. I probably shouldn’t cast stones. I sighed, suddenly very tired. “Sometimes, I wish I could keep Harry and ditch the psychic stuff. Be something else. Like a nurse.”

      “No bedside manner.”

      “Or a waitress.”

      “Your short term memory is crap.”

      “You’re incredibly helpful, Wesley,” I told him as my phone began to buzz in my back pocket. I dug it out and checked the number. Sheriff Hood’s avatar blinked at me. It was just a quickly-snapped picture of the back of his head, taken stealthily as we were leaving the gym one morning, but I knew who it was because of the hat. I swiped to answer.

      Hood’s voice was cool and unworried, though the Blue Sense told me that he was concerned. “Mars. Last night, Umayma came to your office to find a woman running out the back door. Maim didn’t get a good look at her, but she was sure it was a DaySitter. She said she sensed a revenant’s influence nearby somehow.”

      He made that last bit a question, but it was one I couldn’t easily answer. As a former DaySitter slowly losing her Talents as her Bond to the deceased revenant waned, Umayma would still know one by her own sense of inner metaphysical longing. She would be physically drawn to the undead in a way that would be difficult to explain to a mundane mortal like Hood. It was even possible that Umayma, still an actively precognitive psychic, had foreseen this break-in and showed up ready to confront the issue. Not the type to shy away from conflict, our Maim. I could easily imagine her only texting Hood after the opportunity for kicking ass was over. I didn’t think it was my place to spill too many of those beans.

      “Could be. Not sure why a DaySitter would break into my office?” I asked. “And why now? I’ve been a giant pain in the ass in Colorado for years. I’m not even home. I’m in Canada.”

      “Making friends up there, are you?”

      Oh. “Probably not.” I suspected that Hood’s instincts, as usual, were on the mark. “Guess I’m ruffling feathers. Where is Maim now? Is she safe?”

      “She was going to hang at your cabin, but Chapel dissuaded her. Probably for the best. We’ll find her a place to stay if she hasn’t already. She’s headstrong. I’m not sure I have advice to offer that she won’t overrule.”

      “You should listen to her,” I advised. “Umayma’s got nine lives, and she’s just begun her second. She knows what she needs.”

      “Gotcha,” he noted. “I’ll roll past the cabin to do a check, and keep you updated.”

      “Thanks, Rob.”

      Wes’s eye had grown to double its size and the iris had waned in color from Husky dog blue to a hideous wilted violet again. “Is Maim okay?”

      I opened my mouth to explain but my phone immediately rang again. I figured Hood had been close to Shaw’s Fist on his first call. “Mars.” Then he muttered something that sounded like: “Fuck’s sake.”

      “What now?”

      “There’s a man hogtied on your front lawn.”

      “I didn’t do it!” I objected. “I always hogtie men in the back yard.”

      “I’m serious.”

      So am I. “Who the hell is he and how did he get tied up?”

      “Don’t know who he is but I have an idea about the latter,” Hood said. “I don’t see the other spriggans, but Captain Tuschoff is stamping on his neck and Professor Pfaffenzeller is gnawing on his earlobe.”

      “Hey, that’s good news. He must be alive.”

      “As far as I can tell. The spriggans haven’t let me get too close yet.”

      “Let you? You’re not scared of the spriggans,” I accused, knowing he was not in any rush to free the interloper.

      “I might be,” he lied. “They’re dancing around him in victory and chanting something squeaky.”

      “I can see how that might be terrifying.  Did you have a bad experience with some Lilliputian slash Brobdingnagian cosplay during your formative years, Sheriff?”

      “The guy in the ropes looks pretty terrified. His eyes are glassy and bright.”

      Lycanthrope? I wondered briefly about Gunther Folkenflik, Sayomi Mochizuki’s pal, the werefox who bit me in Egypt. “Is he getting furry?”

      “He’s wet his pants. Hardly wolfing out, if that’s where you’re going.”

      Under attack and not shape-shifting. Not a lycanthrope. “They — whoever ‘they’ are — sent another DaySitter, maybe. And not a very good one.”

      “Their mistake.”

      “One they won’t make again.”

      Hood made an unhappy noise of agreement. The next time they came, they’d come in force, and my home would be invaded. “Got any idea who ‘they’ are?”

      Aston Sarokhanian’s goons? “Maybe. Unfortunately. But for now, I need to play it cool. Politics.”

      “I’ll have a patrol loop set up.”

      I pictured some poor deputy driving alone on that dark, forested road, path crowded by tree limbs, headlights cutting the night, pulling up at my cabin, and getting set upon by a clutch of young, angry revenants.

      “Nope,” I shook my head even though he couldn’t see it, more to clear the horrific image from my head. “I’ve got someone who can house-sit.”

      “Can’t let a civilian put themselves in the crosshairs like that.”

      I blurted out a surprised laugh. “No, no, no. Viktor is no civilian. He’s an eight foot tall undead ogre, and this shit is his job. He doesn’t sleep, he’ll drink Harry’s blood supply from the freezer, and he can translocate immediately from Russia. He can be there as soon as I contact The Organization. He’ll be on high alert, so don’t send deputies by my house, day or night. At all. Ever. Consider my yard a no-go zone until I get home. Okay?”

      Hood was speechless for a beat, and then I thought I heard him laugh softly. “You live a strange life, Mars. Call me if you need anything else.”

      “Will do. Can you text me when you know Umayma is settled in? And an ID on Dipshit von SprigganVictim? Book him for trespassing or something.” After he agreed, I hung up. I sent a quick text to Viktor directly, bypassing the rigmarole, and got a curt, affirmative reply that instantly made me feel better about my home, if not about the quality of my life choices. I texted Maim, too, and got an equally curt, affirmative reply.

      Wes had heard everything. I could see him wrestle with an internal conflict: he had to see his maker, Glen Strickland, at Ghazaros’s request, but what he wanted was to hurry home to Maim and make sure everything was okay. What I wanted was to drop everything and go back home to Ten Springs where the action was stirring. Home invasion and interlopers, I was good with. Revenant politics, boggles, cheese, and dealing with my relatives were all lousy with landmines in comparison.

      Wes gave me a questioning look. I knew what he was asking, because my thoughts were there, too. If the trouble was in Colorado, was that also where Aston Sarokhanian had disappeared to? And if so, was that where Batten was headed? Had we traded south for north, east for west, and vice versa? Was shit going down in Ten Springs without us? Could we extract ourselves early from our ruse of staying for Thanksgiving without looking like we were specifically chasing Sarokhanian’s shadow? If we left now, would it be a sign of strength or weakness? Would it show we could be drawn away, or that we were willing to defend our territory? Original Recipe Marnie didn't worry about appearances or subterfuge, she'd just say, “Fuck it,” and haul ass to kick butt. Wes was right; Old Marnie would think New Marnie was a wiener.

      A wiener with very cold feet, standing around on the back porch in her socks. I turned to go back into the house, maybe prop my feet up by the fire. Like the opposite of a bad-ass.

      I knew what Harry would say. We would ignore the games to the south. We would carry out our charade of visiting my family and make nice with Ghazaros. We had no Batten to protect because Batten was officially dead and gone, I reminded myself. A little breaking and entering at my office, a little light trespassing at the cabin – all that could be handled by local police, with an assist from Viktor and the spriggans.

      “You think Sayomi Mochizuki wants us to run back to Ten Springs,” Wes said, effortlessly following the thoughts racing across the clear screen of my mind, “because we're a threat to their House here.”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, fuck her,” was my brother’s assessment.

      I nodded once. “And the fangs she rode in on.”
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      My bed was calling, and I was happy to answer. I slipped into a long t-shirt, its cartoon long faded away to nearly indistinguishable pastel blobs. Supervisory Special Agent Chapel’s picture lit up my iPhone and I scooped it up.

      “Hey, Bossman. Everything peachy-keen at the PCU?” I answered.

      “I have you on speakerphone, Marnie,” he cautioned. “With Assistant Director Johnston.”

      Hooo, boy. “Okay? Working kinda late, eh? I know, I know — crime never sleeps.”

      “Dr. Charles Delacovias has come to speak to us regarding your health.”

      A jolt of sick heat rolled through my guts. For a long moment, I didn’t even know how to respond. Dr. DudeCanShoveIt had drugged me and proceeded to be a five-sided fucktangle of HIPAA and medical ethics violations after I’d been bitten by a werefox. He also had the bedside manner of a hagfish.

      I finally stammered some sounds, then tried again. “You’re joking. He’s not in prison? Last I heard…”

      “I’ve been released under several strict conditions, Doctor Baranuik, so that I might continue my important research,” Delacovias sneered, every bit of furious contempt he had for me packed into the word “doctor.”

      “Gary,” I said, feeling my heartbeat drum hard, “don’t drink anything this guy gives you. Coffee, tea, Kool-Aid…”

      “You needn’t worry about your colleagues,” Dr. Delacovias said. “You are the one in danger. From yourself.”

      His voice made my skin crawl. Worse, I felt the virus within me respond unhappily, and the heavy influence of the near-full moon made me prickle internally, like my bones had ants gnawing on them. I let my breath stream out of my nostrils hotly and stared at the bedroom wall for a long moment. “How do you do, Dr. Delacovias?”

      “Good evening, Dr. Baranuik,” he greeted. “I’ve got wonderful news.”

      I seethed, longing to tell him to hop up his own ass. “I’m listening.”

      “I understand your virus has taken control of your judgment already once, is this correct?”

      “I would absolutely not characterize it that way,” I said carefully, wary of Director Johnston’s ears being present. If he thought I was compromised in some way, I might not be able to work with the FBI in any official capacity in the future. That was, no doubt, why Dr. Delacovias was making this call from the PCU office in front of witnesses.

      “It’s important that you don’t let it happen again, with or without Finnegan Folkenflik’s supervision,” Delacovias said. “The more frequently the shape-shifting occurs, the deeper the virus becomes entrenched in your nervous system. I may not be able to cure you if that becomes the case.”

      “Cure?” I shivered and pulled up the wool blanket to my shoulders. Through the Bond, I felt Harry perk up, noting my uneasiness, and knew he’d be joining me from the cellar in a minute. “You mean you’ve found one?”

      The doctor made a wary noise, but didn't have the cojones to commit to even voicing a “maybe” in front of the same witnesses he was using to dick me around. Point: Marnie.

      There was a long beat of silence, and I heard a chair squeak, and could picture Gary Chapel shifting in his seat uncomfortably. There might have been a meaningful throat-clearing from Director Johnson, whose time was apparently being wasted outside of business hours.

      I could Feel Delacovias going back on his bullshit. “If you consult with Folkenflik, or any member of his skulk on this matter, you will find yourself ostracized from their community in a most unpleasant manner, so I must caution you against doing so. They seem certain that their infection makes them somehow better than the rest of us mere humans.”

      “Chuckles, I know carrion spiders who are better people than you are.”

      There was the sound of Gary Chapel aspirating his coffee and coughing sharply, and a surprised grunt from a voice I assumed belonged to Johnston.

      “Of course you believe that,” Delacovias said smoothly, “that is the virus talking. I assure you, it impairs you more than it benefits you. And part of this impairment is the way it infects the brain to convince its host to take risks. You’ve heard of Toxoplasma Gondii, which passes to mice through infected cat feces, and makes mice more attracted to cats. The virus family Lupoviridae, and specifically the Vulpes virus, acts upon the human brain in much the same way. And even moreso with mutated shape-shifters such as yourself.”

      “Mutated shape-shifters like me, huh? Boy, you know how to butter up an unwilling former... what was I? Your hostage? Victim? I don't think you even ran my insurance, so I don't think I qualify as a patient.”

      “Marnie,” Chapel warned.

      “Why don't you summarize it for me,” a voice that had to be Johnson's cut in from the background. With the sort of emphasis that comes with a job title that involved a lot of paperwork, he added, “Briefly.”

      “There’s a difference between lycanthropy and shape-shifting,” Delacovias explained. “The creature that infected her, Gunther Folkenflik, is a lycanthrope. He has a simple form of lycanthropy, and is merely a werefox. He is infected with the Vulpes virus.”

      “So?”  Point: A.D. Johnson.

      “If you look at her virus under a microscope, you will remember that it’s been mutated, most likely by Declan Edgar’s attempts to treat it in the field, and by her own metaphysical differences caused by the Bond with an immortal. My hypothesis, which I intend to support when I'm able to resume my research,” the heavily-implied blame for his inconvenience wasn't lost on me, “is that when the host is metaphysically different, so is the viral expression. Not only are you a DaySitter, Dr. Baranuik, but you attempted to stem the development of the virus with mellified man, which has properties of its own.”

      Memories of my discussions with the not-so-good doctor gave me more of the flesh-crawling cringies, and I grimaced. “I recall.”

      “I’m sorry if the memory is uncomfortable, but I’m currently one of the few researchers studying your kind. Most of the contemporary knowledge of lycanthropy comes from my lab.”

      Not trusting my tongue to be civil, I grunted noncommittally.

      “Shape-shifters have been infected with mutated viruses, or their own bodies have caused the virus to mutate. They can access different shapes. They’re not stuck with your standard canid repertoire – werewolf, werefox, werehound.”

      “Oh, so something like, I dunno, a three-headed Arctic frost dragon that sits on evil until evil gives up isn't a puppy? I'd never have guessed.”

      “Marnie,” Chapel said, trying to bring me to heel. Ha! Point: Marnie.

      Dr. Delacovias paused, and I could hear him heavy-breathing on the other end. “Interesting choice, care to explain?” he prodded.

      I smirked and offered him a cheerful, “Nope!” I left him twisting in the breeze for a beat. “So, what is your quote-unquote cure?”

      “A single injection into the spinal canal. An antiviral.”

      “And you want to test it. On me,” I stated. “You actually think that — even after what you did to me — I’d be willing to step back into your mad scientist lab to get a shot from you. In my spine. Gary, is there anything in our HR policy about firing someone for being really fucking dense? Because either he is for asking, or I'd be for accepting.”

      Delacovias spoke before Gary could offer a professional assessment. “It’s what’s best for your health, and for the future of your career if you hope to continue consulting with law enforcement.”

      Johnston isn't naive enough to think this clown's medical opinion has any merit, is he? “When you put it that way, maybe you and I should talk about this further,” I demurred. “We’ll book an appointment when I return to Colorado.”

      “My facility can be made ready — ”

      “No, you said it yourself – it’s a single injection. We’ll meet in my old lab at the PCU, under PCU supervision. That can be arranged, can’t it, Special Agent Chapel?” I asked crisply.

      Silence. Then Gary. “Of course, Marnie.”

      Point: me. Suck it, Delacooties. “Thanks, I’ll be in touch.” I hung up on them and sipped my now-tepid tea, then picked up my small pink Moleskine, an old travel-sized one that I’d almost filled with random spell ideas.

      As much as I despised him, Delacovias did have a point: the risky specter of shape-shifting was an inconvenience when I was stressed out, and encouraging the virus to become more at home in my body might not be the best plan. Until I had more reliable information, I needed a way to keep the lycanthropy at bay if I could, and focus on dealing with my current overlapping messes. The last thing I needed was to be sneaking up on a revenant or a mud boggle or a cheese smuggler and accidentally Hulk out into a wyrm or something.

      I started scribbling notes, feeling my Cold Company approach from downstairs, his influence growing stronger the closer he got. His mood had settled somewhat, shifting from irritation at Ghazaros to concern regarding my phone call with Dr. Delacovias. By the time he reached my bedroom, he had decided on facing this new issue with determination and support, and the heaviness of his growing power through the Bond gave me a spike of confidence.

      “The moon, love,” he advised softly. “She is the key, is She not?”

      “Yes, my Harry.” I might not be able to consciously fend off the virus, but, by quelling the shifting urge from the other side, protect myself by minimizing the effects of the full moon? Maybe I was tilting at windmills, but it was worth a shot.

      I hadn’t brought my grimoire, as airport security had become incredibly touchy, especially for international travel, and double-especially for international travel with a dead guy in the cargo hold. Judging by how many times I’d been “randomly” selected and pulled aside for full-body scans, pat-downs that should have bought me coffee first, and whatever bullshit gizmos they were using for bag searches, I was sure my name was on a whole bunch of lists. I wasn’t even confident that I should Google any of the hinkier spells on my cell phone, just in case it was searched by customs on my return to the States. I’d have to wing it, which was fine.

      Grimoireless though I might be, I never travel without my jewelry pouch. Most people don’t consider me fancy, and I’d have to agree. But jewelry is a great way to hide gemstones and crystals without raising alarm bells. I had a small pair of round peridot stud earrings set in gold — peridot was excellent protection in any setting, and the gold was associated with fire magic and the warmth of the sun, warding off the cool dominance of the moon and the influence of the dark Season of the Grave. A bracelet of polished jet with a gold clasp would also prove powerful in warding off curious spirits, especially in solo spell work. A small amethyst ring, boosted by the influence of the jet, would allow me to be simultaneously open and shielded.

      I slipped the jewelry on and displayed it all for Harry, who nodded his approval and took a seat at the end of the bed to watch and wait. I took a casual stroll down to the kitchen so I could rustle up some herbs from Mr. Merritt’s spice cupboard. No surprise, when I did find the pantry, it turned out to be well-stocked — Combat Butler was prepared for any culinary occasion. Bundles of sweet basil hung on drying racks from the ceiling. Canisters of salt were readily available on the bottom shelf. There were two big jars of bay leaves. I considered a box of candied ginger, decided it would add too much zing to the spell, and popped open the box to chew a piece instead. He didn’t have any mugwort — not many people do — but he did have marjoram, and I figured its effect on family dynamics would be handy later if I wanted to repeat the protective spell before seeing my mother. I grabbed a bottle of plain safflower oil as a carrier, and a small copper pot.

      It took a few minutes of rummaging to find emergency candles and a box of matches shoved into a drawer of spare pencils, old batteries, and a yellowed instruction booklet for some ancient microwave oven. Trucking my stuff back up to my room, I found it empty; Harry had retreated to give me privacy, but was sending his strength and support through the Bond as he padded around the house elsewhere. I dropped a protective salt line at the bathroom door and along the windowsill. I set up the candles on the vanity, dumped the oil and herbs into the pot, locked the door, filled the tub with steaming hot water, and stripped to just my jewelry. My bracelet rattled softly as I jostled the pot to stir the potion around over the candles, blending oil and herbs until they began to heat. The amethyst on my ring finger glinted in the candlelight.

      “Take this wish and hold it true;

      cast your care into this brew.

      Bless the one who walks the path,

      and ward the soul who takes this bath.”

      I dipped a finger into the oil to test the temperature, and finding it not too hot, used my cupped hand to keep the herbs from spilling, tipped the pot so only the charged oil dripped into the tub, then I put the pot on the counter and climbed into the bath. Closing my eyes, I let my mind wander, enjoying the heat of the water, the lingering flavor of candied ginger on my tongue, and the aggressively strong fragrance of my green brew. My tension began to fade, and I felt my connection to the Dark Lady blossom and strengthen, even as my warding kept the Other apart.

      “Mother divine, cleanse this space.

      Show the way to return to grace.”

      Like fog rolling in from a warm lake, images slowly lumbered into my head, familiar at first — Harry’s profile, dignified and elegant, and then a silver fox loping through the woods. The dark fluttering of a raven landing on a rotting timber fence. The first fat flakes of snow, their plumpness foretelling an especially bad winter to come. An endless sea, and a sailor’s beard hardened by crisp white frost. The red shock of a cardinal against an indigo sky. Peeling a layer of green wax from a hard round of cheese. Deep amber liquor in a crystal decanter. A flash of fangs. Jagged red gemstones jutting out against a shale backdrop, illuminated by a smoke-stained hurricane lantern. Candles. Beeswax. Crosses. Tiny, silver crosses. Hundreds of them. I’d seen them before. And suddenly, Declan Edgar’s sheepish smile.

      Declan? My eyes popped open and I stared at the ceiling through the steam rising around me. I examined the train of my thoughts: silver crosses, Declan. Malas Nazaire trapped in his casket by silver crosses on silver chains. Was Malas on my mind because of his chatty relation Ludovic?

      Then an image of Batten pressed into my brain, hard and fast, a clusterfuck of memories blasting everything else away: the motel in Buffalo, his husky voice, his hot mouth, his eager hands and hips, gunshots in a dark alley, looking up at his stubbled chin while we crouched in the boathouse hiding from Ruby Valli, Batten releasing me from a jail cell, chasing after a giant stone boggle, showing me the deeply gnarled scar on his thigh, bolting through the Olmdalur after the release of bloodthirsty feral revenants, and finally his face – his terrified eyes – as Harry’s fangs sank into his throat. All the psychic walls crumbling, and feeling his fear. His pain. But not regret. Batten had no time for regret. Batten was where he wanted to be, where he’d intended to end up. He'd gotten there without me. He doesn’t need me anymore. I let my fingertips play circles in the water. Maybe no one does, my brain unhelpfully supplied.

      Second guessing myself wasn't helpful, it was only making me feel sad and insecure. I reached out to Harry’s solid, supportive presence from the other room, drew power through the Bond, and offered it up to the Dark Lady.

      “Fair Aradia of House and Home,

      Hide the Moon and let me roam.

      Soften Her delightful sway,

      Let Your servant walk away.”

      My flesh responded to Her touch at once. It was a light sweep, but it left goosebumps bristling across my shoulders and down my spine, even under the still-toasty water. The gentle <<I’ve got your back>> bump of the Goddess felt like a hug, and though I knew it was temporary – just until I got a better hold on the lycanthropy – I found I missed my newish relationship with the Moon immediately.

      I couldn’t get out of the bath fast enough, pulling the plug and launching out of the water to towel off. I returned to find Harry in the bedroom. He had folded back the blankets for me. Mr. Merritt had left a cup of cup of chamomile tea with honey beside the bed recently enough that it was the perfect temperature for sipping.

      “The Dark Lady has offered to shield you from the Moon’s sway, then? A difficult job well done, ducky,” he said quietly, mindful of the late hour.

      “It wasn’t difficult.”

      “Then why are you as unsettled as a business of ferrets, and shaking like your bath was in ice?”

      “I’m always shaky, I’m like a goddamn whippet,” I tried.

      Harry gave me a knowing look. “Time to rest your busy head, my MJ.”

      I climbed into bed. Harry drew the blankets snugly around me, then fluttered his lashes until I eye-rolled an invitation at him. He slid onto the bed to play the big spoon for a while. A feeling of security settled over me, and I could have laid there for days.

      Alas, the night had other plans.
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      I was heartily sick of my phone ringing. At home in Colorado, when business was slow and the PCU wasn’t hopping, there could be days on end when it was silent, and that was fine by me. Harry disentangled himself from me, padded over to the desk, and brought it to me with a resigned frown.

      Malashock’s voice put me immediately on edge. “What are you up to?”

      “Gettin’ my freak on,” I said, sitting up in bed. “Why the hell are you calling at,” I pulled the phone away from my face to check the time, “Nine anyway? Normal people are eating peppermint candies and watching porn this time of night. I was about to get some candy cane action, if you know what I mean.”

      Harry arched an eyebrow. “Shall I find some red and white striped suspenders? Perhaps a matching pair of briefs, ducky?” he asked mischievously.

      Malashock groaned. “Tee-em-eye. Come to the diner across from the office.”

      I reached over on the nightstand to get my now-cold tea, sipped, and lifted a pinky finger to be cheekily proper. “You have an office?”

      “Nyquist has an office in St. Catharines, downtown. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Do we have to meet in person?” I asked. “You’re bad for my ego.”

      I thought I heard a soft snort-laugh. “Be there in twenty.”

      I made a blerg noise and hung up. Dressing in age-softened jeans and an oversize grey hoodie that, for reasons known only to fashion industry cretins, had no useful pockets, I rummaged in the closet for my luggage, into which I’d thrown a neon-hued fanny pack. I grabbed a bunch of peppermint candies from a bowl on the bedside table to cram into it, then zipped it with a flourish. “Well, Harry, I have to go to work.”

      “Saving the world again, are we, dear?” he murmured, sidling up beside me in a wash of cool air and planting a hand softly on my hair to stroke it. “Aren’t you a pip.”

      I let my head fall back so I could gaze up adoringly at him. He was still worried about Strickland, and Ghazaros’s hold on Wes, and though he had settled into a wait-and-see place for the moment, my Cold Company was clingy, lingering in the same room, keeping me in sight. Our mutual obsession mingled through the Bond and offered up a dollop of metaphysical pleasure and reassurance. Despite this, I felt adrift, untethered from my usual certainty as to what was the capital-R Right thing to do, just a vague urge to push forward.

      “I’m not saving anyone yet.” I smiled sadly. “I don’t even know who needs saving.”

      He pouted. “Don’t you?”

      “Besides you, my Harry.”

      His pout slid into a grin, flashing fang. “Before you toddle off, darling, would you mind terribly?”
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      Mr. Merritt had no trouble letting me have the hearse for the evening, though I’d expected him to object about the late hour. The night was cool and damp, and I spared only the briefest glance at the moon, feeling light of step and temporarily free of its sway. Smelling of essential oils and peppermint candies, I found the PUC office with no trouble at all. The sign out front had “Nyquist & Snipe” embossed in silver on a black metal plate. The diner across the way was shoved into a corner and didn’t look big enough to have both a kitchen and eating space. It was called Bits n’ Bobs, which made me think of sewing notions, not quality food. The vinyl canopy above the door was faded and there was a rip in the edging, a piece of green fabric flapping in the wind. The size of it, though, was deceiving, and after a tight, triangular front foyer, it opened to a long rectangle stacked with rows of booths divided by half walls topped by fake ferns. The smell inside was predictably lovely: cinnamon French toast, maple bacon, and coffee. The clientele were in business casual even at this late hour, some of them sitting alone, briefcases or laptop bags occupying the seat beside them.

      Malashock had one finger sticking up. I wasn’t sure if she was summoning me or the waiter. I crunched the last bit of my candy in anticipation of getting some late night coffee.

      The small, twig-thin man sitting beside her was scarfing down a large fruit cup served in a hollow cantaloupe half. He wore a dark knit cap pulled down over his ears, topped by a tan felt fedora, and had wavy hair that tickled his chin. He wore a tweed jacket over a green t-shirt proclaiming “420 every day” with a red and white cannabis leaf made to look like the Canadian flag. His faded black jeans were dusty along the thighs, as though he had a habit of wiping his hands there. His eyes had the slightest red glaze to them, glossy as ice in the sun, and his lips seemed prone to sliding into an accommodating half smile to encourage others to keep talking. He even smelled of days-old pot, but he didn’t fool me for a second. Nyquist was a lycanthrope of some variety, not a Folkenflik, or not that I could sense. Living and working as a cryptogeologist in Canada? I had to wonder about the wisdom of whoever had hired him — was that Snipe of Nyquist & Snipe, or was Snipe a lycanthrope, too? Nyquist’s disguise was clever, and he got points for thoroughness. I even marked it on my mental scoreboard. Six points: Nyquist.

      I wonder if he had Malashock snowed, or if she was covering for him. Obviously, I had to say something really cool to make a good first impression, let Undercover Lycanthrope know who he was dealing with.

      “So,” I took a dramatic pause, hooking my thumbs in my neon fanny pack belt, and gave him a long look I hoped was brimming with depth, intellect, and mystery. “We meet again.”

      Nyquist looked baffled. That was fair, since we’d never met. “I’m sorry?”

      His bright hazel eyes showed a depth of innocence and uncertainty as they shot in Malashock’s direction for reassurance. Despite his deft passing as mundane, which did require deception, this guy was as green as the diner's fake ferns. Built like a willow branch, he gave off the impression of softness and pliability. Crime would blow right past this dude. Cryptobiology and cryptogeology were both technically law enforcement positions in Canada, but if he’d made it through actual police training, he’d done it by the skin of his teeth, and they’d probably tossed him a desk job in preternatural science research just to satisfy some influential relative or as repayment for a favor. His softness, not to mention his possible habit of wolfing out under pressure, might prove a serious liability — why would anyone work with him voluntarily?

      Suddenly, I realized what Batten’s first impression had been of me; it was thoroughly depressing. I decided to give the lycanthrope the benefit of the doubt, at least for tonight.

      “Look,” I said, “if we’re gonna stop, collaborate, and listen, Vanilla Ice here can be back with a brand new invention. That’ll help, right?”

      Malashock’s lip twitched slightly. The reference flew over Nyquist’s head, probably because he was both too young and didn’t live with an undead geezer who loved to play 90's music while doing the dishes.

      “Oh well, whatever. Never mind,” I said, shooting out one gloved hand to shake his. We did quick introductions and then got down to business. “Would you outline the current problem for me, Officer? Talk to me about what you’re looking for.”

      He slid a thick case file from his leather handbag and opened it, minding my coffee mug. I could almost see him put his imaginary Nerd Squad hat on. A subtle shift on his face from shy boy to time-to-shine, and suddenly I was no longer faced with a young me but a young Chapel, full of knowledge and likely underestimated by most around him. I wouldn’t make that mistake, especially since he was putting on camouflage to encourage exactly that sort of thinking.

      His enthusiasm was unmistakably authentic as he ripped into his exploratory ambitions. “We’re dealing with sinkholes in the breeding grounds of a protected species in the Niagara Escarpment, here.” He spoke with his chin tilted down, and the Blue Sense was only being moderately helpful by reporting that Nyquist was anxious, which covered way too much territory to be useful. “There are karst cave formations in areas of heavier dolomite, mostly unexplored, though several of my cryptobio buddies have reported creatures we expect to find in water regions in the karst fensters,” he said, his nostrils flaring.

      I made a quick sketch in my mini-Moleskine. “I’m guessing Karst Fenster is not the name of a B-movie villain. Should be.”

      “They’re areas where a subterranean stream running through this type of cavern is exposed because the rock above has caved in,” Nyquist said. “How deep the cavern runs, and whether or not it’s above the water table, matters a lot when you’re predicting what you might find. Blind Shale Boggles usually tunnel through unsaturated vadose zones. In phreatic zones, you might find Mud Goblins. Around here, cryptids are protected against hunting, and even study is highly restricted, especially in breeding areas, so there are a lot of grey areas and gaps in the research.”

      “And you’re investigating what, exactly? A change in the local cryptid ecosystem?”

      “There have been several cave-ins in populated areas, and one instance of a cave explorer being, quote, grabbed by something coming out of a wall, unquote. She didn’t get a good look at it, only that it had many hands, felt cold and hard, and made a noise at her.”

      “Is she all right?” Malashock asked.

      Nyquist’s face showed uncertainty. “Would you be, if a wall suddenly grew multiple hands and tried to pull you into it?”

      “I would pee my pants forever,” I said seriously.

      Nyquist was not terribly good at keeping his thoughts off his face, and he grimaced. “Physically, she has a few scrapes and bruises. But she was already suffering severe insomnia, and it’s only gotten worse. Says she’s afraid to close her eyes. It was too close to home. She thinks whatever it was is going to pop up through her kitchen floor.”

      “Wait,” I said, flipping pages. “How close to home?” I found the address in his case notes. The house was right down the street from my sister Rowena’s, and two blocks from Ghazaros Merzyan’s creepy cottage. We can’t go back there, not without making Ghaz nervous. Glen Strickland is at risk, therefore so is Wes. I looked at Malashock with suspicion. “You knew.”

      Malashock nodded. “She’s right in the phantasm disorder zone. There could be a connection. We have to run down all the possibilities, while respecting the protected wildlife areas.”

      The cave explorer’s name was Cordelia Abrams. Thirty-three, librarian, single, no kids, no criminal record, motorcycle license, owned a Suzuki GSX-R sport bike, and enjoyed vacationing with caving buddies, though she hadn’t been out of the country in over a year because of medical problems. She’d explained to the ER staff on her last visit that she hadn’t been sleeping well, and at first thought she was hallucinating in the cave, because she’d been awake for over forty hours before going for a mid-morning walk. When she spotted a new sliver in the rock face along her favorite walking path, she decided to investigate.

      Bet she wishes she hadn’t. “She’s got PTSD but doesn’t list a specific trauma.”

      Malashock offered, “That was from a psych eval during a recent hospital stay for severe depression. Other possible victims have had the same diagnosis, same situation. All the symptoms are there.”

      “Well, a single phantasm feed is absolutely traumatic, whether they remember it or not,” I said, accepting her file folder and opening it beside Nyquist’s. “It’s an invasive assault, emotionally and physically draining, but sudden enough and fierce enough to be terrifying. Repeated phantasm feeds become a horrific cycle. If our perp is primeval, he may be hitting several people at once to draw enough power to remain well-fed and in wraith state. How many suspected victims are on your list?”

      Malashock’s eyes darkened. “Fifty-seven.”

      I stared at her for a long time, shaking my head as if I could deny the number she'd dropped. It was unheard of. Phantasm feeds by a single revenant normally affected two or three unwilling neighbors, six or seven, tops.

      Nyquist's gaze got increasingly frantic as it bounced back between my horrified disbelief and Malashock's unhappy certainty. The scent of a frightened animal flared strongly enough to escape his pot-stink, at least to my sensitive DaySitter’s nostrils, and I had my suspicions confirmed even before spotting the glimmer in his eyes. Lycanthrope, for sure. Something furry.

      He asked, “Is fifty-seven a lot?”

      “Holy utter shitballs, yes,” I cried, drawing looks from the tables around us. I lowered my voice to a hiss. “That’s not one phantasm feeding. It can’t be. That's like, I don't know, a T. rex revenant level of suckage.”

      They exchanged surprised looks, though Malashock had hers under more control. Nyquist stammered, “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” I started jotting names and addresses. The temptation to roll up that street and start kicking open doorways and searching cellars and garages was an insistent pull in my guts, but I knew I’d have to play it cool because of Glen Strickland; there was no way could I go myself. Malashock seemed capable. I’d have to work through her. “I’ll need copies of both of these files and all of the medical reports, if you have them. Whatever you can share.”

      “I have some,” Malashock said. “A couple of these people were so desperate for help, they gave me everything. They just threw their lives open.”

      “Because they’re not living lives anymore,” I said. “They’ve got nothing left to lose. They just want to be free.”

      “Can we do that for them?” Nyquist asked hopefully.

      It was a big fucking question with so many ifs in it that it sounded like it was fighting off hay fever, but when I looked at his face, seeing a tender thread of hope that could be snapped so easily, I couldn’t say no. He was faking a lot, but the Blue Sense assured me he wasn’t faking his concern. He cared about protecting boggle nesting zones, and that might hinder our investigation a little, but he also cared about the people. I didn’t want to weigh him down just yet with the ifs. I’d do that with Malashock later; she could take it, and wouldn’t buy my rosy outlook anyway.

      I gave him a hard look. “We can and we will. I’m not leaving this city until this is dealt with. And neither are you, Nyquist.”

      “Micky.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s too cute, I’m not calling you that.”

      “Well, uh, my first name is Mitchel, but Mitch never suited me.”

      “Yeah, you’re not really a Mitchel,” I said.

      He pulled out his driver’s license. No dash-L beside his name, not a registered lycanthrope. An infiltrator and totally passing. He’d fooled the government. Nice. I gave him an extra Point: Nyquist for that. “Not anymore, Nyquist. Your code name is Indy.”

      “But I’m a geologist, not an archaeologist.”

      “And you don’t have a whip yet,” I pointed out, “but you have a tweed coat and a fedora, so, you know, baby steps.” I made a note in my book: buy whip.

      “Do you get a code name, too?” Malashock asked, staring me down.

      I waited until she’d finished her mouthful of coffee. “I suppose you have a suggestion?”

      “Diva,” she said, “since you’re so famous.”

      “I’ve got a code name for you, too,” I told her. “Wanna hear it?”

      “Hard pass.”

      “Good guess, but the P is silent.”

      Nyquist shifted in his chair. “I need to check out the new cave shaft where Cordelia Abrams was grabbed, but if she stirred boggle or goblin activity during the day, I think it might be best if I hit it at night.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but She-Batten beat me to it. “Absolutely not,” Malashock said with an astonished laugh. “We’ve apparently got a monstrously old revenant feeding in phantasm form. Do you think it's going to be unguarded? And, might I remind you, revenants are nocturnal, not to mention being underground and protected from the sun.”

      Okay, so Nyquist's thread of hope was going to get frayed and tied into knots whether or not I tried not to do it. Point: Malashock.

      I wondered how much I was free to say regarding Aston Sarokhanian, Ghazaros, and the rest of the undead asshole brigade, and whether or not Constable Schenk had yet mentioned our little run-in on the beach to Malashock. I also wondered, yet again, which faces Schenk was supposed to avoid, and if there were already-misbehaving revenants on Liv’s phantasm suspect list. I’d have to check with both of them, but for now, I played my cards close.

      “There are other concerns. Revenants are haunted by their debt vultures,” I said, and Malashock nodded at that. “How many have you spotted?”

      Malashock shook her head. “No idea.”

      I let it go. It was difficult to tell debt vultures apart if you didn’t know what to look for, especially if you weren’t a preternatural biologist or an avid birder. “And there are other creatures that are drawn to cadavers. Crypt beetles spread their oh-so-yummy brand of plague, plus they attract corpse spiders that feed on their larvae. Also, there is no way it’s one old revenant feeding as a phantasm,” I reminded them, thumping the table with my finger to make a point, “no matter how ancient this revenant is. Not with a victim pool that large. He’s got playmates.”

      “Are they one, uh, swarm? A clot of vampires?” Nyquist asked, taking his file back and making notes. “Would they be into what’s in my cave?”

      “A group of revenants is sometimes called a clutch, or a draught when unrelated but working together, or an audience when heading beyond the Bitter Pass en masse,” I told him, and he gave me the full weight of his attention. “They could also be members of a single bloodline, if they’re all part of one House. Same area, maybe they’re resting deep in the caves,” I said. “It’s possible they’re using the creatures as some form of early warning system or auxiliary guardians to their lair, like untrained guard dogs, but it's unlikely they're being preyed upon. What do Blind Shale Boggles normally eat?”

      “Insects and young Mud Goblins, mostly. Sometimes fish or opportunistic scavenging.” He made a face. “You definitely don't want to step in their guano.”

      “So the boggles in these caves are probably feeding on the beetles and spiders attracted to the undead, and whether by contact or ingestion, they could be carrying crypt plague.” I finished my coffee as Malashock put away her files, too.

      “Old dead guys will definitely have DaySitters. But if the revenants are feeding as phantasms, their DaySitters are not getting ms-lipotropin from a proper vein feeding, which means they're probably feeling like hammered ass, both physically and psychologically, so there are probably some regular human staff for security, too.” I started feeling lousy if Harry went more than a few days without a feed in his corporeal form; I couldn't imagine how awful it would get if I was supplying phantasm feeds without any sustenance in return.

      As Nyquist closed his messenger bag, he paused. “Is a phantasm like a ghost?”

      “Only in the sense that it's the semi-corporeal spirit of someone who isn't technically alive. A revenant, if he’s very old, needs long periods of rest; being in VK-Delta during the day just isn’t enough. Sometimes, a deep feed and a long nap in wraith state isn't sufficient. So the eldest develop the ability to throw half their soul out of their resting body to seek passive feeding.” I remembered Malas Nazaire’s phantasm accosting me in the cellar of his mountaintop mansion, and Wilhelm’s shade appearing in the forest to remind Harry how to properly care for his pet. “They can absolutely affect the physical realm and do great harm, but they're vulnerable — if either half of the revenant is ruined, it's lost for good. They’ll be half-souled until they're destroyed, running at significantly less power. This leaves their entire bloodline susceptible to destruction right along with them.”

      On that perky note, Malashock and Nyquist briefly fought over who was going to pay for my coffee, which was a nice moment. Malashock won. I had this sneaking suspicion that when it came to Liv Malashock, she always won. This was both troubling and comforting, depending on whether or not she was on my side.

      She cast a glance at the muted TV and zipped her motorcycle jacket, buttoning the snap at her left shoulder. Nyquist put his hat on but left his jacket open.

      As they stood, I asked, “How many deaths, Malashock?”

      She frowned. “None? I didn’t think they ever…”

      I shook my head slowly. “They do. Better look into every death in the hot zone.”

      “What am I looking for specifically?”

      “Unexplained wasting away. Weight loss. Hair loss. Sleep issues. Mental health issues. Suicide. Heart failure. Might look like acute anemia, jaundice, maybe even fucking scurvy.”

      “Sounds delightful. I’ll keep you updated.”

      I reiterated my request for copies of their files and they both agreed before exiting, heads bent together, and then heads bent against the wind outside on their journey across the rain-soaked street to the metered parking. I watched them through the window, then asked the waitress for a refill. I wondered if I should visit the morgue and the funeral homes to find out more. Schenk could probably get me past the front doors and loosen a few tongues.

      A deep voice behind me said, “You’re getting used to this cheap, caffeinated sludge. Not the finely-drawn brew that Lord Guy has you accustomed to.”

      I didn’t immediately turn around. The accent was pure Pacific Northwest, and the voice didn’t ring any bells except for my alarm ones. When I finally propped my elbow on the back of the booth and cranked my upper body around, the long, plain face wasn’t familiar at all. But he clearly knew me.

      Crapnoodles. “The coffee’s not so bad,” I said, managing an awkward, one-armed shrug. I did a quick, subtle detail-collecting sweep: sandy hair, high forehead, pointy chin, black pen, pair of worn gloves tidily set aside, business casual off-the-rack outfit, sitting in a shaft of streetlight from the window, napkin folded neatly but not entirely hiding the notes he’d scribbled on the inside of it. Reporter? Some DaySitter from Gold-Drake & Cross in Seattle? “Are you not enjoying it, Mister…?” I left it open for him to fill in the gap.

      He didn’t.

      “Whomever brewed it should be in the Hague for crimes against humanity. It’s an assault on the senses, but it’s better than Tim Hortons' swill.”

      “Now, you look here,” I said, smile dropping as my brand loyalty heated briefly.

      “Still so devoted after all this time? I would have thought time apart would have lessened your attachment. Maybe that’s not how you work.”

      “My devotion never wanes,” I said. Who the fuck is this guy?

      “That could become uncomfortable for you.”

      He was studying me too intensely for that to be an innocent comment, so I brushed him off with a half-shrug. “It’s only coffee.”

      “Home visiting family?” he asked like it was the most innocent question in the world.

      “Won’t you join me at my table?” I asked. “My neck is getting a kink from all this turning around.”

      “Oh dear,” he said with gentle teasing, and collected his things to sweep into the booth across from me. “Can’t have that, now.” When he had settled his lanky frame into the chair, he commented, “Though you’re no stranger to discomfort. How did you lose your hair?”

      “Believed the promise of a chaos witch.”

      “Are you so trusting?”

      “Not always, but I do keep inviting mysterious assholes into my personal space.”

      He hid a smirk behind his coffee cup, but it crinkled the corners of his hazel eyes once more. After a sip, he said, “That’s quite the scar on your neck, too, Marnie.”

      “All the cool kids are wearing them,” I said, fighting the urge to adjust my scarf to hide it. “I’m sure you’re not without scars.”

      “Speaking of scars,” he said, “has your brother joined you on this trip?”

      Uh oh. “Which one?” I asked.

      “Your only brother,” he said, giving me a nice-try look. “Wesley.”

      “Is there a reason you need to know where he is?” I asked, wondering if he was Glen Strickland’s DaySitter. Or, worse, someone from Sarokhanian’s staff.

      “It’s my job to know things,” he replied. “And it’s your job to be forthcoming.”

      I cupped my hands around my coffee cup, resting my elbows on the table, and leaned forward. “Let’s get one thing straight here: I don’t care what your job is, or what information you feel entitled to. You’ll behave yourself, and you’ll be nice to me, or this tête-à-tête will end, and end badly. My job is my business, so unless you're paying the freight, you can hop up your own ass, you Venti-sized jack-off.”

      His eyes glittered, and I saw something new there: the greasy glimmer of viral lycanthropy. “You’re cute when you’re threatening me.”

      “Your opinion is noted but disregarded as inconsequential,” I said, leaning back in my chair, rapidly getting sick of lycanthropes. “Now, spill. Who the fuck are you?”

      He mirrored my body language. “How is Lord Guy these days? I know he’s in Niagara with you, as Byron Merritt’s natural gas usage at North House just shot through the roof — all that extra heating, yes? October is such a hard month on the cold old joints of the middle-aged revenant.”

      My DaySitter protectiveness rolled over in my belly. The Bond snapped to attention and I felt my cheeks burn. “Thin ice, pal.”

      “I see that.” He started pulling on black, fingerless gloves. Not a Groper. “I’m not your enemy, Marnie, despite what you may believe. I’m trying to help you. In fact, I’m trying to protect you, and I hope you see that before it’s too late. I’ve got a job to do, and my job routinely makes people uncomfortable. But trust me when I say, it’s important that I know what happens in this region.”

      “When you talk with me, information is only going to flow if it’s going both ways,” I advised. “You waited until my companions were gone before speaking to me. You know who I am but won’t share who you are. I’m sure you understand my position.”

      “But your job doesn’t end with people uncomfortable, does it, Marnie?” he asked, standing. “It ends with bodies hitting the floor.”

      I felt my cheeks burn. “Not every time.” Sometimes they turn to dust.

      “I’ll get my answers the hard way if I have to. Let’s get one thing straight: it doesn’t matter how many immortal friends you string along. Because you’re alone all day, aren’t you? All alone, and quite defenseless.” He laid down a business card and picked up his scribblings. “It would be in your best interest to keep me in the loop.”

      “The loop, huh?” I challenged, “As in loup garou?”

      He didn't take the bait. “One last question,” he said, staring past me to where Malashock and Nyquist had been parked behind the hearse. “You’re really going to work with that thing?”

      One lycanthrope insulting the other? Maybe their species or clans didn’t get along. I wasn’t sure how much he could tell about Nyquist, but I wasn’t in the habit of outing cryptids passing as mundane unless it was a matter of health or security, especially not to some tight-lipped, know-it-all like this clown.

      “I’m not afraid,” I assured my strange guest. “Are you?”

      He cut his gaze back to my face, scanning it for hints of threat. I let him see nothing at all, showing him the blank expression I’d been practicing, the one I’d learned from studying Agent Golden’s cop face.

      “Fear keeps us alive, Marnie.”

      “I’m still on this side of the grass, so I guess I’m doin’ okay.”

      He walked off while I pointedly did not look at the pen he’d left behind on the table. When he was out the door, I took it in my gloved hand and slipped it into my fanny pack.

      I took a few quick pictures of Mystery Man’s car and license plate, and waited until he had driven away before examining his business card. Just a name and phone number, no explanation, no website, no email address.

      Pascal.

      The name told me nothing, but the pen in my pack might.

      I texted Mr. Merritt that I was heading home, and let him know my exact route and an estimate of how long it would take.

      Combat Butler must have picked up my anxiety, and, living up to his name, texted back: W. and Lord D. are well and protected.

      Feeling extra nervous, I texted the same to Schenk, just in case, and his reply was: Need an escort? When I replied in the negative, he sent: Let me know when you’re home safe. All the way home, I wondered why the hell a lycanthrope wanted to keep tabs on me. Had word got out about my conversation with Dr. Delacovias? Was I being considered some sort of traitor to the lycanthrope community for even talking to that asshole? The PCU used secure lines. It couldn’t be the Folkenflik Skulk — if Finnegan Folkenflik wanted to chat, all he had to do is pick up the phone and call me. If it’s not my werefoxes, I wondered, growing increasingly uneasy, who or what is it? And why are they all up in my business? And then, with growing uneasiness: What do they want with my family?

      I got home ten minutes earlier than predicted to find Mr. Merritt standing still in the gloom of the darkened front hallway, just outside the door to the cellar, where the revenants were playing video games with the volume jacked high. There was a .357 in Mr. Merritt’s right hand. He put the safety on when I shut the door, nodded once, and put it away in a surprise holster under his black livery.

      “I'm afraid there’s something else you must attend to this evening, Madam,” he said.
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      Mr. Merritt wasted no time directing me to the back door, though he was careful not to say anything aloud. His brow was creased and his step quicker than usual, but what I Felt coming off him was more anticipation than anxiety. I stress-sucked on another peppermint, adjusting my fanny pack as he motioned toward the corner of the yard, where the lawn disappeared abruptly into a deep, thickly-wooded area. I’d only been back in that part of the property a few times, where the trees were older than my grandfather, limb entwined with limb, shading everything. I could see why Harry declined to have that area tidied by the landscapers; the dense greenery – even in autumn when the leaves were rapidly losing their green and fluttered to the ground in their varied hues – still offered respite from the deadly sun, a safe zone for the just-in-case. This time of night, it was simply a deeper darkness. Mr. Merritt nodded encouragingly at me. I tugged at my gloves to reassure myself. At least my hands were protected.

      The late-evening hush was more than quiet, the only noise a slight rustling of nearly-leafless branches crisscrossed across a softening sky. Their motion cast skittering shadows on the stone patio, shifting in and out of the scant moonlight between the clouds as the evening's rain dissipated.

      I sensed the approaching void long before I heard him coming; not yet a master of the silent immortal glide, his step was panther-like, smooth, but jingled with the softest sound of chain mail. Unlike the dark company I’d seen lingering in the yard a few nights ago, this figure was familiar. Waaaaay too familiar.

      My composure evaporated when he came into the soft glow of the porch light; hopelessly happy and anxious at the same time, my heart twisted. New dead, he hadn’t yet learned how not to vamp out, as Wes called it. His lakewater blue eyes, slightly green now because of his maker’s influence, were bright with UnDeath’s sheen beneath the stern arch of his dark brows. His skin was too pale, and through House Dreppenstedt’s Bond, I could feel his ravenous hunger. If I’d ever been attractive to Kill-Notch, my warm-blooded body was doubly so tonight, and my DaySitter nature put me firmly in the submit-to-fang position, whether I thought that was wise or not.

      His own trepidation hit me hard in the chest. No longer an infuriating psychic null, Batten’s emotions ran terribly, painfully clear through the blood Bond of our shared House. He’d been turned by the queen herself, made by Wilhelm, Harry’s maker. Our relationship had been thrust into a place more complicated than ever, unless we resolved to have no relationship at all. I thought I had gotten that through my thick skull, but the sight of him tossed me back into confusion.

      “Don’t say my name,” he warned.

      “Your name is the last thing I want in my mouth,” I assured him, then heard it and mentally kicked myself.

      “Why the fuck are you in Ontario, Marnie?” he whispered, then scowled at my baldness. “And what the hell happened to your head?”

      Hearing him say my name so overwhelmed me that all that came out of my mouth were some incoherent, vaguely word-shaped noises that must have looked ridiculous. For a minute, I couldn’t remember what the hell had happened to my hair, or where I was, or how to speak. Batten’s eyebrows knit in a pained expression and he smiled down at his shoes, shaking his head.

      Stubbornly, he tried again, attempting to remain serious and firm, “Babe, you shouldn’t be here.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said, self-consciously rubbing my peach fuzz.

      “I live here.”

      “If I was nineteen-ninety-nine Jerkface, I’d point out that you’re not alive, so technically you don’t live anywhere,” I retorted. “But I’m not an ass like you.”

      His jaw did a familiar clench-unclench under a thick layer of stubble, and I knew what the stubble meant — if his hair was growing, then he was feeding well, having moments where his body was able to function in many of the same ways as a living one. A splinter of concern went through me. Where was he getting his supply? Was he being careful? Was he being funded? Feeding meant someone knew he existed. But of course House Dreppenstedt knew, some of them at least. Who else might? Was he still with his ex-cop friend, Mitch Dunlop? Had Batten sent this Pascal character to find out why I was home? Is that how Pascal knew so much about me and my family? Could I still trust Batten? If I ever truly did…

      “I’m not here to endanger you or your mission,” I said. “I came here with a warning. I came here to have your back.”

      He nailed me with his dark blue gaze. “If I was nineteen-ninety-nine me, I’d say I don’t need you to have my back.”

      I swallowed hard. “And you’re an ass, so you’re gonna say it anyway?”

      After a pause, he blasted a helpless sigh, and my heart performed an excited tap dance. Holy tickledicks, does Kill-Notch actually trust me? It boggled my mind. Since when?

      “What’s the warning?” he asked.

      “There’s something fishy going on,” I said. “House, um, you know… Them, they emptied out beyond the Bitter Pass. It was rumored that As... hole was coming back to Niagara. He may have been, briefly, but he’s gone again.” I squinted at his total lack of surprise. “You already know all this.”

      Kill-Notch had his cop face on, only now it was pale and grim. He stared at me impassively and waited, which was my cue to keep spilling the beans.

      “His next-in-line confronted me on Municipal Beach about Harry not coming to visit when we arrived.”

      Batten made a soft, annoyed sound and scrubbed one hand over his face.

      I hurried on. “There’s more. A smuggling ring running cheese across the border from the States. It might have something to do with a revenant phantasm-feeding from a buttload of neighbors. Also, there’s a sinkhole, a smug mouse, and a whole boggle situation.”

      He did a double take. “Boggles?”

      “Which probably aren’t related to the smugglers or to Shakespeare, but I can’t rule anything out yet.”

      “Shakespeare?”

      “Erik Shakespeare runs the Blind Tiger and Wicked Whiskers,” I said, handing him my notebook. “Keep up, dude. You’re slower than the PUC n’ FUSZ.”

      He paused in the act of opening the notes. “Do I wanna know?”

      “Canadian PCU, sort of.” I shrugged. “There’s a Bizarro World Me, and a Baby Chapel who’s passing as all-mundane but totally isn’t.”

      “Is Bizarro World Marnie actually good at stuff?”

      “Yeah, she’s a nightmare for my ego, man.” I shuddered. “Imagine you were bad at anything, and then picture meeting the kickass version of you.”

      “Hard to imagine,” he said with a hint of a smile.

      “You’re the last person I would expect to understand.” I thought of Harry. “Second to last.”

      Batten’s smile turned rueful.

      “Listen, the big bad soul sucker dude isn’t here, so you shouldn’t be either. Ghaz is going to pick up your scent if he hasn’t already.”

      “I’m walling-off.”

      “You’re too new-turned for that skill,” I said, but then realized that, having been turned by Queen Remy, Little Miss Speedy Britches herself, Batten could be further along than anyone knew. Maybe he could do anything. He could have all nine Talents like his maker. Maybe he could do everything. That was a sobering thought.

      Batten squinted, then rubbed his fingertips over his forehead like he was clearing cobwebs. I’d seen Wesley do that when he was getting disturbing telepathic interference or too much input at once. Crap, can Kill-Notch read minds? That would not be in my best interests. I narrowed my eyes at him and thought: Can you hear this? The look on his face didn’t change and his examination of my notes didn’t pause. You should bend me over this picnic table and take me hard and fast like a wild animal. Nothing.

      When he finally looked up from reading, he didn’t look happy. “You can't do anything about the phantasm feedings. Just drop it.”

      “Um, how about no?” I laughed incredulously. “I’m not dropping it. People are sick. They’re dying.”

      “And nothing you do is going to change that.”

      “That’s crap,” I fumed. “You just want to crash in there like the undead Kool-Aid Man and go all stakety-stake-stake on them by yourself.”

      “About the boggles,” he continued as though my words were silent obedience, “Check the cave, just enough to satisfy that geology nerd, then cap that off, too.”

      “I’m sorry, are the problems of living human beings boring you?” I slap-chopped my notebook out of his hand. He looked at the book on the ground between us and then back at me. I pointed in his face. “You’re case-blocking me.”

      “You’re in my way.”

      “And you're not the boss of me, you undead jerk.” I opened my mouth to elaborate, but changed my mind, cooling off rapidly once my decision was made.

      He surprised me then, abruptly closing the distance between us, cutting me off with a long, lingering kiss. It may have landed on my lips but it snagged me in the chest, and my heart ached with a sad longing for the Batten I remembered. I glowed with warmth as his arm slipped around my waist, and a troublesome passion began to rekindle low in my core. I broke the kiss, cast my eyes down, and pushed his chest gently but firmly. There were no good words now, nothing I could reasonably offer, so I shook my head. We couldn’t do this. We couldn’t, no matter how much we both wanted to. The friction was every bit as bafflingly attractive between us as ever. That hadn’t changed one bit. I let my gaze creep up to check his face and found him calculating his next move like he was playing a game of goddamn chess. My temper flared.

      “When are you and the rest of the undead going to learn? You can’t just strut on up and send me home. You can’t wag your finger like I’m a misbehaving puppy who pissed on your rug. You can’t distract me with potatoes, and you can’t seduce me into giving you my case.”

      A dark light crossed his eyes. “Sure about that?”

      Uh oh. His voice had gone husky. Never challenge Kill-Notch, dummy, it’s his Hot Button. And he knows all yours. My willpower wavered as I remembered just how adept he was a pressing those buttons. “Well, no,” I admitted, eyes darting. “But… hey, don’t be staring at my rack, mister.”

      “Been so long,” he barely whispered.

      I tried not to look at his mouth. “You chose death over these fun-jugs, so you can just, um — ”

      “You’re so warm.” He moved further into my personal space, smelling of spice and musk, those familiar hands reaching for me while my body woke to his nearness and my resistance weakened as it always did. My skin prickled all over in a rush of pleasure. The fingerless chain-mail gloves the hunter wore tinkled softly. His fingers drifted down my body, tracing curves. My breath hitched and I felt my lips part as his head dipped again closer to mine. All the memories of that mouth on my body flooded back, soft lips and hot tongue, eager and hungry on my skin. His forefinger and thumb had found a zipper, and he tugged.

      Hard peppermint candies spilled from my fanny pack, showering his boot tips in a noisy, crinkly, seemingly never-ending stream. I snuck a glance upwards, and smiled with a rueful lip-shrug. He blinked once. The last candy hit his boot and bounced loudly, spinning off across the patio stones. Batten’s jaw clenched and unclenched. When I couldn’t wait for his assessment a second longer, I asked, “Is there any chance that was endearing?”

      He shook his head slowly.

      “Your aim is off,” I told him.

      “A fanny pack?” he asked me, voice low. “Did we jet back to 1983?”

      “Well, where do you carry your delicious treats?” I said defensively. “You gonna try again?”

      Batten smirked. “Pass.”

      “I mean, the important zipper is…” I gestured grandly at my groin. “Right there.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What happened, dude?” I marveled. “You used to be so good at this.”

      That’s when we lost it. He cracked a smile, a real Mark Batten smile, bright and glorious, which set me off. We bent our heads together for a laugh that turned breathless. Batten gave up, his shoulders falling, his amusement fading. Seduction thwarted, his no-nonsense stare returned full force.

      I headed him off. “We need to keep our feelings out of this.”

      “Agreed.”

      I ignored a stab of disappointment, told my goofy-ass heart to shut up and do its job pumping blood and nothing else. “I can see we’re at an impasse. Be aware, I am in no way backing down. Me, She-Batten, Indy, and Longshanks are gonna fuck shit up. You’re in or you’re out. But either way, I’m going in.”

      Batten’s jaw did what it always did when he wanted to throttle me or fuck me and could do neither. “It’s too explosive. You don’t know what’s going on down there.”

      “Do you?”

      “Intel has been difficult.”

      Huh. Interesting. Living under the radar had stymied Kill-Notch more than he liked. “Then work with us. Let me bring you onto the team.”

      His smile returned, but this time it was tainted with incredulity. A look of pure amazement crossed his face. “Looks like your intel sucks too.”

      It was totally possible that my intel sucked, and sucked hard. I waited.  Finally, he said, “You don’t know what she is, do you?”

      “Malashock? RCMP-type. Federal cop. Monitoring immortals.” I waited for the other shoe to drop, and I could tell from his pause that it was going to be a Paris-during-fashion-week doozy.

      “She’s got more kills under her belt than I do, Snickerdoodle,” he said. “Liv Malashock is a vampire hunter.”

      I immediately pulled up my Agent Golden face, blank and non-reactive, while inside, I was full-on freaking out.

      “Hashmarks up and down both arms. Hundreds of them. She looks like a fucking picket fence in shirtsleeves.” He grimaced at me, and I wondered if his opinion on that habit had changed, now that he could very well be someone’s tiny black kill tat. “Ever wonder why more revenants don’t live here?”

      I had. Canada’s laws were less oppressive regarding the undead than they were stateside. Land was open and plentiful. Specialized medical care was available. The government was open to considering talks with an ambassador from Svikheimslending, even. Still, officially, fewer than a hundred revenants resided in Canada, and I was given to understand that Niagara held the bulk of them. “Has she always been hunting here?”

      He shook his head slowly. “She cleared the west coast, most of it single-handedly. She soloed entire nests. The last was Coquitlam. Thirty revenants, one well-placed stake in the master. She has a knack for sniffing out hiding spots.”

      I felt sick, and had no words. If national estimates were close, then thirty was nearly a quarter of the revenant population there at the time. And if she'd killed hundreds, that was well over half the population, wiped out by her hand. I shuddered.

      “Heard she transferred here a few years back,” Batten said. “Probably with the same goal in mind.”

      Oh, Dark Lady. His words rolled through me like a cold sludge in my veins. Thirty revenants, one stake. A whole bloodline, gone. I wondered which house it had been. Had anyone cared for the remains? What was done to support their DaySitters? Had they simply been left to suffer — sick, lonely, going mad? Had the local health care system just absorbed the aftermath, psychiatrists doing double duty? Had any of the DaySitters had the wherewithal to seek help from Gold-Drake & Cross, or travel beyond the Bitter Pass? I thought of Danika Sherlock, going slowly insane without her revenant companion, warped flat into a paper-thin sanity, a two-dimensional villain under her mother Ruby’s thumb.

      “I can’t work with you, babe,” Batten said. “She’d try and stake me without blinking.”

      Point: Batten. I remembered the way Malashock had said “them” in the Oh Yeah! on our first meeting. That at-war “them.” “But she hasn’t said a thing about Harry or Wes.”

      “Why show her hand? She knows what you are. Think they’re not on her list? The minute she’s done with the phantasm-feeding revenant, Harry and Wes are probably next.”

      “But she can’t,” I said, veins a frigid, hopping slush. “They haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Warrants are still easy. Any time she wants, Malashock can kick down that door and dust them both.”

      “She wouldn’t dare.” But that rang hollow. A vampire hunter. Working for the feds. Duh. I’d seen it already more times than I could count. Batten had pulled that exact same shit. Of course she’d stake them. And she’d have the law on her side. I’d have zero recourse. “I’ll send them home tonight.”

      “You think Harry’s going to leave his beloved DaySitter here now that House Sarokhanian has had a whiff of you and your cop buddy?”

      In his fervor, he’d slipped up. “Don’t say the S-name,” I said hard, tensing. “Say anything but. Say soul sucker. Say leech. You do not want to be overheard.”

      “You need to go home with them,” he went on. “Keep everyone safe. It’s the smart thing to do.”

      “You just want me out of your hair.” I felt my eyes narrow. Had Batten sent the mysterious invaders to my office and cabin in Ten Springs to draw me back home and out of his way?

      “I absolutely want you gone, yes. But while you’re here, and determined to put yourself in danger…” His chain-mail glove rattled once more and I glanced down to see what he was offering me. A rowan wood stake, hand-whittled, its pale point fresh and raw. I didn’t want it. He growled low, took my gloved hand in his, and slapped the stake in it, folding my fingers around it meaningfully. I relented, sticking it carefully in the pocket of my jeans where it jutted out by my hip. He repeated, “But I want you gone.”

      The House Bond reported two very different emotions coming from him, neither of which he was thrilled with: he was telling the truth but also not. He both wanted me here and didn’t. He wanted us here. Us. That was a shift. All of us. He wants Harry here. He’s scared. Batten turned abruptly and strode deeper into the trees, pausing to look back once.

      I thought about Pascal, keeping tabs on me, and blurted, “Hey, Jerkface. Did you send someone to spy on me?”

      “No.” That look back became speculative. “Be careful.”

      “I am.”

      “You’re not. Don’t fuck everything up, Snickerdoodle.”

      “I don’t do that anymore.” I blinked away a hot prick of moisture.

      He shook his head, tasting the lie. “Go home, babe.” He glanced up at the back bedroom window, where he must have seen something I didn’t, because he said, “Take her home,” to the night.

      And then he was gone.

      I rolled a glove off against my hip, slapping it to the grass, dug into my fanny pack and pulled out the pen that Pascal had left behind on the table. The pen wanted to yield nothing; I felt it resisting me, greedy of its secrets, as if obeying its owner’s wishes. I bore down it, squeezed hard, gritting my teeth, and stubbornly summoned more psi. The Blue Sense flashed a mere millisecond before the pen’s frigidity stabbed at my palm, so bitterly cold it burned. I hissed in pain and dropped it into the grass. It rolled and landed next to my glove and the mints that Batten had spilled.

      Careful not to squeeze the stake from my pocket with my movement, I bent to pick up the pen gingerly with my other, still-gloved hand, and put it in my pack, zipping it safely inside. I glanced at my naked palm, looking for the first signs of frostbite, but the flesh was unscarred, smooth and pink.  Something told me I would be lucky to make it out of whatever was going on similarly unscathed.

      Mr. Merritt had a cup of tea at the ready when I finally turned and walked back into the house. It was still almost too hot to drink.
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      I may have driven to the meeting place on Municipal Beach the next night with a bit more speed than normal, my heavy foot made heavier by frustration. I shouldn’t have been surprised that the only things Batten had wanted to discuss were how soon I could leave and maybe doin’ the no-pants dance. As usual, he had either demanded my help, denied needing me, or played grab-ass. Okay, so I was into the grab-ass, but only as an unwilling passenger to my hormones in the presence of his annoying hotness.

      He'd reverted to pushing me away again. If I examined it closely, I wondered if I wasn’t getting a bit tired of it. How long was it going to take to purge my desire for him? It shouldn’t be this hard, Marnie, was followed immediately by: Only Twue Wuv could be this crazy-making. I parked in the public lot near the beach, careful to switch my headlights off before the driveway, and went to turn the radio down, only to realize that I hadn’t even turned it on. I’d been too consumed with thoughts of Kill-Notch to notice the silence of my drive.

      Batten was scared. He wanted Harry to stay. But not me. At least he cares about your safety, my traitor heart whispered, but I pushed that aside.

      Maybe I deserved to be treated better. Maybe by someone else. Someone new. Maybe it was time to tell Batten to go fuck himself, once and for all. Maybe if he didn’t want to need me, I should walk away. Let him deal with his shit on his own. That was what he wanted, right?

      He was scared. That alone made my guts shudder with worry for him, and a protective ache woke, one that was nearly as strong as the metaphysical hypervigilance I felt for my Cold Company. I missed the days when Mark Batten was a psychic null. The House Bond had put a nail in that coffin. Or pried the lid off it. Whatever.

      If I gave in and left him alone, would he be pounding on my door, demanding my help again? Probably. Would I be able to ignore it? My heart said no, but my pride told me I should. My libido may or may not have fired off Roman Candles.

      Worst of all, what if he didn’t return? What if I spent the rest of my life waiting? What if I was blinding myself to other opportunities because I was too busy obsessing about my toxic love-hate with Kill-Notch? My heart sank into a low, self-loathing rhythm. Fuck you. Fuck him. Fuck everything.

      I zipped my parka, left the hearse, and strode across the sand in the direction of the water, glad the clouds were obstructing the moon’s waxing shine. The lake was a perfect spot to zone out and think about nothing, but it was also a place where my brain wouldn't shut up if something new was bouncing around in it. I sat down and stared at the water.

      Malashock is a vampire hunter. Because of course she is. I should have known the minute I saw her. She's both Bizarro Me and She-Batten, head to toe, including the scowl. She hates monsters. Which means she has no clue what her buddy Nyquist is. That actually made me feel better. A bit smug, even. I resolved to let him play mundane human stoner as long as it was safe to do so. I’d enjoy watching the show. Unless he wolfs out and tries to eat us. Then I should probably protest.

      And, while I was on the subject of protesting about puppy people, there was still Pascal and his know-everything act, which made me suspicious of just about everything about him. He’d waited until Malashock and Nyquist left, but that was no guarantee he didn’t work for Malashock. He’d seemed awfully interested in and informed about my revenants. Was Malashock using him as a cat's paw? Would she knowingly use a lycanthrope, since Nyquist had her snowed? And there was the matter of his frosty pen, which I hadn't taken for a second Grope yet.

      I heard the soft thud of a car door closing behind me, but recognized the soft whiff of his cologne immediately. The jingle of keys and change in Schenk’s pockets preceded him as he made his way to my side. I didn’t turn around to look. The water of Lake Ontario was barely rippling, and the starlight made silver patterns on its surface.

      “It’s getting late, Cinderblock,” he announced, staring out at the cloud-streaked moon looming over the lake. “Beach is closed after dark.”

      “You’re here to shoo me, officer?” I felt my lips curl into a smirk. “Write me a ticket for loitering?”

      “Nah. You’d only be a pain in the ass about it.” He studied the area, maybe looking for our undead pals from the other night. “Problems?”

      It’s possible that a DaySitter is attacking my home base, or my ex wants me home enough to fake a break-in. That same undead and still annoyingly sexy ex-lover rejected my help and told me to bugger off. I have to see my unpleasant mother soon. I feel a prickly shape-shifting urge but may have pressed pause, and, while we're on the topic, a skeevy doctor wants to “cure” me. Nyquist isn’t mundane but I might be the only one who knows. Some other creep named Pascal is all up in my business and his pen nearly gave me frostbite. Malashock doesn’t like me, plus she’s a fucking vampire hunter. My brother’s maker is in danger. There’s an ogre in my cabin. And I think one of my socks is twisted funny inside my sneaker.

      I craned way, way up at him, and shrugged. “No more than usual. How are you holding up?”

      “Tired. Fine.” One massive shoulder jogged up. “Managing.”

      “If you like, Harry agreed to help you sleep when you have a free night.”

      He didn’t comment, and I wondered if he was having second thoughts about letting a revenant mess with his grey matter. “Insights about the cases?”

      “I was just pondering about a side thing, here,” I said. “Nothing to do with sick citizens, or cheese, or boggles.” Probably. Maybe. “A cold case.”

      “How cold?”

      “More than fifteen years. Missing person, may have had his soul stolen. The dude’s spirit is likely trapped in a host. It’s a whole soul swap thing. I doubt I’ll ever figure it out, and it’s not my case to solve, but I’ve got to noodle around with it on the off-chance that something does go pop.”

      Schenk nodded. “You realize I have no earthly idea what you’re talking about.”

      “That’s for the best, really.”

      “I assumed so. Would you like help?”

      “Let me talk it out? Throw things at the wall and see what goes splat?”

      Schenk eased his long legs down until he was sitting in the sand beside me, and shoved his hands in his jacket pockets. “I can do splat.”

      “How would I go about finding the host? I mean, it could be anyone, anywhere. I feel like they’re in this city, or they were, back when it happened. Even if they’re still in this city after fifteen years, there are like a million people in the region, if you count The Falls, and Buffalo, and maybe even Hamilton or up towards Toronto. There must be a way to narrow it down. Where would the Big Bad get the host to begin with?”

      Schenk had no problem at all picking up the threads. “You’re talking about victim selection. Victim pool.”

      I murmured, deep in thought. “Would it have been someone random crossing his path? Or does it make more sense that it would be someone he was familiar with?”

      “If we’re talking one of your undead sorts, then would he pick another one of you for a victim? A DaySitter?”

      I stared out at the dark water and thought about Aston Sarokhanian’s DaySitter, the very agile and annoying Sayomi Mochizuki, and her second, Gunther Folkenflik. I shifted my butt in the sand until it made a more comfortable divot. She hadn’t been Sarokhanian’s DaySitter back when Colonel Jack Batten stormed the nest and was taken, but had she met the previous one and swapped notes?

      In Ireland, Sayomi had hinted as much, taunting Kill-Notch with details that no doubt tormented him. Would Sarokhanian have subjected his old DaySitter to being a host for a second soul? Most revenants took great care to ensure their DaySitter remained healthy, so it seemed unlikely.

      “I don’t think a DaySitter would work.” I mulled it a bit more, thinking about how I would feel if Harry added a soul to my body. But I knew instinctively that he wouldn’t dream of it. “Not even covertly. I’d know something had changed immediately, through the Bond, even if it doesn't actually feel weird or hinky or however it feels to have somebody else's soul riding shotgun or, I dunno, bound with duct tape and stuffed in my trunk. I know when he’s hiding things. I don’t always know what, but I know when something has changed.” I pulled a snack-sized bag of potato chips out of my fanny pack and crunched on one, then dusted the salt off my fingertips on my jeans. “Plus, it's not exactly subtle; where there's a revenant powerful enough to pull that off, there's gonna be a DaySitter, so that's basically slapping a big bullseye on your own ass. He'd have to be desperate to do it that way.”

      I paused, considering. “Also, the addition of the soul to the host would probably cause chronic fatigue and other health problems.” I wondered if there were any exceptions to that rule, and something tickled me, flashbacks to a baby food jar and a stolen soul and a hybrid zombie-vampire.

      “Same as that phantasm feeding business?”

      I nodded; it was the reverse, but still kind of the same. If the host of Colonel Jack’s soul was alive, it could be a Sarokhanian neighbor, but wasn’t likely a DaySitter. “Revenants like to keep their advocates safe, sane, and healthy so that they can do their job. A second soul would definitely fuck things up inside you.”

      “If you were already sick, or wounded, would you notice the effects of the added soul burdening you?”

      “You’d likely think your illness had progressed rapidly, leveling up the suck,” I said, nodding at his train of thought. Unless you were already dead. Or undead. Again, that tickle.

      “So someone else, someone close by,” Schenk said.

      “Close to the original nest at the time of the disappearance.”

      “Who isn’t one of the DaySitters,” he added.

      I made an affirmative noise. “But I have a feeling that the Big Bad would choose a host he saw often. So he could interact with them with impunity, or at least not raise any suspicions.”

      “Like a serial killer revisiting a dump site.”

      That struck me as both chilling and highly likely. “Yeah. The living host is his trophy and burial ground in one. He’s discarded his victim’s soul there, but he longs to revisit his crimes.”

      “And to reassure himself that his crimes haven’t been unearthed,” he suggested.

      “Ugh,” I said. “Yes.”

      “So the host would be special to him. He would guard this host.”

      “I think that’s very likely, yes.”

      “Support the host financially?” he suggested.

      I nodded slowly. “But not in any way that could easily be traced.”

      “So, not a relative.”

      “This revenant is too old to have living relatives that he’d keep in touch with,” I said. “If he had children before his turning, and grandchildren, and great grandchildren, I doubt he’d have been in contact beyond that. Could be centuries. The only exceptions I've found are Declan Edgar, who isn’t mortal himself, and my brother, who is a special case — he’s too newly turned to have left his family behind yet, and I'm a DaySitter, so there's a certain degree of understanding and acceptance of what's up.”

      “What kind of people do we support financially but indirectly?” he asked, thinking aloud for my benefit. “Staff members. Employees. Does he have any?”

      “I’m positive he’d use Shield now and then. Most modern revenants do, but he wouldn’t dare meddle with the soul of an employee of Shield. If they caught, or even suspected him of doing so, they’d cut him off. One staff complaint of inappropriate behavior by a customer and he’d be blacklisted.”

      I thought about the various people Harry supported loyally and faithfully; barbers, car salesmen, the occasional vintner, bespoke tailors in London. A haberdasher. Mr. Merritt. What were Aston Sarokhanian’s regular purchases, things he’d splurge on often? Treats for his DaySitters, perhaps? I said, “Maybe a local shopkeeper. There might be some risk that the business would close or move, but not if Big Bad were supplying frequent and expensive purchases to keep it around? I mean, the mob uses otherwise-innocuous business to launder money, and that's been going on for decades, right?”

      He paused to mull that over, probably flipping through a mental Rolodex of suspected fronts. “Okay, what do you know about this guy, what kinds of things does he like? Does he have hobbies?”

      “Sucking blood and being a creepy dickhole?”

      Schenk slid me a look. “You made a point of teaching me that these are people, not monsters. That they were people to start with, and we should treat them like people now.”

      Him, not it. I had said that so many times to Batten. I wondered if Batten’s opinion about that had changed, now that he was immortal. It occurred to me that I’d been thinking of Nyquist and Pascal as not-all-human, not just the revenants, and felt momentarily disgusted with myself. It was all too easy to slide into, even though I was a “them” in more ways than one.

      “You’re totally right. Okay.” I tried to picture Aston Sarokhanian in my head, but my memory of him was fairly incomplete. Even casting my mind back to the throne room at Skulesdottir, I couldn’t picture the man; I mostly remembered Sayomi and her black leather catsuit and jaunty hat.

      Some elder revenants had more than one DaySitter. Did Sarokhanian? What did I know about him?  Not a hell of a lot, besides the fact that he defended himself when Colonel Jack and Batten were busting into his home to stake him. Did that even make him the bad guy? Hadn’t Wes reacted the same when Neil Dunnachie attacked the cabin at Shaw's Fist? All I remembered of Aston from Skulesdottir was that he was old, uptight, and snooty — but that was literally all of them.

      “How do I find this host, if there still is one? Visit his regular haunts?” I asked, thinking aloud. I pulled up a map view of the area on my phone, scanning around Aston’s old nest, where Jack Batten had been lost and Aston had forcibly fed from Batten’s femoral artery, leaving a gnarly, knotted scar. Thinking of Batten’s groin was fairly exhilarating for a hot, pleasant heartbeat or two, but the memory of him showing me the scar, knowing the trauma it had caused him, and the lifelong struggle it had left him with, was enough to quench that fire.

      “What would happen afterward, between the victim and perpetrator?” Schenk asked. “Continued feeding? An emotional attachment? Some kind of psychic link?”

      I chewed the inside of my mouth and shook my head. “More like trauma bonding. The host will be dependent upon the revenant, but not in a pleasant way. They’d be in agony until the revenant came to reassure and comfort; the victim learns to associate their presence with relief from the torment, illness, and exhaustion caused by the revenant himself. The revenant’s return means a feeding, most likely, and protection from the damage he himself has inflicted, like a junkie meeting up with a dealer who they knew cut their fix with rat poison, but needing it all the same.”

      “And can the host be freed?” Schenk asked, although it sounded as though he didn’t want the answer. Maybe he already suspected.

      “The host and the trapped soul can both be freed,” I said hesitantly, “by the death of the host.”

      “That’s the only way?”

      “Unless the Soul Caller has his own method of extracting that trapped soul and is willing do so.” But I’m not fabulously optimistic about that happening. If Aston Sarokhanian had Colonel Jack Batten’s soul, as Batten had long suspected, would Sarokhanian ever let him go? I couldn’t imagine any reason he could be compelled to do so. Certainly, nothing I could offer him.

      I realized with a start that I’d been discussing all this on the beach near Ghazaros’s house, having completely forgotten where I was and without minding the direction of my focus. After dusk. Close enough for Ghaz and his friend Zorovar to smell me. Smart move, dipshit. Maybe Batten was right. Maybe you should go home while you still can.

      “Ready to do the thing?” Schenk motioned behind him to his van, parked beside the hearse.

      “Oh, boy,” I said, forcing a smile and digging out my car keys. “Stake-outing.”
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      I’d spent a lot of time sitting in unmarked cop cars, watching stuff and daydreaming about how cool it would be if I apprehended the bad guys all on my own. In reality, capturing felons was hardly my forte. Still, the dude who was having a smoke at the edge of the Main Street sinkhole bore watching, and he was exactly the sort of guy I figured I could take down solo. I was a solid thirty-five percent sure I could outrun him at the very least. Small, soft, and round, he looked a bit like an aging Hobbit: a pudgy five-four, blond and bearded, with chubby cheeks and a bulbous nose. Dressed in pale blue medical scrubs and combat boots, lighting a second cigarette off the dregs of the first, he waited. Outwardly, he appeared calm and casual, but the Blue Sense told me he was jittery and seriously considering bolting.

      I drew upon a deep well of psi. It warmed under my tingling palms as I directed it outward to probe him cautiously. My Empathy picked up his doubt and fear, but also the overwhelming ennui of my co-stake-outers. Schenk and Malashock didn’t register any significance in the cigarette guy. Maybe they’d seen him before and dismissed him.

      “So, we’re not going to talk about Smoky Blonderson over there?” I murmured, sipping espresso and brandy from my thermos. “He’s not making either of you curious?”

      “That’s Erik Shakespeare,” Schenk told me.

      The cheese guy. “I thought he owned Wicked Whiskers, not worked in a hospital?”

      “I’ve only ever seen him wear scrubs,” Malashock reported. “Fashion choice? Comfort? Either way. I’ve interviewed him four times. He’s got nothing more to say.”

      “You’re sure about that?” I asked her. When she nodded, I checked Schenk’s face. “You, too?”

      Schenk slid me an unconvinced look. “He grows nice orchids in a sun room at his house.”

      I processed this while sipping my carajillo. Harry had made it the way I liked: with coffee strong enough to strip my stomach lining, and just the right amount of booziness. “So, he’s got nothing to do with old revenants, cheese smuggling, or boggle nests because he’s an orchid fanatic?”

      “No, it’s an irrelevant detail. You know what else is irrelevant? Scrubs.” He eyeballed my thermos. “Is that alcohol?”

      “Brandy. Want some?”

      He showed me a long blink full of meaning.

      “I’m not driving until we're done here,” I pointed out. “Also, I’m a DaySitter. I process it better than mundane humans. Even giant ones like you. I could probably drink your ass under the table, officer.”

      “You’re… physically different?” Malashock’s tone said maybe she didn’t really want to know.

      I told her anyway. “A revenant feed adds things to the human body beside a tidy pair of quick-healing puncture wounds. Their spit's the shit. V-telomerase extends human life by blunting chromosomal breakdown, and ms-lipotropin soothes the human and creates an emotional bond. That's why hospitals and blood banks have gold-capped test tubes when they need to draw the blood of a DaySitter. Everyone needs a heads up when dealing with ms-lipotropin.”

      “Why?” she asked. “Would it do something funny to regular people?”

      I nodded and sipped. “It binds to the opiate receptors in the human brain. It can be addictive, and in some people, it only takes one dose.” I remembered Gary Chapel crumpling in front of my toilet, going through withdrawal, sweating and vomiting and looking pitiful.

      “I heard that vampires have been running a scam on the blood banks,” she said. “Any truth to it?”

      I resigned myself to hearing the v-word come out of her mouth as soon as the urge to correct her surfaced. “A scam?” I stared at the side of her face for a long beat, trying to determine the wisdom of even talking to her. I had once tried very hard to convince Batten that revenants weren’t the scum of the earth, and then he became one. When Malashock glanced at me, I continued. “There’s a company that gets tainted blood from the usual blood banks, blood that humans can’t use, so it doesn’t go to waste. Revenants can purchase this blood to supplement their regular diet. Say, if his DaySitter is away, or if they’re ill and he doesn’t wish to strain their system by feeding from them.”

      “You’re saying vamps only drink from willing donors or tainted blood that would have been discarded?”

      “In an ideal world, there would be no littering, or theft, or infidelity, or murder. But we live in the real world, and nothing is perfect. Everything is horrible, in case you hadn’t noticed. Dead, undead, living, it’s all the same shit. Only the age of the shit is different.” Maybe cap the thermos, Mars, my internal Rob Hood suggested.

      Schenk grumbled something I hoped was agreement, and then added, “Shakespeare has company.”

      We took turns glancing over. Under the streetlight, two men talked and smoked. There was a subtle void about the newcomer, whom I immediately recognized from the beach: the uniformed revenant with Ghazaros who had tried to shrink when the cops were mentioned, Nautical Guy. I mouthed the word revenant at my van-mates and we sat in complete silence until both of them moved away from the street.

      “You know that one?” Malashock asked me, as if I had a Rolodex of dead guys in my head.

      “Vaguely, but no name. Probably a Sarokhanian, a Nazaire, or a Borodian.”

      Malashock made a thoughtful noise. “I have a warrant out for a Milosc Borodian.”

      I checked Schenk’s reaction to that, and he was as blank-faced as I‘d expected, though my clairempathy told me that his curiosity had been stirred. “A warrant for what? To check his house?”

      She went back to her recording devices.

      “Is Milosc Borodian suspected of committing a crime? Or is it a stake-warrant based purely on the fact that he’s not mortal?” My temper flickered to life, warmed though I tried to tamp it down. My gaze slid up to the sky and cautiously checked the size and phase of the moon, still anxious about its influence. “You sound an awful lot like one of those vampire hunters I’ve heard so much about,” I added, testing the air, waiting for her to deny or confirm Batten’s accusation. Again, Schenk’s curiosity stirred palpably under the Blue Sense but his face revealed nothing.

      Malashock punched buttons, but I could Feel her evasiveness. “I’m just a federal agent doing my job.”

      “And getting a judge to sign a warrant against an innocent revenant based on nothing,” I prodded, “is that how you conduct your business?”

      “You need to worry about how you conduct your business,” Malashock said.

      “You got a problem with me?” I asked.

      “You have a criminal record.”

      I do? Oh, right. “Fuck’s sake, I was only in the clink for a few hours.”

      “For attacking an armored vehicle.”

      “I jumped out and said ‘booga-booga’ to a jittery Brinks driver.” I shrugged. “I was feeling frisky and got an urge.”

      Schenk grumbled, “Lucky you didn’t get shot.”

      “You guys are no fun. That’s the one and only time I’ve even bent the law.”

      “Is there any way that’s not a lie?” Malashock asked blandly.

      “Anything’s possible. Think positively! Never give up hope.” I sipped the last of my espresso, smirking behind the lip of my Thermos. My carajillo was getting cool. “So, we going to pick up Nyquist and poke around the boggle tunnels tonight?”

      “There are a dozen tunnels and you’re not coming anywhere near a single one,” she informed me. “You’re not authorized. You’re just an advisor.”

      “Fuck off into a bucket,” I said, stunned. “You invited me here, remember? You said that I’d be helpful.”

      “And you haven’t been,” she reported.

      Trying to get rid of me. “I can be helpful. Longshanks?”

      “Sorry, that’s the rule.” He shrugged one massive shoulder. “No civilians on police business.”

      “Since when am I a civilian?” I cried. “I have Fed-Cred, remember?”

      “Had,” Malashock corrected.

      “I’m your professional forensic psychic advisor.”

      “Great. Prove your worth.”

      “What, like, right now?” I asked. Fuckberries.

      “Yes, now. Did you get any psychic vibes about either of these guys?” Malashock challenged.

      I hadn’t, other than some passing anxiety, but I considered being unprofessional and making shit up. In the end, I floundered, “No, but I might next time. Come on. Did I not just tell you that other guy was a revenant? That's gotta be worth something.”

      “You’ll notice that Nyquist is also not with us,” Malashock pointed out as Schenk geared up and moved to the back of the van. “Nyquist is a government employee, a geologist. Not a cop.”

      “Technically,” I said, “he’s law enforcement.”

      “Technically, he’s a squishy pencil pusher,” Malashock said.

      “Fine. But don’t expect to be invited to my stake-outs, then,” I told her, gathering up my things in a huff. “I’ll just invite Nyquist. And I withdraw my invitation to get matching pedicures.”

      “You didn’t invite me.”

      “Well, I was going to. But now, Nyquist and I will go. Deal with your emotional devastation.”

      “I’ll try,” she deadpanned. “Look, we’ll compare notes tomorrow.”

      I gave them both a sour smile, feeling yet again rejected and hurried off. Taking a moment to make sure the cheese-monger and his revenant buddy were gone, I slipped out of the van and went back to the hearse.

      The side streets behind Wicked Whiskers and the Blind Tiger were a tree-sheltered suburban paradise, with the types of older, established homes for older, established people who hired gardeners and maids. No one was out at this time of night except for a solitary dog walker carrying a black poop bag: an older lady with a purple rinse in her hair that matched the purple rinse on her Bichon Frise. I parked alongside a church with a plaque out front, likely informing tourists about its long history or its function as part of the Underground Railroad. There was a statue across the street in a small green space, a soldier on a horse; it was safe to assume that in these parts he’d have been some captain or other from the War of 1812. These were all things I expected to see.

      I also expected to see, directly behind the cheese shop, a small staff parking lot and two dumpsters, one for garbage and one for recycling. I waited for the little white dog to finish his constitutional, then waited to see if my portly hobbit and his undead friend would head out the back.  When they didn’t, I closed my eyes and focused on drawing psi while ignoring the thrum of the moon’s weakened influence.

      Nothing.

      What I needed was to go up and Grope the back door, or the dumpster, or the silver Toyota Corolla parked on the gritty asphalt slab. I fiddled with my gloves, debating the wisdom of that, when I spotted a slouched figure behind the green dumpster, lurking, his hat pulled down over his ears, his hands in his pockets.

      Nyquist. Interesting. Was he doing his own stakeout? Was he waiting for Shakespeare? Nyquist was supposed to be monitoring potential problems in the cave-in areas, like this spot, for the Blind Shale Boggles. Had he spoken to Shakespeare about the sinkhole on his own, without Malashock’s knowledge or permission? Ballsy. Not that she or the FUSZ had the authority to tell anyone from the PUC not to conduct his own investigation. Undercover Geologist had a job to do, and by golly, he was doing it.

      Erik Shakespeare swung out the back door in a hurry, locked up, lit up another smoke, and then strode purposefully to the silver Toyota. I didn’t bother ducking as he drove past but I did look away, as if I was waiting for someone to come out of the church to the hearse. Pretty good cover, I thought. When he was gone, I looked at the dumpsters to find Nyquist scurrying around with plastic grocery bags, filling them with stuff from the garbage. He paused, sniffed at a hunk of discarded fruit from a cheese tray, and started licking grapes.

      What the fuck? Why eat discarded fruit from a dumpster when you could just buy some? I jotted that in my Moleskine, which made for a strange sentence indeed. Underneath, I jotted fruit cup, since that’s what he’d eaten at Bits n’ Bobs. Baffled, I started the hearse but left the lights off, and eased away slowly from the curb, wondering how my night could get any weirder.

      I didn't have to wonder for long.
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      When I walked into the kitchen at North House, still turning over why Nyquist would be pilfering from the dumpster at Wicked Whiskers, I found Harry leaning against the breakfast bar and looking amused. A dark blur streaked past me and smacked into the wall to my right with a door-rattling whump. I darted back after the fact, my reaction time slowed by my preoccupation with cryptogeologists and fruit and boggles.

      “What the friggity-fig is going on now?” I demanded.

      The blur settled to reveal Batten, nose-to-wall, shaking himself out of it, groaning. A thin veil of revenant-pulled shadows dissipated, shlooping back to the dim corners in a flaccid stream.

      Oh, balls. “Not you.” I made a disgusted gurgle. “Come on, man. I can’t deal.”

      Harry purred low and pushed his satisfaction through the Bond. “I’m quite sure that at some point this evening you have seen a more disagreeable sight than the face of Our Dreadnaught, my darling, but do try to comport yourself with charity and compassion. He may be low and undeserving, but he is our guest.”

      “Stop needling,” I told Harry.

      Harry fluttered his lashes, which meant he most certainly would not stop.

      “Why are you here instead of literally anywhere the fuck else?” I asked Batten, unsure now whether or not I was happy about it.

      “Harry summoned me. He’s teaching me useful skills.”

      “Oh, is that what he’s doing?”

      Batten rolled his sore shoulder, clutching it. “I’m learning how to shadow-step.”

      I cut my eyes in my Cold Company’s direction in time to catch the mischievous smile that flickered across Harry’s lips, there and gone in a heartbeat, replaced by another innocent lash-flutter.

      “Uh huh,” I said skeptically. “More like, Harry’s conning you into running face-first into a variety of immovable objects for his own amusement. It's a good thing these old houses are sturdy. Your head is hard enough to fuck up some drywall even without, you know,” I gestured vaguely up and down his frame, “this undead tanking bullshit.”

      Harry sucked his teeth in admonishment. “Ducky, you wound me.”

      “And he's wounding the woodwork.”

      Mark shot him an accusing look. “Almost got it that time, direction or no direction.”

      “The issue is, as it always has been, my Carrion Hunter,” Harry said, “your greed.  You simply move too quickly and call too many shadows. In your enthusiasm to do well, you’re blinding yourself.”

      Kill-Notch and I stared at Harry in displeased unison.

      It did not deter Harry in the least, as he was much too pleased with his analysis. “I have long suspected that feverish passion was your greatest fault and would be the death of you.”

      “That so?” Batten said flatly.

      I put my hands on my hips and stared at him. “I mean, it pretty much fuckin' was.”

      “Restraint,” Harry said, “is the difference between agony and ecstasy. It’s a subtle touch, like caressing a woman instead of grabbing her, groping with insatiable need. Someday, you might learn the difference.” He cast us both an arch look full of accusation.

      “Harry has a point, under all that gibberish,” I said. “With your accelerated transformation, and considering the nature of your maker, you might want to take things slowly. None of us know what you’re dealing with, Talent-wise. It’s a complete question mark at this point.”

      Their eyes flicked at each other.

      “What am I missing?” I demanded. “Do you guys know something I don’t?”

      “Flames and ether, my pet, try not to be absurd,” Harry scoffed. “If I had a score of years with which to — ”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I cut him off with a middle finger. “You know lots that I don’t know. Wankity wank wank. I meant about Batten’s nature, his Talents. You shared a look, and don't think I didn't see it.”

      “Harry’s got something important to tell you,” Batten said, rubbing his nose.

      I swiveled to face my Cold Company. Harry cupped his pale hands together, manufactured a polite smile that didn’t reach his eyes, and approached me by one step, speaking delicately. “Darling, I know this must come as a great shock to you, as it indeed does to me. However, one finds one must speak one’s mind.”

      “Must one?” I said, recognizing the tone and bracing myself for the load of horseshit that I was no doubt about to hear. I sent daggers of warning through the Bond that Harry deftly ignored.

      “I regret to inform you, that upon hearing Our Lad’s opinions, I have fallen into complete agreement with him on the matter.”

      “What matter?” I felt my shoulders tighten and my eyes narrow.

      Batten said, “He’s trying to tell you what I told you: butt out and go home.”

      “Harry’s not telling me that,” I shot at Batten over my shoulder. A wave of regret washed through the Bond and I felt my jaw drop. “Harry, are you telling me that?”

      Wes cleared his throat from the hallway. “I told you bo-oth,” he sang with dread. “This is a bad i-de-a.”

      “You need not go home, love,” Harry said soothingly. “But you mustn’t be involved in these endeavors.”

      “Coming here to back up Jerkface and solve the mystery of the missing colonel was my idea,” I said.

      “And it was a dreadful one,” Harry said.

      “You agreed to it.”

      “To my great shame. I should have kept you on a tighter leash,” Harry said, and then heard his words. His molars clacked as his mouth shut.

      “Yikes,” Wes said with a sad whistle. “You are gonna pay for that one.”

      “Better to tell a hard truth than let her run off like a maniac and ruin everything,” Batten said.

      I glared at Kill-Notch. “Why can’t you just be quiet like other corpses?”

      “Such a dreadfully poor choice of words on my part, ducky,” Harry backpedaled quickly. “I apologize. What I meant to say was that my need to please you and acquiesce to your demands blinded me to the risks, and that my heart is weak when it comes to you. I long to give you what you want. But now that I have examined the perils involved, with Our Lad’s help, I cannot bear to see My Own exposed to such things.”

      “So what do you want me to do?” I tilted my head.

      “Let the men handle it,” Batten growled.

      I blinked with disbelief.  “I’m sorry, what just came squealing out of your blurt-hole?”

      Wes jumped in. “No, no, let the immortals handle the immortal stuff. That’s all he meant. In his head. I swear. His mouth got it wrong. Right?”

      I felt my rage bubbling. First Malashock, now this? “You want me to butt out?”

      “Take a vacation, is what they’re saying,” Wes said eagerly, shrugging. “You love your days off! I could go with you. We’ll visit.”

      “Visit Glen Strickland?”

      “No!” Wes said. “Um, we’ll play tourist. Go see Niagara Falls and Clifton Hill. Maybe take in a few winery tours.”

      “Go get your nails done,” Batten added.

      I picked up a magazine from the breakfast bar, not even seeing what it was, not really reading it, flipping pages angrily and pretending interest. “Fine. No work. I can do that. I’ll go lie on the beach and watch the early snow come across the lake, that’ll be relaxing.” I sniffed. “Vacation. Sure.”

      Harry squared off with me. “I can see you’re not taking this seriously. I mean for you to do exactly as I say, DaySitter.”

      “Oh, I heard you,” I said with an astonished laugh, showing him a big, sarcastic thumbs-up. “No worries, pal. I promise to be on my best behavior.”

      “Christ, you’ll have to do better than that,” Batten said.

      Wes warned, “She doesn’t mean a word of it anyways.”

      “Oh, you’ll see! I’ll do nothing for any of you.” I bit the words off crisply. “No-thing. No things. Not any things at all.”

      “Are you sober, dear?” Harry asked, and then answered himself. “Of course you are, you’re just tired. What a corking girl you are, always so full of sass and vigor.”

      “This just shows how little you people know about me. I didn’t want to work with you poopy-heads anyway.” I sniffed. “I had a better offer. From my new BFF, Nyquist. Even eating fruit-garbage directly from Shakespeare’s dumpster, he’s still way cooler than all of you combined.”

      “Oh my,” Harry murmured. “Is he indeed?”

      “Maybe we’ll do outdoorsy stuff,” I said. “Maybe he and I will go cave exploring.”

      “You mean spelunking?” Wes asked. “You spelunk?”

      “I could be a spelunkster,” I said. “You don’t know.”

      “Pretty sure I know,” Wes said. “And you’re not.”

      “I own a headlamp.”

      “Well, consider me corrected,” Wes said with a half-relieved grin. “You’re all set.”

      “The problem is, I’m pretty lazy,” I admitted, flipping to the last page of the magazine and finally turning it over to see it was just a detailed pamphlet for a denture clinic with Mr. Merritt’s name on the address sticker. “I wonder if there’s a pro spelunkster I could hire to do a tandem exploration?”

      “You’re picturing yourself hunting subterranean monsters while you piggyback on some poor cave explorer?” Wes asked. “You better give that guy double hazard pay.”

      More specifically, I was planning on blackmailing the aforementioned Nyquist into agreeing to piggyback me through a cave. “For sure. Now… when piggyback spelunking, who wears the headlamp?”

      Wes said, “An etiquette question maybe Harry could help with.”

      I turned to see my Cold Company’s pale hand on a patting quest across the bar for his cigarette case. He was still eyeing me suspiciously, certain that despite my return to humor, he had not won this argument.

      “The answer to that, of course,” Harry said, “is another question: who is the top, darling? The top has the benefit of the equipment, the bottom tags along for the ride.”

      I swallowed hard, letting out a soft heh heh. “Are we still talking about caves?”

      “Of a sort,” Harry purred, lighting his first menthol cigarette of the evening. “But I of course in no way believe that you’re willing to back off this case just because we asked you nicely.”

      “That was you asking nicely?” I snorted. “Try again.”

      “What are you planning?” Batten asked me.

      “Nothing,” I lied. “I told you. Tourist stuff, like Wes said. Maybe going to a cheese shop.” Through the back door. “Also, maybe hitting the casino.” Hunting a chatty, heckin’-old Nazaire revenant. “And a tavern.” Maybe owned by a smuggler. “And the cave.” With boggles, and Nyquist, who’s probably just as weird as I am.

      Wes pounced. “That’s where the big cop and Bizarro-Marnie thinks they’re storing the smuggled cheese! In a cave! With a maybe-phantasm! Marnie’s still working cases.”

      “Stop picking shit out of my brain, snitchy-dick,” I sputtered. “And Liv Malashock is most certainly not the bizarro version of me.”

      “Uh, no. That chick is exactly what you would be, if you were good at stuff.”

      “I’m good at some things.”

      “Those things,” Harry put in, “are a bit more personal in nature, shall we say?”

      We shared a matching pair of lewd grins. Batten and Wes groaned.

      “But first, a stroll through the cheese shop,” I said. “Mr. Merritt needs a brie.”

      Harry crooked a thrice-pierced brow. “He hadn’t mentioned.”

      “I assumed,” I said defensively. “Since when does someone not need a brie?”

      “You presume to know another man’s cheese needs?” Harry asked. “Good heavens, is there no end to your impertinence?”

      “Guess not,” I said. “But you wanted me to back off and take a vacation. Well, I’ll show you. You want me vacated, I’m vacating to the max.”

      “Splendid,” Harry said with a decisive nod.

      “Like I was never even here,” I went on, gesturing expansively.

      “How perfectly marvelous.”

      I made ghostly mystical fingers and a whoosh sound. “Like I’ve been dead for fifteen yeeeeears.”

      “Shruff and cinders, my pet, it’s not an episode of Scooby Doo.”

      “You take that back. Everything is an episode of Scooby Doo,” I said, thinking of Nyquist as Shaggy. Does that make me Daphne or Velma? I checked the time on my phone. Eight-fifty. Schenk and Malashock would still be staking things out, and by this time of night, the cheese shop was closed. I could pop by the Blind Tiger for a drink, but Longshanks and She-Batten might spot me or the hearse. I doubted I could talk Nyquist into going boggle hunting at night after Malashock told him not to. He might be a sassy Undercover Were-geologist, and he might be cheeky enough to skim discarded fruit from a smuggler’s bin, but I doubt he’d plunge into vampire territory without back-up.

      V-Word, I chided myself. Always when Batten is around.

      Batten’s lessons in shadow-stepping and face-planting were apparently done for the evening, and I wondered where he was staying, but knew better than to ask. I could follow him, but he’d know I was doing so — now that he was undead, part of our house, and familiar with my personal mark, I’d never be able to sneak up on him.

      Wes was staring at me steadily, still blatantly and shamelessly reading my mind like he was flipping through a glossy magazine. I showed him my restless irritation and a half-hearted middle finger. He offered a one-shouldered shrug and turned back to the basement.

      “I do believe I’ll retire to my chambers, if you’ll both excuse me,” Harry said. “I may be expecting a visitor soon and must prepare.”
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      Harry had set up his resting space like Dracula having a garage sale — tables of wrought iron candelabras topped with black candles awaiting the touch of the match, thick velvet bed curtains drawn against the chill of the room, only the filmy gauze drawn back. The lid of his casket was fully open, as if an exhausted Constable Schenk might climb right in, if he'd even fit. Harry himself had, sartorially, gone all out. He’d polished his double monk strap shoes to a high sheen, pinned his off-white silk ascot with his favorite garnet, and taken the lint roller to his chocolate crushed velvet jacket. I groaned loudly.

      Harry twitched a thrice-pierced brow. “Something vexes you, my plum?”

      “This is to help Schenk sleep?”

      “It is.”

      “Schenk is not going to want that. Or this. Or this. Or that,” I said, pointing in turn to everything.

      “Whyever not?”

      “It’s ridiculous! It looks like you’re putting on a high school play.”

      “Thank you very much for your assessment, ducky, but if you would kindly note that, whilst I am in full fig, you are dressed like the hobbledehoy.” He sniffed indignantly.  “So let us ponder for one moment which of us should make the design and fashion decisions, shall we?”

      “Patrick Schenk does not require elaborate design and high fashion, I promise you. The dude is a regular at a greasy spoon diner and drives a Hyundai.” I tried to imagine what the poor guy would think if he walked in this room. One the one hand, his sleep issues would be over; he’d be dead of a heart attack. “If he chooses you over the Gold-Drake & Cross therapist, then we’ll help him sleep in a guest bedroom like, you know, a normal guest, and I’ll be setting the tone. Casual. Sleepy. Longshanks is a jeans and t-shirt guy on his comfort days, I’m sure of it.”

      Harry’s frown deepened. “Longshanks? Goodness, what a horrible moniker to give a man whose friendship you enjoy. I assume he bears no resemblance to King Edward.”

      “Harry, how the hell would I know? You’re missing the point. Think chamomile tea and a wool blanket.”

      “I think I know how to properly entertain a guest.”

      “This is not entertaining, Harry. Think of it as…” I chewed on it for a minute, then brightened. “Your days as a field medic. Remember? The Linseed Lancers, or whatever they were.”

      “Is there any point in correcting you?” Harry asked. “I don’t believe you’re listening.”

      “Right, that. You’re tending a wound, that’s all. Think hospital. Boring therapist's office. This is supposed to be relaxing, remember?”

      Harry pondered this, not unhappily. “Very well, I see the logic in your suggestion.”

      “That was almost too easy.”

      “Anything to please you, my pipistrelle, this you know.”

      “Good, then I want you to tell Batten to fuck off and let us help him,” I said, and when he opened his mouth to retort, I corrected, “Let me help him.”

      “My Own is displeased,” Harry said, strolling around the foot of his bed to come closer to me. “Our Lad does know precisely how to insult and exasperate you, doesn’t he?”

      “Being a sexist ass would piss off pretty much any woman, Harry. I hardly think his words were tailored specifically for me.”

      “It was clumsy of him. An inelegant swipe, but an efficient one. One might think he was doing it on purpose. Funny behavior, considering how much he claims to adore you.”

      I took a long, soothing breath. “What are you saying, Harry? Spit it out.”

      Harry took my shoulders in his pale hands. “In the past, dearheart, Our Lad was ever able to arouse your passions by first driving you to frustration and rage. It’s a strange quirk of your relationship, to be sure, but one that cannot continue. Even if the Cold Cook were still living and available, it’s unhealthy behavior, you must see that.”

      I gave him a knowing stare. “Seriously? You’re going to lecture me about toxic behavior?”

      Harry fluttered dark lashes at me and waited for the accusation that remained unspoken, trapped in my gaze. I let him off the hook with a grand eye-roll — Harry knew precisely what his flaws were, and I knew exactly what sort of creature I was bonded to.

      Man, I reminded myself stubbornly. Not creature. Him not it. Revenant, not vampire. Dammit, Batten.

      “He is ever in your thoughts,” Harry said unhappily, cupping my chin and examining my sad eyes. “Even as he displeases you. Especially when he displeases you. I beg you, my Own, see this for the push it is. Let this be a key step in freeing ourselves of him, once and for all.”

      Easier said than done, I knew.
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      Just after dusk the next evening, Wes and I were bundled in the hearse on our way to Thanksgiving dinner. We had a German chocolate cake in a bow-wrapped box and bellies full of coffee and butterflies as we rolled through the small, suburban part of Virgil and onto the back roads towards my parents' seven-acre greenhouse operation. My brother was finally realizing that a confrontation was coming, and he practically vibrated with tension beside me. I reached over one gloved hand to pat his arm and he nearly jumped out of his skin.

      “It’ll be all right,” I lied.

      He snort-laughed and tried to shift focus off of himself. “If you run around behind Harry and Jerkface’s back, mucking about in this vampire politics stuff, you’re gonna get hosed.”

      I heard the V-word and let it go. “I tried to hang out with my cool new friend, Liv Malashock, but she doesn’t want me around, either.”

      “You mean Liv: the Other Vampire Hunter?”

      “Slipper-humper, your Telepathy is super annoying,” I grumbled. “Does Harry know about Liv?”

      “Harry knows way more than you ever give him credit for, Marnie-Jean.”

      “Well, if it’s a choice between helping Liv and listening to you-know-who, I pick helping Bizarro Marnie.”

      “Why?”

      I zipped through a new roundabout in town and passed familiar vineyards, wineries, and storefronts. “I went through the Pro/Con list. Pro: I’m pretty close to Liv.”

      “You’re closer to Jerkface.”

      “And she’s a famous hunter.”

      “But Jerkface…”

      “She’s a total bad-ass.”

      “Still Jerkface.”

      “Cons: she’s humorless.”

      Wes stared over at me in the dim flicker of the passing street lights. “So is Jerkface.”

      “She cares more about staking revenants than she cares about my feelings.”

      “Also Jerkface.”

      “And when she does tolerate me, she acts like she’s doing me a favor. I’m training a whole new friend to put up with my shenanigans. Have I ever been this frustrated and exhausted?”

      Wes exploded, waving his hands. “Batten! Batten! Batten!”

      “Names, Wes!” I barked.

      “The point is,” he argued, “you’ve been through all of this before, and where did it get you?”

      “Really, really well-laid, for one thing. But also annoyed and sad and –”

      He sighed. “Just stay home and eat tacos. When was the last time you ended up bruised, bloody, and brokenhearted after an evening eating tacos?”

      “It’s true, Tuesday nights involve a lot fewer tears,” I agreed, “until I fall off the couch and drop my taco.”

      Wes considered this. “You cried more about that taco than you did at Batten’s funeral.”

      “It had extra cheese, and that special carne asada I like,” I said defensively. That made me think about the cheese shop. “You are wise beyond your years, Batface. Maybe I should back off and let the men handle this one.”

      “Whoa, hey, chill. I said nothing about men,” Wes said warily, giving me side-eye. “Not specifically. They just happen to be dudes.”

      “If this is about my perceived incompetence — which I can punch you about later — then why don’t you guys try to work with Malashock instead?”

      “A trio of dead guys working with a vampire hunter?” Wes boggled. “That’s your suggestion? Find us a woman who doesn’t want to kill us, maybe we’ll work with her.”

      I turned into my mother’s driveway, pulled in behind Carrie’s boxy old Volvo, and shut off the car. “Ready?”

      “God, no,” he whispered.

      I softened a little. “I’m here, Wes.”

      “Can I just wait in the car until you tell her?”

      “Fuck, no!” I yelped. “Are you nuts?”

      “All right, all right,” he stage-whispered, wrestling the corner off the chocolate cake box. He took a big finger-swipe of icing off the bottom edge and popped it in his mouth to fortify himself. Closing his good eye, he savored, then nodded once decisively. “Okay. I’ve got this.”

      “What‘s the worst that could happen?” I said, trying to find the positive.

      “She's taken up stake-making in her spare time and nails me as soon as we open the door.”

      I snort-laughed. “I think that might be a leeeeeeeetle bit over the top, dude.”

      “She could start treating me like she treats you,” he grumbled.

      “Okay, that would be bad.” I grimaced and pulled my knit cap down tightly around my ears to disguise my still-minimal hair. One weird surprise for my mother at a time. Undead son, then we can broach bald daughter. He’d changed into a plain black eye patch, but even that was going to upset my mother just as much as the UnDeath. Tightening my gloves on my hands, I swung out of the car. My green Keds crunched cold, wet gravel.

      My parents’ house was a long bungalow done in a basic tan brick, with brown shutters and a big bay window facing the street. Behind the house, row upon row of greenhouses were lit up with grow lights, fostering tender poinsettias for the coming Christmas season. The hedges in the front were trimmed to precisely the size my mother preferred — unobtrusive. The front pathway was the same brick as the house, well-sanded to prevent weeds from growing between them. The door was painted a glossy piano black, which was new. Nothing else about the place had changed since the 1970s. For a moment, I felt like I was ten years old, until I glanced over at my brother and his eye patch and scars. The bat-shifting was still helping to repair his scarred left side, little by little, but there was plenty of room for healing.

      The front door opened, and square in the middle, backlit by the hall light, was my mother. Again, I felt like a ten-year-old, one that was sure to be in trouble for staying out past curfew.  She was a tiny powerhouse, wiry with a farmer’s strength, her blue eyes hard, her platinum hair tied back in a severe knot.

      I wasn’t sure what I should say first, but I needn’t have worried. Wes solved that by blurting, “So, I’m a vampire now. Let’s hear it.”

      I wilted. Fuckanut. “Nothing like easing into it, kid.”

      At first, she didn’t seem to hear him. Her blue eyes shifted from my forehead, where she seemed to sense the baldness hidden under my hat, to Wes’s puckered upper lip. “Come in out of the wind, you’ll catch your death.”

      I pinched back what surely would have come out as a coarse blurt of laughter.

      “You,” Wes whispered, “uh, you have to invite me in, mom. I’m not kidding.”

      Mom’s eyes cut back to me and narrowed sharply. “You,” she barely whispered. It was more like a hiss, even without any consonants. Mom had a lot of practice using that tone with me.

      “Nope!” I denied, holding my gloved hands up in surrender. “This is not on me.”

      “This is your fault,” she insisted tightly.

      “It’s not!”

      Wesley stepped between us and set his shoulders. “Mother, shut up,” he clipped angrily. “For once in your life, just shut up and listen to me.”

      I felt my jaw drop. Wesley had never spoken to Mom like that, not in front of me, anyhow, and I was sure if I peeked around his shoulder, I’d see the same shock on her face that was currently riding through my chest.

      “I did this,” Wesley said. “Me. I did it on purpose. It was no accident. Marnie had nothing to do with it, neither did Harry. No — ” He cut her off when a retort half-formed in her throat. “I was not in any way inspired to do this by her lifestyle, so don’t try going down that road, either. There’s only one person to blame for this, and it’s me. If you can’t accept that, then Marnie and I will just go spend Thanksgiving dinner with Harry. But I swear, if you turn us away tonight, you can bet your ass I am never coming back home.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Carrie bellowed playfully from the hallway behind Mom, causing her to grimace. “Can we all just drop the horseshit and focus on what’s most important, here? I don’t care who’s dead. I don’t care who’s undead. I don’t care who’s had a bad haircut and is trying to hide it under an ugly hat.” She slapped her hand in her palm to accent each word. “Carrie. Wants. Turkey!”

      “Yeah, I can’t afford to miss another excuse to be a glutton,” I agreed, smiling at my sister with relief. “I already missed Labor Day, the Balls Falls Craft Show, and Sporkfest.”

      Carrie moved to stand beside Mom now, barefoot and wearing a familiar, faded yellow leisure suit with a brown stripe down the leg, a terrycloth monstrosity that had been in Dad’s closet since before any of the Baranuik children had been born, and yet somehow had not precluded our conception. It had been ugly in the seventies, and it was ugly now, but somehow my sister pulled it off. “You mean Spookfest?”

      “No,” I said. “They misprinted the brochures on the first year, so it stuck. Sporkfest is the biggest paranormal convention in the States.”

      “But you did make it to Dorkfest, right?” she asked.

      “There is no Dorkfest.”

      “Marnie is Dorkfest,” Wes said to her through the side of his mouth.

      I elbowed him and Carrie grinned.

      “Hey, is that German chocolate cake?” Carrie asked, shoving past Mom to reach for it. Wes relinquished the box, an offering; my baby brother’s one good eye was brightly fixed on Carrie with hopeful adoration.

      “Look, Mom, what’s done is done,” I suggested quietly. “It can’t be undone. Wesley made a foolish choice. I get it, it’s an ugly shock. Freaking out is normal. I freaked out when I saw him.” I half-smiled at the memory of him and his wilted violet eyes. “I don’t agree with his choices, either, but I wasn’t there to counsel him when he made that call. None of us were. All we can do now is support him and move forward.”

      “All we can do now is eat our fucking feelings like Baranuiks do,” Carrie hollered, leaving us to run off with her cake box. “Come on, people, snap out of it. The potatoes are finished boiling. They’re going to get waterlogged.”

      “Invite him in, Mom,” I said, “or I guess we’ll go.”

      “You can’t go,” Mom said tightly. “Your sister wants you here.”

      “At least someone does.” I glanced at Wes. He smiled wanly. This was going about as well as I'd expected, but his high hopes for a loving reunion had been dashed, and it showed in his face.

      My mother’s cool gaze wanted to turn into an eye-roll but she controlled it. “Tell me how to invite him. I have potatoes to mash and gravy to whisk.”

      “Who’s on the mortgage? You, or Dad, or both?”

      Her lizard-like glare said “both” loudly enough that Carrie could probably read it through the back of Mom's head.

      “Okay, so you can say, ‘Wesley Wasp Alexander Baranuik Strickland, you are welcome in my home,’ and then we’ll come in.” I gave Wes the stink-eye to make sure he didn’t blurt out anything else. Mom didn’t need to hear about smugglers or boggles or phantasms or Kill-Notch or dude-witchery. Next time we had something big to tell her, we’d role-play the reveal ahead of time. Or he could send an email like a reasonable person.

      Mom followed my instructions without my having to repeat myself, which was good, because my tongue was already twisted. She urged me to take off my hat and I declined, telling her it was a fashion statement, giving her the opportunity to sigh one of her overburdened mom-sighs.

      “You didn’t bring him, did you?” she asked, meaning Harry.

      “I thought one immortal at the table would be more than enough,” I said. She didn’t hear the humor and nodded to agree with the sentiment. I sighed. “Where's Dad, anyway? He’s not having dinner with us?”

      Carrie cleared her throat while taking Wes’s jacket and gave me the not-safe-small-talk rapid head shake, so I immediately said, “Early snow this year, eh? Saw ice on a puddle down at the lake. Frost warnings on the radio. Might be good for this year’s ice wine, right?”

      My mother’s face softened gratefully — weather and farm reports, she could handle. Her undead son and her husband were off-limits for now, and she moved efficiently into a lecture I didn’t need regarding climate change and shifting seasons and how dreadful the storms were going to be this winter. Carrie and I spoke silently with our eyes behind her back, throwing pointed looks at Dad’s den, where his hospital bed had once been set up. It had been replaced with the old furniture from the rec room. Had he moved back up to the bedroom? Was he doing that much better? Had he moved out? Had mom kicked him out? That seemed unlikely.

      Tight small talk continued as gravy whisking and the clatter of potato mashing filled my mother’s small kitchen. The wallpaper was older than I was, a faded harvest wheat and grapes pattern in taupe, yellow, and orange. A long shelf in front of the big kitchen window held clay flower pots painted by me and my siblings, plaster and clay doodads made in pottery classes at school throughout the years. One of them was a frog. I didn’t remember it being there, and couldn’t guess which of my siblings had made it.

      “Mom, is there anything I can do to make you okay with this?” Wes asked.

      “Family harmony is important to me.” Mom moved about the table laying out covered dishes on potholders and trivets. “I don’t prefer to lose yet another child to the darkness.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Your insults are getting less subtle as you age, Mother.”

      “In the spirit of reconciliation,” Mom continued, “I suppose if your sisters recommend that I forgive you, Wesley Alexander, then I will forgive you.”

      I perked up. Was she leaving a door open? If not for me, then at least for him? “Great! Ask them. Carrie, you’re fine with all this, right?” I nodded vigorously at her to encourage her, and she grinned teasingly and shook her head.

      “Nope,” Carrie said, fetching the plates.

      I suggested, “Wes can do you a favor.”

      “Wes can do me a lot of favors,” she agreed.

      “Hey, hold on,” Wes said. “Maybe Wes doesn’t wanna do a lot of favors.”

      My mother slid her half-glasses back on her nose. Annoyingly, she looked over them like Harry often did when he was waiting for an answer to some incomprehensibly worded question.

      “He will,” I promised on my baby brother’s behalf. “He’ll get all of the Baranuik sisters on board. And Grandpa Matts, and Dad, too. That’s fine.”

      Wes yipped like I’d stuck him with a pin. “It is?”

      “Of course it is. Everybody loves you. For starters, I’m your sister and I totally forgive you. See, one down! Wait… do I forgive you?” I thought about how much of a pain in the ass he was; he read my mind and growled playfully. “Yeah, I guess I do. If!” I held up one finger in the air.

      Wes prodded, “If?”

      “If you leave my bunny slippers alone.” I gave him a long, knowing look full of eww and ick.

      Wes cried out, “I’ve been trying to! Life ain’t easy as a bat.”

      My mother slapped the cutlery down to interrupt. “Your sister Margot can’t be here tonight, but she’s in Stony Creek. You can go see her before dinner. She needs a visitor; she hasn’t been well.”

      I frowned. “I thought Margot was still in Paris pursuing her dream of being an artiste?”

      Carrie gave me a rapid headshake warning again, setting the dishes down on the table, and I shifted gears quickly. “Is there time? I thought the potatoes were ready for mashing?”

      “I’m making twice-baked,” Mom said. “Carrie, add the cheeses. Wesley, you’ve got an hour. On your way, you can stop by Claire’s house. Bring her this bowl of cucumber salad.” She pulled a lidded, yellow Tupperware bowl out of the fridge. “Ask for her forgiveness.”

      Carrie gave me a don’t-leave-me face, so I reluctantly slid Wes the keys to the hearse. “You remember how to drive, right?”

      Wes sucked his teeth at me in admonishment. “Back soon.”
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      Wesley took his sweet time, so dinner was just me, Carrie, and Mom eating in the type of tense silence that could break a person. The only sounds were cutlery and chewing. It didn’t take me long to realize that Mom had planned two Thanksgiving dinners — one for me, the Black Sheep of the family, her most wayward child, and a second to follow for the daughters she approved of. Tomorrow, they’d have the warm family dinner that she’d enjoy. Tonight, she would tolerate her company. Barely.

      Carrie, bless her, had chosen to come tonight, probably hoping I would assume this was the one-and-only Thanksgiving dinner, that everyone else was just busy. She had always been the peacekeeper, in her own clumsy way. When I grabbed the butter from the fridge, a second turkey thawing on the bottom shelf confirmed my suspicions. I checked the walk-in pantry under the pretense of fetching more salt for the shaker, and found an apple pie. Cheese plate dessert, my ass. Mom was saving the sugar for the sweet girls, a reward for good behavior. Fuck it. I sat back down and ate extra helpings of everything. When we finished, Mom excused herself. In her absence, the kitchen seemed to warm ten degrees.

      Carrie smiled sympathetically, glanced at the hall to make sure Mom wasn’t eavesdropping, and then poured herself another chocolate martini. She sipped and checked her watch. “Should we be worried that Wes ate Margot? Not that Margot is any big loss…”

      “He wouldn't eat her, just suck her to death,” I said, not disagreeing with her at all. Mom stomped around upstairs, putting laundry away while the dishes soaked.

      I stopped staring at the window when the hearse's headlights slashed the dark. I grabbed my coat and threw it over my arm, and Carrie and I went out to the front yard to meet him. There was a branch sticking out of the grille that I flapped a hand at. Wes didn’t answer my flapping, so I made a guttural noise. My brother, looking harried, raised his palm to stop me from speaking.

      “Please,” he said. “I’m recovering. We can deal with the dent in a minute.”

      “You’re late,” Carrie said, swirling her martini and looking amused at the dent in the hearse. “We didn’t save you anything.”

      “We did so,” I scolded.

      “Well, everything is cold,” she said.

      “So is he. And he doesn't need to eat, anyway.” I poked at his midsection, which was still softer than it had been when he was alive, due to his clandestine cheeseburger and pizza snarfing.

      “Cold turkey is the least of my problems.”

      Uh oh. “How did your visit with Margot go?” I asked.

      “Margot didn’t need a companion, she is a companion,” Wes said, flopping on the steps with a huff. Carrie and I stood over him, Carrie sipping her martini, me wishing I’d made a coffee. “She babysits this old lady neighbor. But since Margot has the flu, I had to visit Mrs. Rayelle.”

      I pictured Wesley at dusk, a young immortal, sitting beside a little old lady, playing Scrabble or helping her with a puzzle. I felt my lips twitch but refused to smile at his distress. “And?”

      “I just spent an hour with a lap full of Maine Coons, listening to her attempt to play Yellow Submarine on a hammered dulcimer.” Wes sneezed violently.

      “Huh,” Carrie observed. “Dead guys can get allergies?”

      “No,” Wes groaned. “I have cat hair up my nose.”

      “Did she know you were, uh, you know?” Carrie gestured with her martini glass, careful not to spill any.

      “She’s hard of hearing. Once we got through the task of having her formally invite me in, I told her I was a revenant and she thought I said Protestant, and it just got awkward trying to correct her.”

      Carrie and I exchanged the kind of restrained, chewed-back smiles that we always did in church as kids when a certain hymn’s lyrics sounded like an ode to farts. “Did Margot forgive you?” I said through a smothered laugh.

      “Forgive me? She didn’t give half a shit to begin with.”

      “So you babysat for nothing?” Carrie asked. Her grin blossomed fully with delight. She sipped and let out a long, contented sigh. “That’s hilarious. I’m so happy right now. I can’t even tell you how happy.”

      “What about Claire?” I asked, elbowing my sister to get herself under control.

      Wes whimpered. “Claire wanted a workout buddy.”

      “Well, that’s not so bad,” I said. “You’re a revenant. I’ve seen you do parkour against the boathouse, launch off, and back-flip into the woods. I’ve seen you practically tear the door off my Buick. Surely, you could keep up with Claire of all people. She’s fast over a short distance, but she’s got terrible knees.”

      Wesley pouted, and it reminded me of Harry’s little moue. “We did something called burpees, then ran up and down the hill behind Taco Bliss. She wouldn’t even let me stop for a chalupa.”

      “Oh, honey,” I cooed sympathetically. “Other than that, did it go okay?”

      “I had to put up with her face.”

      “Ugh,” I commiserated. Claire’s face was the worst.

      “But she forgave me. I don’t think she gave the other half of Margot's shit, but she really enjoyed torturing me.” Wes nailed us both in turn with an accusing glare. “Why are all the Baranuik women so mean?”

      I made a noncommittal noise but gave all kinds of side-eye to the house, where Mom was making a lot of noise inside; if I knew her, she was probably re-cleaning things that were already spotless.

      Wes squinted at me. “You’re a biologist. Can you catch cold sores if you stare at one too long?”

      “How long did you stare?”

      “The whole time. I couldn’t look away.”

      “Yeah, you’re going to get eye herpes.”

      “What?”

      “Just kidding. You’re undead, you can’t catch the viruses of the living anymore. Also, you can’t catch anything from staring too long, ‘cept maybe a swift kick to the yams. That’ll hurt whether you’re dead or not.” I smirked. “I mean, I’m guessing. But in the name of scientific research, I could nail you in the junk to see what happens.”

      My sister went to sit in an old white Muskoka chair, swinging her feet up on the stool and opening a copy of Cosmopolitan. She took out rimless glasses I’d never seen her wear before and put them on. Despite her smooth, bright skin, she was beginning to show her age in expression lines around her eyes and forehead, but so was I. At least she was leaning into it with grace, not something I could claim. She put her martini glass on the table beside her and took a chocolate bar out of her pocket, laying it in her lap. I checked the pockets of my coat in case I, too, had a chocolate bar, but nothing magically appeared. I considered putting my parka on, feeling a nip in the October evening air. Carrie, as per her norm, seemed impervious to the chill. Or maybe the cold was afraid of her outfit.

      “It’s my turn for Wes to suck up to.” She flipped a page without looking up. “You’ll find your task in my room, kid. Shoo.”

      Wes growled, but went back into the house.

      Carrie asked me, “Why are you still here, Marnie-Jean?”

      “I'm not about to abandon Wes with you assholes.” I grimaced and sat in the chair next to her. “Besides, you always make me feel welcome.”

      “You and I both know you didn’t come home for this.” She waved her hand at the bullshit inside the house. “Why are you really in Niagara? Let me guess. Hoity-Toity Dead Guy and Rock Hard FBI Jerk trying to make you inspect goopy dead bodies and wrestle monsters?”

      “Oh, it’s worse than that,” I lamented. “You have no idea.”

      Carrie lowered her copy of Cosmo and raised her eyebrows at the same pace. Her dramatic, jet-black lash extensions fluttered. “Trouble in Crypto-Paradise?”

      “Rock Hard said…” I took a deep, calming breath, but it still came out seething hot, each word crisply enunciated and propelled by barely contained fury. “Butt out and let the men handle it.”

      Carrie’s jaw lowered slowly into a carefully measured gape. The motion caused her glasses to slide down her nose. Her blue eyes bored into mine. “Fuck a whole bucket of that.”

      “A crate.” I leaned forward and she leaned forward, too. “A vat! Fuck a vat of it.”

      Carrie rocked back into her seat unhappily. “What are you going to do?”

      “Oh, moi? Little old me? What am I gonna do? Why, the only things I’m capable of. I’m going to do dainty, delicate things, like flounce about in lace and silks. Play with my dollies. Drink sangria and diddle my clit. But gentle-like, so I don’t break a fucking fingernail.”

      “Dude,” she sympathized. “But what are you really gonna do?”

      “Oh, I am gonna drink sangria and diddle my clit. It’s Wednesday. Wednesday is wine-n’-writhe day.”

      “I know,” Carrie said, “but what are you doing after that?”

      I glared up at the dark October sky like it was the offending parties. “Everything.”

      Satisfied with my answer and the raw determination that was surely carved on my face, Carrie adjusted her glasses and picked up her magazine again. Another astonished laugh bubbled up again. “Let the men handle it. Wow.”

      “You know I have to beat them now, right?”

      Carrie raised a finger in the air forcefully, like she was poking the glass ceiling. “Whilst making it look effortless!” She enunciated sharply, whilst! “You must. No choice. How dare they?”

      “How dare they?” I agreed.

      “I share your outrage.” She slapped her midsection. “My left ovary shares your outrage!”

      I cocked my head. “Just the left one?”

      “Meh. The right one’s ambivalent. Baranuiks are pretty lazy at our core.”

      “Word.”

      “So, what are your thoughts on the case so far?”

      “Which one? There might be a few cases. Or there might be one big one. Too early to tell.”

      “Is a big one worse than many little ones?”

      I didn’t know the answer to that, so I made a flurf noise. When she waved her hand in circular hurry-the-fuck-up-and-spill-it flap, I said, “See, there’s this one guy. I can’t use his name.”

      “Mr. Big.” She tapped her chocolate bar with a perfectly manicured fingernail.

      I sat up. “I wouldn’t call him Mr. Big.”

      “Look, I’m three choco-tinis deep and I’m not following.”

      “Not Mr. Big. Let’s call him Kit Kat Chunky.”

      “Sure. What’s Mr. Chunky up to?”

      “Vampire shenanigans of the slippery variety.”

      “You must be upset,” she said. “You used the V-word. You told me never to do that.”

      “But it’s entirely possible that Mr. Chunky didn’t do super-slippery shenanigans, or worse yet, that he can’t undo the shenanigans, and that’s my worry. We’re chasing him around looking for something we can’t find, and someone risked everything for nothing.”

      “If Mr. Chunky didn’t do or can’t undo the shenanigans, why would he claim to?”

      “Because it keeps everyone in line. Fear leads to power. Power leads to control, money, blood, respect.”

      “Like how I make people think I’m mean so they don’t fuck with me.” She nodded, licking the tip of her finger and using it to flip another magazine page. “Really cuts down on the work I have to do. My ex-boyfriend Sam is coming over tomorrow to rake my lawn.”

      “Euphemism?”

      “Not this time.” She thought about it, seeming to reconsider, then let it go.

      “There’s only one problem. I’m not sure how I’m gonna get close enough to Chunkmeister to test my theory.”

      Carrie lowered her glasses, and I was staring into a pair of eyes the exact same shade of blue as my own. Hers were prettier, due to expensive cosmetics, the best age-defying lotions, make-up skills, and the type of dramatic pauses taught on stage. When she finally diagnosed the problem, she laid it out for me. “You’re as dim as a bag of crickets.”

      “Oh.” I snorted. “And I suppose you’ve got it alllll figured out.”

      “What’s a revenant’s weakness?”

      “Sunlight. Stakes. A nice, thorough beheading.”

      Carrie smacked me on the forehead with her Cosmo. “No, dipshit, that's their enemy. What do they crave?”

      “Blood. Using the bodies of the living.”

      Carrie grunted. “Power.”

      “Power,” I agreed. “Security. Submission.”

      “You’re forgetting a biggie.”

      I thought of the things Harry craved. Comfort. Devotion. Heat. “Sex.”

      Carrie tapped a fingernail against her martini glass, making it chime softly. “There ya go.”

      “Where I go?”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, Marnie. You have a pussy. Use it.”

      I bolted upright in the chair. “I can’t just solve problems with magic vagina. That doesn’t work.”

      “Magic vagina solves all problems.”

      “If it did, I would never have problems!”

      She pouted sympathetically. “Clearly, you’re terrible at vagina-ing.”

      I exploded with laughter and threw my coat at her. She caught the end of it, gave a sharp tug, and whisked it away from me.

      “What do you want me to do? Distract Ghazaros Merzyan with the power of boinking? Root out Aston Sarokhanian, fling my legs open, and toss him some hot, wet bahookie?”

      Carrie looked at me as though I’d missed the last exit.

      Wesley shouted from her bedroom window, “Don’t do that!”

      “You give bad advice, Carrie.” I thought about it. “I can’t.” I thought about it some more. What would Harry say? What would Batten say? I winced. “Way too dangerous. Besides, I’d have to shave again. And also, ew, I don’t wanna.”

      “Don’t you, Marnie?” She smirked. “Don’t you, though?”

      Somewhere, deep in the undercurrent of the Bond, I thought I could hear Asmodeus whisper, Make with the humpity-humpity, toots. I could feel my throat constrict. Much closer, I could definitely hear Wes trying not to retch.

      “No!” I went flurf again in frustration. “I’m not even going to humor you by considering that.”

      “Because you know I’m right.”

      “You’ve never been more wrong,” I informed her seriously.

      “Wham, bam, use that clam.”

      I rolled my head against the back of the chair so I could face her. “I love you, you giant pervert.”

      Wesley shouted again, “What about me? Where’s my sugar?”

      “Are you done with my laundry?” Carried called out. “You get sugar after you’re done washing my delicates.”

      “You made him wash your Underoos?” I asked.

      “Just the Wonder Woman ones. Gotta remind the kid who he’s dealing with, here.”

      “Holy hell, you’re such a Baranuik.”

      “You take that back.” She watched me stand up. “Where are you going? Gonna go vag it up like a pro?”

      “Carrie, there are two undead jerks who think I’m not good at my job. What message would it send if I succeeded at my job by using my lady bits and not my very clever brain?”

      “Your very clever brain led you to seek my counsel — smart! — where we came to the conclusion — smart! — using our clever brains, that male vampires are weak for lady bits, so personally, I believe that counts that as a brain-win.”

      “Your logic isn’t entirely off,” I allowed, “but still. I think I’ll go the non-crotch route to start with and use the private parts as plan B.”

      “Don’t you mean…” She lowered her glasses and peered over them mischievously. “Plan V?”

      I threw my coat at her again, because she deserved it. She slapped it out of the air and it landed in the damp grass. “May I remind you that you’re actually the worst?”

      “You’re my big sister,” she said. “I expect nothing but the truth from you.”

      I rubbed my forehead hard where it was beginning to throb. “Oh boy, are you in for some disappointment.” I raised my voice out of habit, forgetting I was projecting my voice at a creature who could hear a pin drop half a mile down the road. “Let’s go Wesley, wrap it up!”

      Carrie reached down, grabbed my coat, and chucked it at me. “You still haven’t showed me those dick pics from that fucking hot-ass snarly FBI dude. Break ‘em out, man.” Her grin grew. “Throw me a bone. Get it?”

      “I told you,” I said with a sigh, “I never took any. He never sent any.”

      “Wesley, is she lying?” Carrie called.

      Wesley strolled out the front door, closing it securely behind him. “If I ever say a word about Wannabe White Blade, I get The Look, so…”

      Carrie expelled a sharp, delighted ha! and hid the rest of her amusement behind her glossy magazine, but the wheezing sound of her stifled mirth was not at all covered. “All finished with my laundry, baby brother?”

      “Dark load is in the dryer,” he reported. “Everything else is folded on your bed.”

      “Splendid. Pleasure doing business with you. You have my official blessing!” She smiled up at him. “Please piss Mom off again so she plays this pointless, emotionally-manipulative game a second time. It totally works for me.”

      Wesley stuck his tongue out at her playfully then leaned over her chair. “Give me my sugar now.”

      She kissed his cheek and patted the scarred bit. Her thumb traced a deep welt across the side of his nose and she lowered her voice. “I’m not going to ask. Just… Please be more careful. I love you.”

      Wesley scrunched his nose. “Gross. Shut up.”

      “You shut up.” Carrie pointed at the hearse. “And get my sister out of here, she’s creepy and weird and talks about undead penis too much.”

      I gaped. “But I didn’t even — ugh.”

      My sister stood and gave me that smile she always did, the one full of determination and mischief, that said she was going to hug me now whether I liked it or not. Most of the Baranuiks were not touchy-feely people. Carrie was, but respected that with everyone but me. I sighed, my shoulders falling.

      “Fine. Do it. Get it over with quickly.” I stiffened and tolerated her bear hug, and we both ended with a chuckle. “Weirdo.”

      “Sure, the huggy theater girl is weird, according to the bald psychic who lives with vampires.”

      “Revenants.”

      “And fucks hot, angry FBI guys all day.”

      “One! One FBI guy. And not all day, it's usually over in, like, sixteen minutes.”

      “And comes home only to chase monsters and eat all my cake.”

      “I have no regrets about that fucking cake.”

      “I know you don’t, you carb-whore.” She aimed a finger at me. “Dad’s not the only addict in this family, Marnie-Jean.”

      I blinked with surprise and then hid my blush of surprise with a wave good-bye and turned quickly away to join Wes at the lightly scuffed hearse. “Good night, Care.”

      “Bye!” she called after us. Then, louder, “Remember, if you’re gonna be a fang-ho, be a good one!”

      I got in the driver’s seat and buckled up. “I said not a word about penis. At all.”

      Wes slid me a telepath-hears-everything look that said he knew I hadn’t. Aloud, however, he teased, “Methinks the lady doth protest too much.”

      “One of these days,” I protested, leaving it hanging but shaking one fist in the air. “I oughta…”

      “Don’t worry,” Wes said lightly as we pulled out of the driveway. “I dumped a half bottle of bleach in with her dark wash. See how much she likes Mom’s game-playing after she discovers that every pair of jeans she owns is spotted like a blue palomino.”

      I felt a slow grin spread across my lips and glanced over to see a matching one growing across my baby brother’s face. We threw our heads back and performed loud, dramatic super-villain laughs, upping our volume and depth to out-do one another. By the time we hit the main strip, we were hoarse, happy, and Wes had just about nailed a Vincent-Price-at-the-End-of-Thriller laugh. For a moment, it almost made me forget the real monsters. But not the dent in the fender.

      “So, what the shit happened to the hearse, slipper-humper?”

      Wes shot me an inscrutable look.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “I saw Dad. He was driving with Grampa Matts. I got so distracted seeing them that I veered off the road and glanced off someone’s mailbox and through a bush. And then…”

      I read the look on his face. “Dammit, Wes, if something’s wrong, you’re just telling me this now? Spit it out.”

      He wriggled his nose like a bunny. “I think it would be better to find them.”

      “Gonna sniff the city, Lassie?”

      Wes wilted. “Well, not like a puppy.”

      “More like a Roomba with nostrils?”

      I could almost see the mad inventor lightbulb go on behind his eyes, but he shuffled whatever contraption he had in mind to the side for the moment. “I think I know where he is.”

      He looked up through his lashes uncertainly. The vulnerability in his eyes made me feel ferociously protective. Wes’s eyes went softly over to wilted violet. “Down, Marnie-Jean.” He and I exchanged glances full of that brand of dread and inevitability felt often by the children of long-term alcoholics.

      “He’s sober,” Wes said, “and he’s safe, he’s just taken the lead on something. For Mom.”

      “Okay, Mr. Enigmatic, keep your secrets for now,” I said, slowing for a stop sign. “Just tell me which direction to turn before I lose patience and call Harry.”

      “He won’t answer,” Wes said, and began dicking around with the stereo to distract me.  He pushed a half-ejected tape into the cassette deck. The Tea Party started playing “The River.”

      “Hey, wait a second,” I said. “I think this is my tape. Harry stole my tapes!” I had a short list of suspects, and didn't think Mr. Merritt was much for rocking out as he trundled around, running errands.

      Wes craned over into the back seat and brought forth a faux-leather box full of old cassettes. My old cassettes. Wes plucked one out. “Party Mix 4? Since when did you have one party, never mind four?”

      “You don’t know,” I cried, pulling into a roundabout. “I could have partied. Where am I heading?”

      “North. The fire lanes off Lakeshore Road.”

      My mind went immediately to the old church there, where Grandma Vi was buried, and I hoped I was wrong. I didn’t dare glance over at Wes. I mouthed the words to the music under my breath to stay distracted, but as I got closer, and Wes’s directions changed subtly, I tensed further. Wes changed the tape to one of my so-called party mixes — though he was totally right, I had never partied in my life, other than one ill-considered, booze-soaked, hotel room, sea shanty session with Declan — and Jimi Hendrix came on. It was oddly soothing to hear “Voodoo Child.” I took a back road, careful of the deep ditches on either side that were nearly invisible in a soupy fog as we neared the lake end of the city.

      When we hit Lakeshore, I could see the spire of the chapel through the low evening mist, and I could feel the distinct hum of my Cold Company out there somewhere in the dark, our Bond sparking to life, drawing me closer. Harry would have felt me a long time before I felt him, and there was no resistance from him.

      Wes’s throat clicked as he swallowed hard. “Oh, it’s awkward, it’s awkward.” He flapped a pale hand at me. “Don’t turn in at the church just pull over and park here. We can’t interrupt them.”

      “What the fuck, Wes?”

      Shadows moved through the cemetery, passing stones and trees that were mere suggestions in the gloom. The longer I stared, the more I could recognize things, and the elegant sway of a man in a proper cape gave Harry away. I knew the spot they were heading toward, Harry and the shadow of my father.

      “He’s steady,” I said of Dad, without knowing I was going to.

      “He’s chosen to die sober with his mind clear, Marnie-Jean,” Wes whispered, and the words hooked under the sorest part of my heart to hang a heavy weight that could only serve to drag me down with it. I decided Wes was wrong.

      That’s clever, Marnie. Doubt a telepath. Doubt your immortal brother, who is reading his own father’s mind. I slid my cell phone out of my jacket pocket and thumbed a text to de Cabrera.

      Positivity failing. SOS!

      He didn’t answer, so I figured he was either working or asleep early. That was okay. There had to be a good reason my father would ask Harry to come out to the graveyard that held the long-dead remains of Grandma Vi. Harry normally avoided this place like it was the flaming gates of hell. He didn’t want to risk drawing Vi’s spirit back to this realm, to disturb her rest with the call of Kinship of the Departed.

      There was a third shadow, one I didn’t recognize at first, even after he came closer to the first two and the fog cleared from his face. It had been years since I’d seen Grampa Matts in person. I wondered how long it had been since Harry himself had seen my grandfather, the man whose wife he’d taken away when she was newly pregnant, carrying my mother in her belly.

      “I can’t just sit here,” I said.

      “Give them some time. They’re fine.”

      “Harry needs me,” I said. “They’re going to gang up on him.”

      Wes hooted a laugh. “Marnie, honestly? He’s four hundred some-odd years old. I think he can handle himself, even with those two.”

      “Why are they doing this?” My heart ached. This would cause nothing but pain for everyone. The man who lost his wife. The man who felt shame for taking the woman he loved. The man who was thrown aside. No one was going to get the satisfaction or resolution they wanted.

      Wes shook his head, but his eyes had gone entirely over to pale violet, and he avoided looking at me. A wash of sadness rolled through the car from his direction. “Marnie, this is their idea, not mine. If it were me, I’d avoid this until the end of time.”

      The Bond was making me jumpy, my core tightened and shivered. Would my father or grandfather try to hurt Harry? To punish him? I needed answers. I slipped my gloves off, but Wes anticipated my move and shrank away from my touch.

      “Fine. I’ll do things my way.” Head on. I threw myself out of the car, ignoring Wesley’s frantic whisper that I should stop. Stay out of it. That’s all I hear lately. It wore me out.

      My Keds crunched the soft shoulder. I waited while two cars careened by at double the posted speed limit on the poorly lit road. Further up, there was a sharp turn and a deep ditch that collected inattentive motorists on a regular basis. Despite the signage, no one ever learned.

      I stepped over some unidentifiable, long-flattened roadkill; the cold, eerie crimp between my shoulder blades returning. I clenched to relieve it, shaking it off, setting my focus on the shadows in the fog as they became clearer. I had nearly breached the oldest ring of trees at the edge of the cemetery when Wesley’s hand landed on my wrist. He hauled me behind a wide oak and scowled to keep me quiet.

      I Felt Harry’s unhappy focus fall on me, but he accepted it resignedly. I heard my father’s raised voice, but the words were unclear. Not slurred by the varnish of booze, but running together with the passion of decades’ worth of anger. The wind shifted, stirring the fog with lazy fingers. My father’s voice sharpened. Accusations. Unfulfilled longing. Illness, which he ascribed to hopes being dashed. Harry’s head hung and he was silent, absorbing my father’s rage. My grandfather stood silent, too, but he was seething with just as much fury. When it was his turn, he pointed at the stone beneath which his beloved wife’s bones lay, finger shaking, as though this said everything he needed to say.

      “You took her,” Matts said. “She wasn’t yours, but you took her.”

      She wasn’t anyone’s, I thought at my brother. She belonged to herself.

      Wes held my arm and gave it a squeeze. Harry said nothing in his own defense, nor did he attempt to explain Grandma Vi’s decisions or choices, her mistakes, her independence or desires. It was not his place to speak for her, and he would not, I knew, speak for himself. I ached to. More than anything, I wanted to swing out from behind the tree, march up to my family, and tell them off. Harry wasn’t perfect — far from it. He had many flaws. He was well aware of them.

      I watched Harry interlace his fingers, cup his hands together before him, and bow slightly.

      “And then,” my father rasped, “you took my eldest daughter. You hooked her on the milk of your fangs so she couldn’t live without you, and you hauled her into a dangerous life — criminals, monsters, demons. She lives with death. She risks death every minute that she’s with you. She’s damned her soul for you. Just as Vi did.”

      Harry opened his mouth, but Grandpa Matts cut him off. “If you cared about Marnie-Jean at all, about what’s truly best for her, you would admit that it isn’t you. A life with you is not healthy for her. If you cared for her as you claim to, you’d pack your things and leave. Go back to whatever revolting corner of hell you slithered out of. But you won’t, will you? Because you’re selfish, just as selfish as you’ve always been. You’re a parasite clinging to this family. A bloodsucking leech.”

      My mouth hung open at the unexpected viciousness being hurled at my Cold Company. Still, Wes held my shoulder and gave it a tug to keep me in my place. I looked back at him pleadingly, wanting to shield Harry. I felt each word slip through Harry’s usually formidable emotional armor like needles, piercing and jabbing, each one finding flesh and wounding deeply. If he was feeling these emotions, he was opening himself to them willingly, I knew.

      “And worse than that,” my father added, “when a normal, living man arrives who loves her, what do you do? Do you let her have him? No. Of course not. How could you consider her needs over your own? You run him off.”

      “I have done many a vile thing, it is true,” Harry said, drawing himself up to full height indignantly, his eyes flashing chrome in the dark. “I am a wicked, degenerate creature full of debauchery, thirst, and corruption. My behavior has been disgraceful, my manners ignoble, my decadence scandalous. I have invaded, seduced, and plundered this family. I am not blind to the damage my ingress has caused. I will not deny your right to hold me accountable, nor will I turn my face away from your wrath, for I have earned every drop of it and more. As for the matter of the vampire hunter, however, you are categorically mistaken. I did not always tolerate his presence, no. Though I wish to be above such things, I am not without my petty jealousies.” His gaze swept to me for just an instant, pinning me with a keen, piercing wash of being a complicated admixture of caretaker, companion, pet, and, with the tiniest hint of wry, lustful heat, prey.

      “But you underestimate my devotion to your daughter. If she wants a mortal man in her life, sir, I will do whatever it takes to put him there. If she wants his commitment, I will do whatever it takes to keep him there. If she wants to wear his ring, I will roll through his thick skull until he’s on one knee. If my pet wants this world, I will break it into pieces, shove it in a box, and wrap it in ribbons and bows for her.” Harry collected himself, running his pinkie finger across his eyebrow until it hit the piercings, a nervous tic he’d had as long as I’d known him. “You accuse me of placing my advocate in danger every day of her life. I promise you, sir, you are wrong about that, too. If only I could tell you how many times I’ve made your daughter hate me, just to keep her safe. I do not enjoy doing so. It is true, I am a greedy, selfish thing. I am not the man who deserves the monumental gift of her heart. I know I’m not.” He nodded, his chin sinking, unable to face either man now. “Truth be told, the vampire hunter did not deserve her, either. Though he was warm and alive and full of passion, he was no more worthy of her heart than I. There will come a man who is worthy of it, though, and when she chooses him, I vow to you, I will conquer my jealousy and do my very best to…” He trailed off, suddenly exhausted.

      “Break him in pieces, shove him in a box, and wrap him in ribbons and bows?” I asked, stepping brusquely out from behind the tree. Wes joined me as I came around the last few rows of stones to stand in front of Grandma Vi’s grave. “Hey, guys. Are you all done lurking in the fog deciding on who I get to love? No, wait!” I held up a hand. “Let me guess. You want me to butt out. Well, it’s your lucky fucking day. I’m on a butting-out roll lately.”

      Dad huffed. “Marnie-Jean. Don’t swear in front of your grandfather.”

      “The grandfather who called my companion a parasite? That grandfather? Excuse me, but the two of you can bite me.”

      “MJ,” Harry scolded. “You must not speak to your eld — ”

      “Oh no, no, don’t you dare start that elders shit with me, dead guy,” I pointed at him. “Go park your happy ass in the car.”

      “I beg your pardon?” Harry reared back, stunned.

      I stared him down. He blinked. My stare got sharper. He blinked twice.

      “You will do as your advocate wishes, Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt,” I said, my voice dropping, “and you will do it right the fuck now, without any more of your back talk. Hearse. Now.”

      “Uh, hi, Dad,” Wes said, shifting in his Converse Hi-Tops. “Hi, Grampa. I’m just going to head off a little domestic spat here, and, uh… Harry, let’s go, eh?” He tugged Harry’s immovable elbow. He tapped his temple. “No, seriously, man, she’s gonna lose it in a minute.”

      Harry hesitated one more heartbeat, then bowed elegantly for me and turned away to follow my brother back to the car.

      I turned on my father. “Now you get this through your skull, Dad, because I am so done with this family’s crap. That wicked, ignoble degenerate belongs to me. He chose me, and he asked for my companionship, and I chose to say yes. See how that works? Choice.” I squared my shoulders. “And I’ve got news for you. Yes, maybe it hurt everyone that Vi chose to handle family the way she did, but that was her choice. Harry didn’t club her on the head and throw her over his shoulder. He offered. She accepted. That’s ancient history. She’s long dead. Harry’s sorry for his part in all this, he’s happy to accept all the blame if it helps you, but you have to accept the truth and place the blame where it belongs. On Vi. And when it comes to me, if you wanna be angry with someone, I’m right here. I’m perfectly capable of calling my own shots. You of all people, should know — nobody tells a Baranuik girl what to do. Nobody. I don’t care if he’s rich. I don’t care that he’s cute as a button. I tell him to go fuck himself at least once a week. Harry could force his mind on mine and make me obedient. Clearly, he doesn’t, or I’d be far more domesticated. He likes me the way I am.”

      I swung my gaze to Grampa Matts. “I’m sorry, Grampa, Harry didn’t trick Grandma Vi into leaving you. He didn’t steal her. He didn’t seduce her. He didn’t fiddle with her brain. He didn’t force her to obey his wishes. Maybe he shouldn’t have offered, I’ll give you that much. But she simply wanted to go with him. She wanted that life. I know that hurts, and I know you need to hate him. But I will not let you treat him unfairly. So, no more of this. No more secret meetings in the graveyard. This is morbid and gross and reeks of… possession and ownership.” I didn’t dare bring up the inherent ownership of the metaphysical Bond between DaySitter and revenant. The truth was, it would just confuse the matter — that Bond was created long after Vi decided, with a clear mind, to accept Harry, just as it had been when I’d inherited this strange creature.

      I turned to go, and paused. “I’m glad you’re sober, Dad, but maybe you need to find a better use for all this new spare time.”

      “What’s better than protecting my daughter?”

      “I haven’t needed you to do that for a long time,” I said gently. “Maybe go home and protect Carrie from the sins of your wardrobe. You’re out here worried about monsters and she’s wearing your horrific leisure suits.”

      My father softened, chuckled ruefully, and stuck a hand in the pocket of his jeans.

      “Mom saved you a plate. You missed dinner. She’s kinda pissed, so you better come up with a better excuse than, ‘I was out yelling at a dead guy with your father.’” I walked off, waited until I was a solid three rows away, and then dropped the news, “Oh, and Wesley’s a revenant now. That also wasn’t Harry’s fault. It was his choice. Bye, Grampa.”

      I strolled around the roadkill, waited for a car to zip past, and got back in the driver’s seat. Something was tickling in the front of my skull, fluttering like a panicked moth trying to get out of a lantern. Kinship of the Departed. That’s what was bothering me. Harry wouldn’t normally risk tempting Grandma’s Vi’s soul back to the realm of the living before, why did he deem this meeting so important that he’d do it tonight? Death was a comfortable release. Grandma was at peace. At the kind of peace that revenants ached for, that demon-touched souls would rarely taste, the silent reconciliation and redemption of heaven. Harry would never willingly draw Vi from that. So why this meeting? Why now? Why here?

      “What a jolly evening,” Harry remarked, eyeing me sideways, wary of the ugly thing dawning on his pet.

      Wes sank into the back seat, but shot back up when he picked up the train of my thoughts. I didn’t understand the importance of Kinship of the Departed just yet, and neither did Wes, but it was important, here. It stuck out like a fresh bloody spot on the collar of one of Harry’s crisp white bespoke shirts. Harry feigned obliviousness. I drove back to North House in silence, but the nagging feeling didn’t go away. Grandma Vi’s remains lay silent in an urn in her grave. But…

      But. Kinship of the Departed. And House Sarokhanian. Yes, that’s something. But what? My brain chewed on it savagely, but it just wouldn’t come.

      Write that down, Wes thought at me hard enough to press into my mind.

      Harry shot him a cutting look over his shoulder, dark and full of admonishment.

      Wes just stared back at him, his pupils going softly to violet. My brother was getting awfully ballsy as he aged away from new-dead to young maturity. I liked it. I wasn’t sure that Harry shared my appreciation.  But I wrote it down in my notebook at the next traffic light.
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      North House stewed in a tense blend of anticipation, full of Vi and her memories. Upon arriving home, Wes slouched to the Winter Room, where Mr. Merritt sparked the fire anew in the big stone fireplace, and lit some of Grandma Vi’s beeswax candles. She always filled the house with them, Mr. Merritt said, because they had a warm, sweet, homey scent. They did, but even so, they couldn’t drive away the shadow and chill of the evening. My family had left us emotionally battered and bruised. I almost preferred the idea of busting Sarokhanian’s nest up and getting my ass handed to me than the thought of seeing my family again any time soon.

      Wes looked weary and blue, and he didn’t bother hiding it. Harry removed his cape with a dramatic swirl, hanging it on the coat rack.

      I followed Wesley’s example and slumped into the chair by the fire. “I need a personal vacation from my family vacation. At least I can probably avoid the rest of them now. What are you doing about Rena’s quote-unquote forgiveness, Wes?”

      “She’s on her way,” he grumbled morosely.

      I bolted upright. “What, now? Here?”

      “Yup,” he said. “Warning: high level of bitch-swagger, incoming.”

      I bolted.

      “Halt!” Harry bellowed from the hall, placing himself between me and the front door. I skidded to a stop, my socks sliding on the polished floor. “Stand your ground, woman.”

      “Have mercy,” I begged them. “After the night I’ve had? Now this?”

      “Have some balls!” Wes demanded. “I’m the one who has to face her.”

      “Rena hates me,” I said.

      “If we tried to avoid everyone who hates you…” Wes reasoned, leaving it hanging.

      “That might not be a helpful avenue to stroll, lad,” Harry said, taking my arms in his hands. “Let’s have some nice, soothing chamomile tea, my pet, shall we?”

      “She can’t come here! Tell her I have the green apple trots and I’m stuck in the can,” I suggested hopefully. “Tell her I have rabies! Tell her I’m possessed!”

      “Oh, my poor dear,” Harry faux-sympathized with a flutter of his dark lashes.

      “What does she want?” I cried. “Why does she need to be here and not anywhere else?”

      “Before she’ll forgive me,” Wes explained, “she wants a good old fashioned drink-off.”

      “Absolutely not!” I said, horrified. “You’re not drinking on my watch.”

      “Not with me.”

      “I…” I blinked rapidly. “I can’t out-drink Rena. I can’t out-anything Rena. Have you seen her? She’s like Godzilla with boobs. She used to eat football players for breakfast.”

      “Not with you, either.”

      Wes and I craned slowly to look at Harry.

      Harry blinked slowly once and then threw his head back and roared merrily with laughter.

      “Rena wants to try to out-booze a centuries-old dead guy?” I asked slowly, trying to wrap my head around that. Rena, like most of my family, wanted nothing to do with the undead, so this was a curious change — peculiar challenges were pure Baranuik style, though, so a part of me bought it.

      “She’s gonna give it the good ole Pitchaboom try, she says,” Wes explained. When we gave him matching double-takes, he added, “That’s the mining town she was doing disaster relief in, up Yukon way. Pitchaboom. She’s thinking of moving there. No mountain trolls for miles.”

      “Oh, Dark Lady,” I groaned. “Drunk Rena is the worst. She’s going to trounce you, Harry.”

      “Dearheart,” Harry admonished. “No mortal could best me in any contest.”

      “Uh, I think she’s got you on this one. But if all she wants is the thrill of facing off against an immortal, and then she’ll forgive Wes, I guess it’s worth tossing your slobbering, drunken butt back in your coffin early just this once.” I gave him a long look. “We’d better get you fed and as close to living as possible, Harry. Couch or chair?”

      “Neither,” he announced, drawing himself up to full height. He whisked his top hat off the hat stand and placed it gently and purposefully atop his receding hairline, tapping it once as if to signal he meant business. “I do not intend to feed.”

      “Uhhh…” I Felt a waft of stubbornness through the Bond and faced it with a sigh. “Harry, if you don’t feed, your liver won’t be working. You won’t be able to process alcohol.”

      “How I do enjoy when you clarify the inner workings of my own immortal body for me, my Own.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” I pointed hard at my carotid artery. “Get on my neck!”

      “Forgive me, my precious thing, but I will not. Never let it be said that Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt needed to gird his loins before battle!”

      “I said nothing about your loins, pervert.”

      “Fetch my slippers, lad,” Harry said, “and my finest robe de chambre.”

      Wes sighed helplessly at me. “His what?”

      “His blabbity-blabbity yammerty-hammerty.”

      “That’s what I heard, too.”

      “The brown velvet housecoat, armoire, left hand side,” I directed. When Wes toddled off to retrieve Harry’s stuff, I had a second to think, and then it hit me. “Wait a minute. You won’t be able to process alcohol. And you won’t have a pulse.”

      Harry’s questioning look was full of feigned innocence. “Hrm?”

      “The alcohol will just sit in your belly going nowhere.”

      “What’s this, now? I’m not sure I follow.”

      “Drop the act, devil man. You could out-drink everyone until your stomach split open. You’re not going to get drunk. You’re not going to be affected in the least. Rena, on the other hand…”

      “Is she a terribly stubborn woman, your sister? Will she take it the distance? Will she surrender once she sees she is truly and rightly beaten?” He heard his own words and let out a coarse ha! “Of course she will not, she’s a Baranuik. Very well. It falls upon me once again to teach a member of your family a valuable lesson.”

      “Is that what you call getting my sister plowed?”

      Wesley rushed back into the room with a bright smile, holding an armful of stuff, none of it remotely what Harry had asked for. “Hey, it’s a trick!”

      “She won’t be happy, especially if she suspects.” Of all the other Baranuiks, Rena was more intimately familiar with cryptid biology as part of her job, though she always got the dirty end of it. She cleaned up after mountain trolls, orcs, and goblins laid waste to northern towns. It was a secure government job with benefits and hazard pay, and the risk of attack was much lower by the time her crew got called in. But she was educated on the physiology of various non-humans. How much she knew about revenant physiology was unclear. “Don’t give her alcohol poisoning, Harry.”

      His eyes widened, this time with genuine distress. “Of course not, petal. I’m not a monster. I seek only to vanquish her ego, not destroy her liver. Or, truth be told, any of my carpets, should she undertake some gastric distress at the excesses of the evening.”

      I knew through the Bond that this was true — Harry would be careful with her health. “All right. Do we have enough wine in the house for someone like Rena?”

      “No house has that much wine,” Wes said.

      “We have gin and Dubonnet,” Harry said. “If it’s good enough for Our Good Queen Liz, why then it’s good enough for the likes of us. Mr. Merritt?” Harry tilted his head slightly over his shoulder. “Are you hovering back there in your cloud of disapproval so as to sway my decisions, or are you awaiting instruction?”

      “Forgive me, my lord. I’ll set out the glasses presently,” Mr. Merritt said from the hall, and I heard him withdraw.

      “That was Combat Butler for, ‘Both,’” Wes pointed out. Harry chuckled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hadn’t seen my sister Rena since I'd moved to Seattle. She’d always been the biggest, strongest, and most physically powerful Baranuik sister, and the years had made her resemble my mother in the tightness around her eyes and the silver at her temples. Time hadn’t softened her demeanor or her attitude towards me. Though five years my junior, she’d always had a charming way of treating me like a child. When she handed me her jacket, she informed me, “That goes on the hook, there.”

      “Oh, is that what you do with these?” I snapped. “I usually drape them across the toilet or stuff them in the freezer.”

      “Make better choices, Marnie,” she suggested. Then she sniffed the air. “I think I’ve finally figured out what that smell is that lingers around you. You know when a pie bubbles over and you get those black crusty bits clinging to the bottom of the oven?”

      “I think I’ve figured out what’s up your butt, Rena-Leanne. And it’s a pickle. A dill pickle. Not a baby dill,” I told her. “A big one. Big ol' butt-pickle.”

      “Always a lady,” Harry commented, sweeping around me to greet Rena. “How do you do, Ms. Baranuik. What a delight it is to be in your company once more. It’s been many years.”

      I wasn't done. “Or one of those prickly pears with all the spines on it.  Maybe you sat on a pineapple. At least you're getting some fresh fruit in your diet.”

      “You haven’t aged a day,” Rena deadpanned at Harry, pretending to ignore me. The Blue Sense told me otherwise, but it wasn't my fruit-based assault on her backside she was focusing on.

      Harry beamed, ignoring the dig like a gentleman. “I’m given to understand that you’ve come for a tipple.”

      Rena took him in from head to toe, sizing up her opponent. “Uh huh.”

      “Splendid. This way, if you like,” Harry said, indicating with the graceful sweep of his pale hand at the Winter Room. Rena strode past him, swishing her colorful skirt. For a moment, she looked very much like Carrie on stage, brandishing bravery like a mask and family pride like a shield. I suspected, and confirmed with a tiny surge of the Blue Sense, that Rena wasn’t terribly upset about Wesley’s choices, or by Harry’s UnDeath, at all. Her problem was with me.

      I still haven't figured out how to roll my eyes through the Bond, but thought about doing it as loudly as I could. I heard Wes snort-laugh from wherever he was hiding, so it would have to do.

      It soon became clear that drinking with Harry wasn’t about a contest of livers or wills. It was about speaking the unvarnished truth to me under the safe, deniable cover of intoxication. Her eyes darted to me, slower and droopier with each drink after her fourth. “You wear the mantle of Satan,” she told me, dropping the pretense of small talk with the dead guys. “You are clothed in his works.”

      I looked down at my legs. “Satan makes yoga pants?”

      “Hush, witch.”

      “Does He stitch them by hand,” I asked, “or does He run a big demon sweatshop down there?”

      “Stop,” she growled.

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “Where does he source this stretchy, crotch-hugging material, Lu-Lucifer-Lemon?”

      “Marnie-Jean!” she barked, sounding a lot like Mom.

      “The tag says Proudly Made in Canada,” I told her, “but for this price? I was always a tad suspicious.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Bonus, the back makes my ass look devilishly good,” I said from the corner of my mouth at Harry, knowing he was sitting in silent appreciation of my backside.

      Rena’s eyes burned into mine. “How dare you?”

      “Sorry, ass is crude,” I agreed. “Tushie. Behind. Rear end. Caboose. Satan's juicy booty.”

      “I’m warning you,” Rena slurred.

      “And I’m super inclined to heed the words of a drunk Baranuik wearing a Christmas tree skirt,” I drawled. “I'm over here putting Dat Ass in Asmodeus. No, wait, he'd like that.”

      She fidgeted, took another shot, and belched juniper gin in my face.

      “You okay, Rena?” I asked. “Wedgie? Nervous bowels?”

      “Please stop talking.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re not going to barf, are you?”

      “Shut it.”

      “Do you need to pause the Inquisition for a pee break? I’m sure they had to do that during the Salem Witch Trials, too, don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      “Are you finished?”

      “I’m gonna be honest with you, sweetie,” I said softly. “I don’t think you can hold it much longer. Your thighs are clenched pretty tight, there.”

      “Demon-fucker.”

      “Go pee, Rena,” I urged. “You’re making me uncomfortable now.”

      “Demon. Fucker.”

      “Harry, are you secretly a demon? Or do I need to actually put out for ol' Three-Heads hizzownself to get that merit badge?”

      “I'm sure that would be quite an experience, ducky, but that's a topic for another time. Your sister is the guest of the moment, after all.”

      I looked back over at her. “Your back teeth must be swimming.”

      Rena shoved her chair back and stormed off to the half-bath off the hall. She only bounced off the wall once.

      “Don’t forget to wash your hands!” I shouted after my sister, dropping my voice back to a grumble. “I’d hate to be strangled to death with pee-stained hands.”

      Harry poured two more shots. “This is going splendidly.”

      I swung my glare at him. “For you. I thought you were supposed to have my back.”

      “I’m sure I can soothe your ruffled feathers later, my love.”

      I saw the opening and took it. “You seem to be doing a lot of that lately with the Baranuiks. Something you wanna tell me?”

      Harry’s eyes widened only for a second then became guarded. “Perhaps I am merely contrite.”

      Kinship of the Departed, tickled my brain. Glen Strickland. Mr. Merritt. My sisters. Kill-Notch. Too much thin ice. “You are taking personal risks to humble yourself. Why?”

      Harry lowered his voice. “Your sister returns, my Only Love.”

      “You’re playing a long game. I just want to know if I’m on the winning side, and if I'm just one of the chips being wagered, I'll rip your dick off, shove it in your ear, and staple it there with your eyebrow rings, capisce?”

      He reached out a cool, pale hand and brushed the back of mine fondly. “My pet, you are ever under my wing. Can you doubt it?”

      It’s the same thing he said when he was using Mr. Merritt as bait in the back yard, and I didn’t like it.  I didn’t like it one bit. “I love you, my Harry,” I told him, but even to my ears, it sounded like a warning. Don’t fuck with me. Don’t fuck with us.

      He had the grace to look away. He could say the words in return, but they would be hollow without the true ability to feel the same. His long lashes cast a shadow on his pale cheeks. I was under his wing, it was true, but it was the wing cast by the Raven of Night, a shadow given power by Asmodeus, the Overlord of the Undead. His departed DaySitters would be drawn to my Harry, and so would any restless soul lingering in the grave. And so would I, forever linked. A different sort of Kinship.

      Another moth of discovery fluttered in the front of my mind, and I wished I could see the clue it was trying to throw at me. Rena stomped back to the table but all the fight had gone out of me. She was gritting her jaw with determination, and it made me tired.

      “You win,” I told her, raising from the table. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “But, ducky — ” Harry objected.

      “I have more important things to tend to. Listen, Rena, enjoy the boozefest. I’m tapping out, so stay and antagonize Harry, if you like. He enjoys drama and conflict. Forgive Wes or don’t. I’m not sure why he even cares, or why I do.”

      I expected her to glare, but she didn’t. She was looking at me with what I assumed was her troll-hunting assessment, her Pitchaboom Eyes, the strong stare that  told the miners she worked with that she’d seen much worse than them and could hold her own.

      “If you don’t like my life,” I continued, “stay out of it. That’s your choice. We’re sisters. We’re kin. We’re blood. You’re supposed to be on my side. It’s supposed to be us against the world no matter what. If this family can’t do that, then fuck this family. Fuck it.” I thumped the table with an angry finger. “And fuck you, too. I have work to do.”
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      I spent the night scanning the copies of Malashock and Nyquist’s case notes, and there was a lot to digest. I picked out the salient bits to scribble in my Moleskine, then reviewed everything I knew for sure. I studied the map of the shoreline of Lake Ontario from the canal to the cheese shop and all the little neighborhoods in between. Then I went through the real estate listings around Ghazaros' house, and the area of phantasm feeding, checking prices and pictures of the interiors.

      The entire lakefront along Municipal Beach had risen in price in the early nineteen-eighties, but had since plummeted, despite the housing market being strong. Retirees were selling in Toronto and buying in Niagara, and the house prices were riding high everywhere but Municipal Beach. That didn’t make sense, as lakefront property always sold well everywhere else. The last thing I needed to add to the current repertoire of fuckery was some kind of conspiracy of realtors. Leave that shit for Scooby Doo and the gang to find out it was Old Man Jenkins all along, I thought sourly.

      I shot Malashock several texts; I needed to know who was selling these houses, and who was buying them. The new owners would be victims of phantasm feeds and suffer the attendant symptoms. Was House Sarokhanian keeping prices low so the houses filled quickly, to support a house member feeding in phantasm form? Was Aston the one feeding as a phantasm? If so, why did both Batten and Harry say that Aston was no longer in the area? I didn't think he was ancient enough to pull that off, but maybe Soul Calling fast-tracked him to the phantom snack aisle.

      The night passed quickly, with Mr. Merritt slipping into the living room to deliver espresso. Harry was avoiding me, lurking downstairs in his chambers. Rena had left in a huff (and a cab), but I sensed my talk had gotten to her. I hoped so. Wesley didn’t deserve the snubbing that I’d always gotten. He made a choice of questionable brightness, and ended up undead. It wasn’t the worst thing Wesley had ever done.

      Morning saw me still wide awake, running on fumes and the wide hyperactivity afforded by no sleep and too much caffeine. I waited until Wes and Harry had fallen into full VK-Delta, tucked them safely into their caskets, and locked them away before I went to the front hall table. I shuffled past Mr. Merritt’s gun, several pairs of my back-up gloves, papers and pens, a phone charger, and found Harry’s checkbook. I flipped through the past receipts, not exactly sure what I was looking for, scanning for anything out of the ordinary.

      My cell phone rang while I was flipping pages. Malashock. “Got that info for you. Real estate along Municipal Beach. Same buyer each time. Some guy named Kristof Pascal.”

      Fucking cold pen guy. “Registered DaySitter?”

      “Not on any records I have. You think he is?”

      Of course she’d checked. Good little vampire hunter. “Unsure.” I made a note in my lime green Moleskine: Kristof Pascal, ice pen, houses at the beach. “Think you can track this Pascal guy?”

      “Way ahead of you. His passport pinged at the Rainbow Bridge, then Buffalo Airport. He’s on a five-thirty flight to Colorado.”

      Shit. “Okay. Gimme a minute.” I texted Chapel: Heads up, possible trouble incoming. Kristof Pascal, intentions unknown. Keep an eye on Umayma for me?

      “Heard from Schenk lately?” Malashock asked.

      “Nope,” I said. “Problem?”

      “Probably not. The road in front of the cheese shop is open again and the lights are on in the store. He might want to check it out.”

      I mumbled in acknowledgment, mulling over a check written for three hundred dollars to a Kimberley Fitzgerald. The memo was simply “services rendered.” Did Mr. Merritt employ a maid service? Was Kimberley the lady from Shield who brought Harry’s O-neg? “Hey, do me a solid? Run the name Kimberley Fitzgerald real quick, see what comes up.”

      “Is this for our case?”

      Our case. I smiled. “Maybe?”

      “If it isn’t, the answer is no.”

      “Then… yes?” I said hopefully.

      Malashock made an unhappy noise. “Just a second.”

      I studied the check and flipped to see if there were others. There were two. One in April and in February, both signed personally by Harry. The most recent had been signed by Mr. Merritt. Who the hell is she?

      Malashock said, “Nothing much, just a license plate and an address. No record. You good?”

      I tore the check receipt out of the check book and flipped it over. “Can I have that address?”

      “What does this pertain to?”

      “Boggles and cheese and dead guys, oh my!”

      She grumbled. The address was a tourist shop off of Ferry Street in the Falls. Nowhere near our cheese shop, the lake, the boggle caves, or Ghazaros Merzyan’s house. I folded the receipt with the address and stuffed it in my pocket.

      “Tell me what I don’t know,” she said. I resisted going with Harry’s scoffing about how long that would take. “Start with the least important and move up.”

      Okay. I took a minute to think about that. The least important strand of this web seemed to be Nyquist’s work. “I don’t know much about boggles. I failed boggles in cryptobiology lab. But I do know that they don’t migrate, they are part of the land.” I felt a shift in my brain, a page turned. An important one. “They’re bound to their place, like the English Wyvern – there to frighten people away from a wellspring or sacred place. If the boggles aren’t eating the carrion beetles or spiders, they may be feeding on the passive energy emitted by revenants? Or guarding something important?”

      “Is that possible?” Malashock asked.

      “It might be why the phantasm can’t get enough sustenance from its DaySitters and a handful of victims and has to throw such a wide net. His, not its.” Dammit, Kill-Notch. His insensitive vocabulary was still stuck in my head. “I need to check this area. Where's Nyquist?”

      “He’s not answering texts.”

      One of the boggle areas ran near to the cheese shop. “Feel like doing some shopping, girlfriend?”

      There was a deep, unhappy pause on the phone. “What just happened? Did you have a stroke?”

      “I’m trying to be smooth.”

      “It was alarming, don’t do it again.”

      “I probably will,” I warned her, grabbing a plain navy baseball hat and putting on my tan gloves. “Meet me in front of Wicked Whiskers. An hour. Bring cash.”
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        * * *

      

      I swung by the mysterious Kimberley’s address on my way Wicked Whiskers, going an extra fifteen minutes out of my way and slowing to cruise past. It was just an apartment above a souvenir shop near Clifton Hill, where all the tourist-y stuff was. Surely, Harry wasn’t spending hundreds of dollars on hockey-themed snow globes and postcards with the Horseshoe Falls on them, or cellophane bags of chocolate-covered raisins and peanuts advertised as Beaver Poop or Moose Droppings. Jars of syrup shaped like maple leafs lined the glass display windows. T-shirts hung on a rack, printed with various slogans about canoes and igloos and other stereotypical Canadian kitsch. There were four nearly-identical shops in a row; hers was wedged between a store where you could get your picture taken in a cardboard cut-out of a Mountie, one where you could pretend to be going over the Falls in a barrel, and a pizza joint with an arcade inside. If Kimberley was here, she was doing brisk business even on an October evening. The brightly lit sidewalk was packed.

      I pulled away, heading where neon lights gave way to soft lanterns, concrete buildings disappeared, and century homes peeked through decades-old landscaping. Niagara-on-the-Lake was old money and quiet dignity — fine dining and live theater rather than wax museums and haunted house attractions. Wine tours ended here, with the wealthy fairly tipsy and loose with their purse strings. Wicked Whiskers would do brisk business in the summer, but would hold its own during the long winter months, with local chefs dropping in to stock up their kitchens.

      The cheeky rodent above the storefront seemed to jeer at me as I cruised over the freshly-fixed road and parked beside Malashock’s van. I know something you don’t know, the mouse taunted, its grin an obscene red slash. I was sure the cheese didn't stand alone. My macabre mind bounced unhelpfully to an old case, the disturbed bokor John Spicer storing spirits in baby food jars with the labels mostly peeled off. And just as unhelpfully, it whispered Kinship of the Departed again. Neither Harry nor Malas Nazaire could trace the bokor, John Spicer, to the mine at Ashcroft, for risk of Kinship of the Departed drawing the ghosts from the old silver mine, driving both them and the ghosts mad.

      What was it about the phenomenon that bothered me so much in the shadow of Fuck E. Cheese? I threw myself out of the hearse, tugging my gloves on more securely.

      Liv was already inside, pretending to shop. She was dressed to play undercover housewife in a cute canary yellow cardigan and a plaid skirt of overlaid tones of grey. A pair of Mary Janes had replaced her ass-kicking leather boots, and her white ankle socks had honest-to-Goddess bows at the ankle. It was a ridiculously cute ensemble. She had a long, dark bottle of olive oil in her shopping basket.

      While Malashock browsed the shelf of a hundred different balsamic vinegars, I strolled casually to the cheese display shelf in front of a man in scrubs whose nametag helpfully informed me that this junior cheese-monger was Erik-flavored. Shakespeare, from the other night. I hoped he didn't recognize me, as he paid half a dram of attention to me while wiping down a slicer. That changed to a full dollop of attention when I spoke.

      “Maybe you can help me.”

      He looked at me steadily, not the courteous way a salesman would, but the knowing look of someone who’s onto you, who’s smelled your bullshit a mile away and is waiting for you to officially blow your cover. Fuck. He said nothing, but I sensed an eye-roll barely contained. Fuckanut. Apparently, my undercover look wasn’t as good as Malashock’s, though in my faded Muppets t-shirt, green Keds, and acid wash jeans I looked like the least likely person to be a detective. I look my baseball hat off and itched my peach fuzz hair a little before trying again.

      “I’m looking for something different.”

      Shakespeare slid open the display case. “You want Provincial Smoke. A small batch, two-year Quebecois cheddar, made by La Fromagerie de l'Île-aux-Grues. Natural rind. Cold-smoked in Ontario, at Hansen Farms. Cayuga. Sweet and smoky, mellows in the center of the block.”

      “Cold-smoked, eh?” I thought of the painful bite of Pascal’s pen in my hand, the cold shock of it in my palm. Was I reading too much into that, or was his smile awfully coy? “Maybe not for me. I want a cheese with body. I want a cheese with soul.”

      “Soul.” He looked instantly suspicious and the Blue Sense roared to life, prickling me with his wariness.

      I backpedaled. “Like, depth. Of flavor.”

      “I’ve got something with soul.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad.” I did a double-take. “Wait, you do?”

      “Yep.” He brought out a wheel coated in a hard shell of forest green wax. Thumped it with one thick finger. “A unique cheese for a refined palate.”

      This is too easy. “Is it… locally made?”

      “Yep.”

      “Smells kinda funky.”

      “It’s very old.”

      “Is it… over fifteen years old?”

      “It’s exactly fifteen years old.”

      “What a coincidence,” I said, laughing tightly. “I woke up thinking, hey Jackie-Joan, we should get some local, stinky, fifteen-year-old soul cheese for a snack. I like having cheese as a snack. Sometimes. Do you?”

      “Cheese is my life.”

      “Neat. So.” I drummed my bare fingers on my hip. “What’s this cheese called?”

      “Kinship of the Dairy.”

      Oooohhh shit. “That’s pretty weird,” I said. “Why’d they call it that?”

      “Lots of weird cheese names.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said, my head bobbing. “Say, can I buy it?”

      He nodded. “It’s even on sale, half price. We’re getting rid of it.”

      “How come?”

      We shared a long look, and I hoped I was only imagining the weight falling in the air between us.

      “Making room for new stock.” He made it sound like a threat, or maybe I only imagined that, too. Could the Soul Caller have stuck Colonel Jack Batten’s soul in a hunk of cheese? Was that even possible? The baby food jars occurred to me again, and goosebumps prickled up my arms.

      “Excuse me?” Malashock called from the shelves. “When you’re not busy, I have a question about this balsamic.”

      Shakespeare nodded in her direction without taking his eyes off me. Then he lowered his voice. “How much do you want?”

      “How much can you give me?”

      “I can give you everything I have,” he said.

      It hung between us for a moment, and it really didn’t feel like we were talking about cheese. It also didn’t seem like flirting. It felt like a challenge. I told him, “I always take as much as I can get away with.”

      “Bit of a hedonist streak, eh?” he said, breaking eye contact at last to check his stock behind the counter.

      “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I grumbled, and whatever strange, unspoken tension had been between us slipped away like smoke from a candle dropped into a pot of fondue.

      Shakespeare priced out my cheese, which rang up to nearly a hundred dollars, then wrapped it and put it in a paper bag for me. I gave him cash and handed it to him barehanded, making extra effort to sweep his hand with my fingertips, focusing intently on his skin — wax, a noisy lake, darkness, money, greed, desperation, loneliness, thirst. When he strolled out from behind the counter, a little flap between counters swaying noisily in his wake, I got one last impression clairempathically — the feeling of being stuck. Trapped. Shakespeare owed debts, ones he could not escape. He went to help Malashock with her purchase.

      I'd never met someone who dealt with immortals who didn’t feel constrained in some way, and we’d seen him with one revenant already. I clutched the shopping bag to my chest and went back out to the hearse, thinking maybe I needed a better undercover car. The hearse was getting looks from passersby, which made sense. I gave them a little no-worries smile, fished out my car keys, and unlocked the door. I put the bag on the seat beside me, riding the razor edge between curiosity and dread, wondering what the hell I'd just bought.

      Kinship of the Dairy? I unrolled my receipt — ninety-three dollars for the wheel of Pale Sister. If it was some kind of sick joke, it had an expensive punchline.

      Pale Sister, I mouthed to myself, baffled. Was that the real name of the cheese? Had he been kidding about Kinship of the Dairy? Threatening me? Had he been telling me he knew who I was? What I was?

      I drove away on autopilot, heading back to the beach, parked near Ghazaros’ house, turned off the engine, and sat back, pressing my back firmly into the hearse’s plush leather seat. I closed my eyes and listened to the engine tick softly. It was late morning, and all the revenants were tucked securely into their caskets, I was sure. The weight of the sun compelled them to rest, chased them into hiding, and pushed them into VK-Delta.

      Their DaySitters would be close by, for the most part, doing their duty as advocates, unless they were also out cheese-sleuthing or at spin class or were sensibly asleep. Inside Casa de Ghazmeister, Steve the DaySitter would be tending his errands, one watchful eye on any entrances where trouble could stalk his undead companion. Did Steve belong to Ghazaros, or his elegant-but-irritating friend Zorovar? I’d only seen one mortal in the house that night, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others. Who was feeding Glen Strickland? I made myself a mental note to bring Wesley for his visit, then looked at the bag of cheese on the seat next to me.

      Until I knew for sure that Pale Sister was just cheese, I wouldn’t dream of cutting into it. It seemed like a joke, but I’d seen plenty of weirder shit, and I wasn’t feeling confident in my ability to tell the simply weird from the terrible truth. I got out my pencil and wrote: Marnie’s Evil Tainted Cheese – DO NOT TOUCH on the bag to make sure that Mr. Merritt didn’t accidentally serve it with pie after dinner some evening. Whether it would deter Wes' questionable snacking expeditions was less certain, but he'd made headway on being less of a dumb-ass. I held out a thin sliver of hope on that score. Barely.

      The clouds looked funny — rather than skirting the horizon, they billowed straight up from the earth in high, stacked mounds like something had exploded in a mass of white fumes. The hint of smoky grey below the clouds was unsettling, and I sensed bad weather on the way despite the otherwise crisp blue October sky overhead.

      I swung out of the hearse, wondering if Malashock would catch up with me or move on to something else. Rolling my gloves off, I crouched. To anyone watching, I probably looked like a weirdo, running my bare palms all over the asphalt, grabbing handfuls of grit from the soft shoulder of the parking area. The Blue Sense woke at my summons, gently offering hints of sex and money and gunpowder, blood and greed and wrath, and I ignored them all until I narrowed in, pinpointing what I was looking for: beeswax and rum and intentions of subterfuge. And straw. Jackpot. I checked my palm and the fine grains of sand mixed with broken shell and little rocks. No straw.

      Standing, I scanned the edges of the beach where the ground rose in low, uneven, jagged cliffs. There was at least one crevice visible from where I'd parked. Was it a boggle area? Had Nyquist already checked this one out?  Too many questions, not enough answers.

      I thought about texting Schenk, but I had nothing to go on, and he wasn’t accustomed to dealing with naughty revenants. I pinged Malashock about the cheese and rum vibes, and the crevice that I could see.

      Her response was immediate and imperative: Do not go in without back-up.

      I crossed my fingers and texted back: I’m just walking in a public place on a stormy afternoon like people do on vacation.

      She replied: I’m going to punch you in the tit.

      I grinned at my phone. And you said we’d never be friends.

      I mean it, her last text read.

      I was tempted to sass her, but she was right. We didn’t have enough information. I’m going home. We need more intel. Then we bust some shit up.

      But first, I wanted a quick nap to make up for my all-nighter. My eyes felt like marbles left in a sandbox and my mind was buzzing in seventeen dimensions. Straw. I dusted my palm off and put my glove back on. After a long glare at the coming storm and the lonely beach, I reluctantly returned to the hearse and North House.
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      I woke on the couch from a restless, heavy half-sleep to the sound of my cell phone. Harry had reset all my ringtones to the Ghostbusters theme for the millionth time, so I shook awake thinking I’d fallen asleep with a movie on. My hand swiped my phone off the coffee table on the third try. “Hey.”

      “Yo.” Malashock exhaled long, slow, and hard. I could tell it was her because of the disappointment in her sigh. “Need you again.”

      I tried to contain my excitement. “At least someone does. What’s up?”

      She exhaled again, even less happily this time. “Nyquist left a note. He didn’t listen to me, and went to check the boggles by himself.”

      “No fucking way. I’m supposed to be the wild card,” I said, sucking my teeth. Undercover Lycanthrope is disobedient, who knew? “When did he go?”

      “Yesterday. Can’t raise him on cell. He hasn’t been back to his office. He’s not at his apartment.”

      “And Schenk said…?”

      “Schenk said he’d check it out when he got a spare moment, but I haven’t heard from him since.”

      I was wide awake. “That’s not like him.”

      “No,” she said grimly. “It’s not. At all. It’s possible he hasn’t had a chance yet, though. Too tied up with his own work.”

      “Nyquist went to find boggles and disappeared. Schenk said he’d find Nyquist and disappeared.” I tried not to overreact. “It might just be poor cell reception in the caves. Any idea which tunnel they were searching?”

      “No, Nyquist's note just said, ‘Gone to Port Weller East, back soon.’”

      I chewed my bottom lip in thought. “I’ve been told to butt out, remember?” Not that I’ve backed off in the least.

      She grumbled. “I’m sorry I said that.”

      “Oh, not just by you, lady,” I said with a rueful chuckle. “Let me count now. Uh, you, Harry, my asshole ex, my ingrate brother… about the only person who didn’t explicitly tell me to butt out was Nyquist.” Because I hadn’t given him a chance to, yet. And he had more reason than anyone to want me to fuck off, because I know his secret identity. “So the rest of you can bite me, but if he’s in trouble, I’ll go poke around.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For Nyquist,” I emphasized. “Not you.”

      “Where do you want to meet?”

      “No, you’re not invited,” I said. “You can go get a pedicure. You’re on vacation.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said,” I sympathized. “Doesn’t feel very good, does it?”

      “Baranuik — ”

      “It’s just cop-eating boggles, I’ve clearly got nothing to worry about.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the east side of Lock One, the beach lost its sandy manicure and gave way to pebbles and shells and grit. Walking on it became difficult, and several times I slid, one ankle or the other turning suddenly on the uneven surface when the stones underfoot shifted. Piles of driftwood festooned with dried seaweed formed obstacles under several willow trees where the beach got narrow. Ducking and climbing, I managed to get past without getting my Keds wet in the lake.

      I heard the siren at the canal that meant the bridge was going up. There was no sign of Schenk or Nyquist, and the hearse was the only car around. I slowed my approach as I left the imagined safety of the street lights behind. Here, where the land sloped up to the south, there were more crevices, barely visible in the rapidly falling twilight, hidden by exposed tree roots and larger boulders. But I didn’t need my eyes to guide me towards my target any longer, I just needed to watch out for obstacles. My sensitive DaySitter’s nose picked up something under the vaguely fishy smell of Lake Ontario, distinct from the lingering green miasma of sun-warmed algae.

      Cookies.

      Vanilla, warm and sweet. Ghazaros. I glanced behind me, gauging the distance back to Municipal Beach, near his place. It was a long, long walk if you were moving above ground. I’d passed the canal to my left, and to the right, I could faintly see the twinkling lights of old summer cottages along the fire lanes. The near-full moon peeked between the limbs of Russian Olives and Red Maples still lightly-laden will fall foliage, shaking in a slight breeze.

      I peeled off my gloves and tucked them in my pocket. A second nervous glance at the moon revealed how close to full it was. A day, maybe two. It was getting far too close to be tempting the Moon like this, even with the shielding of the Dark Lady.

      I looked over the assorted passages into the rock face. One, here, was already gated tightly by whatever authorities were in charge of securing random holes in the earth, complete with nifty new yellow signs warning against trespassing due to protected wildlife breeding grounds. The second, far back to the west, was near the house where Ghazaros was keeping his new bestie, Glen Strickland. The thought of Ghaz made the scent of cookies stronger, and I wondered if he was nearby, or if my memory was playing tricks. Whether or not that western tunnel went into or beneath his house was still a mystery.

      I’d taken a lot of ill-considered risks in my life, but I wasn’t foolhardy enough to poke around in there alone, and wait for Malashock to show up before being that bold. And she would. I drew her like Harry would draw ghosts. Kindship of the Death Dealers, my traitor brain accused. I figured Malashock would listen to “fuck off” just about as well as I usually did, and she’d trust me to handle it as much as Batten would.

      The third tunnel, the intriguing one, was about two miles from Wicked Whiskers and the tantalizing, patched sinkhole. There was no guarantee that there weren’t revenants inside, but the tunnel hadn’t yet been locked up by the government watchdogs, and it was close enough to the canal to make covert shipping operations convenient for smugglers.

      The smell of vanilla and bourbon and rum still bothered me a great deal. But what bothered me more was Kinship of the Dairy and Erik Shakespeare’s barely controlled eye-roll.

      I had a flashlight clipped to my belt, my thickest pair of gloves on my hands, and the Blue Sense running high. When I got closer, I could see a spent campfire, probably made by local kids; nearby was a pile of sticks and twigs, a big chunk of driftwood… and straw.

      I swung my flashlight up and around, clicking it to high, and found more trampled straw strewn around the cave mouth, suggesting someone or something coming and going a lot. No bars. No signs. No gates. I examined the face of the cliff, finding no hint of spider webs, no scattered piles of beetle carcasses, nothing that would indicate cryptid carrion inside. Stepping in, I found the cave dim, drippy, and lit by a heavy duty lantern beyond the first corner, keeping the light from spilling onto the beach. Straw muddied by footsteps and grunge had been scattered on the dirt. Twenty feet further in, there was a shelf and a door, and further still, the soft white glow of a camp lamp.

      Excited by an actual discovery, I jumped out, bellowing, “Ah-ha! It’s you!”

      Erik Shakespeare appeared between me and the door, wearing his pale blue scrubs and an accusatory scowl. “What the — ” He did a double-take. “It’s you. Why are you here?”

      “Would you believe I wandered in here by mistake?”

      “No.”

      “Would you believe I came down here for a refund on my weird cheese?”

      “No,” he snapped.

      “Clever of you. I stalked you, but for a very good reason,” I said, taking in the evidence in front of me. Crates on straw. Shelves of wax-coated wheels. Illegal cheese? I had to get Schenk in here. “It’s your unlucky day, Shakespeare.”

      “Is it?” He didn’t look like he was buying it, so I drew myself up to full height, which admittedly wasn’t all that impressive. “It’s Crimewatchapalooza, pal, and you're the headliner. Marnie’s gonna bust that little Hobbit ass of yours.”

      “I thought you were Jackie-Joan.” He took an angry step forward.

      “Freeze!” I yelled, pointing a forefinger at him.

      Shakespeare cocked his head. “Why?”

      “Because I said ‘freeze,’ and I have a gun.”

      “That's a finger.” He hefted a big wheel of cheese.

      “It’s right here in my — wait, it’s not even in my waistband. Where did I…? Oh right. Canada.” I balled my fists. “Dammit, Canada!”

      Shakespeare shook his head sadly. “You should really get your shit together, Jackie-Joan.”

      “Fine, you win this round, Shakespeare,” I admitted, “but next time, look out.”

      “How do you figure there’s going to be a next time?”

      “That’s a disturbingly valid point.”

      He smirked. “Turns out you should freeze.”

      “Trust me, I’m frozen.”

      “Your mouth’s still moving.”

      “I wish someone could stop it. Spoiler alert: nobody can.” I flapped a hand at him. “Besides, why should I freeze? You don’t have a gun either, do you? I have a flashlight, that’s a better weapon than nothing. Time to surrender, sir.”

      I didn’t really expect him to give up easily. Instead of putting up his hands in surrender, he hucked his green wheel of waxed cheese at my head. I whooped and ducked, batting it out of the air with my forearm, which hurt more than I expected it to. It hit the ground with a solid thunk.

      “Stop that, Shakespeare,” I said sternly. “I know what you’re doing down here.”

      “My job,” he said.

      “Yeah, helping vampires stuff stolen souls in cheese.”

      He reared back with a fresh grimace. “That’s what you think this is?”

      I squinted. “I don’t hear you denying it.”

      “You’re serious?” His nose scrunched like he couldn’t imagine anyone being that clueless. “Souls in cheese? How the fuck would that work?”

      I realized he hadn’t flinched at the V-word, hadn’t even attempted to deny knowledge of the undead. “Ask your soul-smuggling buddy Sarokhanian.”

      At first, the Blue Sense picked up his jolt of guilt, but the name confused him. He did another double-take that I didn’t like. “Wait, who?”

      “Nice try, cheese-monger.” I remembered the sinkhole revenant. “You know, Nautical Guy.”

      “Who, Rotten Roy?”

      Bingo, a name. Unexpected point: Marnie. “Yeah, him. That’s who I meant. Rotten Roy. Now stop talking for a second. I had a whole victory speech prepared, and you’re gonna hear it.”

      “You don’t belong in here, would you get out, please?” he insisted. “Your running mouth is ruining the humidity.”

      “I even jotted some notes down,” I said, patting my pockets. My mini-Moleskine wasn’t on me. “Dammit. Did I leave it in the car?”

      “Are you some kind of cop?” he demanded, but he was shaking his head because it seemed unlikely. To both of us.

      “Well… not exactly. But I caught you. This is illegal cheese.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re hiding it in a cave, for starters,” I said. “That’s shifty as fuck. If you had it in your store, it wouldn’t look weird.”

      “This is cave-ripened cheddar, you dingbat. The microflora matures best at a very specific temperature and humidity. Do you honestly not know how cheese is made? Do you think there are people squeezing brie straight out of some kind of genetically modified cow?”

      “You’re lying,” I said, only certain that he was lying about some of it. “And you’re not good at it.”

      “If I told you this cheese was illegally imported, then I’d have to keep you here. Forever.”

      I screwed up my face. “Okay, Phantom of the Cheese Cave, you’re bad at impromptu plans. I’m giving you points for originality. The scrubs thing, I don’t get, but you recommended me a good cheese and I hear you grow bitchin’ orchids, so you’re not all bad. But kidnapping me is not the answer.”

      “It won’t be me holding you captive,” he said, and that was when I remembered the difference in our sizes. He was short, but he was broad, packed with muscle that was slowly softening to flab but still undoubtedly capable of mashing me to a chunky Marnie-shaped paste on the wall. He took a step forward.

      “Oh yeah?” I challenged. “Which one of your undead buddies will it be?”

      The glimmer in his eyes said he knew I didn’t have much more than the faintest clue who he was working with, besides Rotten Roy the Nautical Guy. Cheese smuggling, okay, so maybe he wasn’t working with Aston Sarokhanian. Maybe the cheese and the soul calling wasn’t related. But he surely knew about revenants, enough to make the Kinship of the Dairy crack.

      Something clicked. “Who’s the Pale Sister?”

      Now his smile looked smug. “That tasty morsel was renamed. In honor of House Dreppenstedt.”

      I swallowed hard. For Queen Remy, her nibs? For one of my sisters? For me? “Renamed for who?”

      He surprised me. “Violet Santonen.”

      Grandma Vi. I felt shock rocket through me and blow through my protective spell, rattling my powers and stirring mild but worrying lycanthropic urges to shift. Just like before, when I felt Mr. Merritt was in danger, rage stoked the furnace and nudged. I had only a thin layer of control at the best of times, and despite my ward to call off the moon's sway, I felt it pressing into my skull like the throbbing heat of a blossoming migraine.

      Kinship of the Departed. Was Shakespeare implying that the Soul Caller was threatening to call my grandmother’s spirit from wherever it was and drag her back here, only to find Sarokhanian waiting for her instead of Harry? I wondered whether Aston could saunter over to her grave, summon and trap Vi, and hold her hostage the way he’d trapped Colonel Jack.

      “You need to get away from me. Now,” I said hoarsely. “I don’t want to go to prison. Not for you.”

      “You can still back out,” Shakespeare said, “and we can both pretend this never happened. Keep your mouth shut, let me play with my cheese, and nobody is worse for wear. That’s how we both win, here. See that?” He spread his hands in a gesture of openness.

      “Where are the souls kept?” I barely whispered, and drew the Blue Sense as hard as I could, feeling psi sizzling through each layer of my skin. Every nerve on fire, I held my breath for his answer.

      He shook his head as if he was refusing to tell me, but my Talent knew his secret immediately: he had no idea. Relief swept through me. He was a small, insignificant fish in a big tank. He was just receiving and selling cheese. Definitely stolen cheese, but just smuggled goods, not smuggled souls. He might know a revenant, but that was the extent of his reach. Erik Shakespeare couldn’t punish me, and he had no weight to throw around besides his physical bulk. He was a source of income for a house, and maybe not even a big source. Money makers were replaceable, especially to the wealthy, ancient revenants of a house. I summoned more psi, cautious of expending too much power, and sent out probing tendrils. Scents warred in the tight, humid space: crushed and muddy straw, wax, cheese, rum, and smoke. The more I stared at him, the more vulnerable Shakespeare seemed.

      He wasn’t a DaySitter, and he wasn’t a trusted consultant. He was a petty thief who could keep money flowing. A house like the Sarokhanians probably had a dozen men like him shoveling money at them. Cogs in a much bigger machine. Worker bees in a vast hive.

      He saw something change on my face, and his eyes widened. He summoned some bluster, squaring off his shoulders, but I saw through the bluff. Small fish, I thought again, with big ears that picked up a few rumors, a few names, and that was all.

      I let a smile slowly spread across my lips, and now the knowing look was on my face, not his. “You’re going down, cheese man.”

      He picked up another wheel of cheese like it was a weapon. “I’m warning you.”

      “Good thing I brought back-up. Nyquist, now!” Shakespeare’s focus shifted to the hall behind him, to where I was bluffing. I pounced, pelting towards him in the narrow tunnel like I was full-tilt crazy. He made a surprised ulk and planted himself to brace for the hit.

      I slammed into him, and he didn’t move an inch; I bounced off like a tennis ball. I recovered quickly, throwing my arms wide. He put one hand up and slapped my baseball hat, swatting the brim down over my eyes. I lunged and grabbed him, clinging like a feral kitten on a ball of yarn. He shed me with an irritated flap of his arms. I belatedly remembered Hood's lessons and bopped him right in the schnoz.

      He went “Hey!” and made a two-part shuffle around me, feigning right and rolling left against the wall, dropping his cheese and bolting.

      I whipped my hat around and gave chase. Kinship of the Dairy, I thought, my rage building. Grandma Vi? The nerve of it drove me forward, and I summoned on the fly, calling earth magic to trip up his feet or slow him in the sand. “Earth and rock, oaken root / heavy sock and weighty boot!”

      A surge of power rushed before me. The cheese-monger stumbled but kept his feet, though his step dragged and faltered. It wasn’t enough. I heard sirens and paid them no mind, closing the distance. He was so close, I could smell his sweat and the fragrance of old cheese embedded in his scrubs. My Keds had an advantage over his heavy boots as I skimmed the sand.

      I dove, catching him at the hips, which made his scrubs slip down enough to tangle his legs. We went down together in a jumble of limbs, and he thrashed and kicked at me, his heel catching my shoulder, pain lancing down my arm. I clamped both hands on his left ankle and held on tight, a growl snagging in the back of my throat. The sirens were getting closer. Shakespeare flipped, twisted in my grasp, sat up in his wadded scrub pants, and socked me. My hat went flying. I squeezed my eyes shut and held on. He thumped me again, and I saw stars.

      “Hold me captive, eh?” I growled. “I’ll show you. Stop wrestling. Lay still! You’re under arrest!”

      “Get off me, freak.”

      “No! I caught you,” I yelled, clinging to my prize. It was the first dollop of success I’d felt since I’d come home, and there was no way I was releasing it so soon. “I’ll never let go, you hear me? I’ve got you. I win!”

      “Marnie!” I heard someone bark. It was repeated several times, in addition to other voices, voices hard with the certainty of authority, and the repetition was what I heard, not the specific words. Repetition like that, meant to break through the mind-dulling effects of adrenaline could only mean one thing: police officers were on the scene. I heard my name again, recognized the voice, and yelled, “He’s mine! I got him, Schenk. I got him.”

      Hands took me, then, and I went limp, submitting to the process and letting it happen. I was tossed aside unceremoniously in the sand. A giant shape strode over to stand above me. The legs went on forever, and it took me a while to find the top of him, which told me who it was before anything else did.

      “Gonna live, Cinderblock?” Schenk said, moving smoothly into a crouch at my side.

      “Oh, hey, there you are,” I said, beaming through gritty, squinty eyes. “You good, Longshanks?” When he nodded, I marveled aloud, “What are you doing here?”

      “I returned Malashock’s call and she told me to come here,” he said, “to make the official arrest.”

      “How did she know I was actually going to find anything? All I had was a hunch.”

      “She said you had it.”

      I boggled. Malashock believed in me? She trusted me to do this? “But… I didn’t.”

      “You told her you did.”

      “She bought that? Where the hell is she? I can’t believe she didn’t show. I told her not to and she didn’t.”

      He chuckled. “Did you expect her to ignore your wishes?”

      “Of course I did!” I yelped. “Everyone ignores me!”

      He looked me up and down. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Have you ever tried to tackle a cheese smuggler?” I panted.

      “You’re filthy.”

      “Rumble,” I squawked. “I’ve been rumbled.”

      “Why do you smell like feet?”

      “That’s just cheese.”

      Schenk exhaled hard and took a folded handkerchief out of his pocket. He put a finger under my chin, forced me to look up at him, and dabbed gently at my forehead. When I winced, he said, “You’re bleeding.”

      “In his defense, I forgot how to fight and tried to climb him at one point. He was probably traumatized.”

      His mouth worked around many attempted to speak before settling on, “That’s a bad Tuesday afternoon.”

      “And it’s my day off, too.”

      “You do weird things on your day off.”

      I summarized the encounter for him, keeping the smuggler firmly in my sights as I explored my sore shoulder with my opposite hand, rubbing it where Shakespeare kicked me. The uniformed officers were collecting him into a patrol car and setting up a perimeter.

      Schenk followed my gaze. “Is he involved with the local dominant revenant house?”

      “He wasn’t at all surprised when I whipped out the V-word, and we saw him with one at the sinkhole.”

      “Nautical Guy?”

      Rotten Roy. “Yeah. He was there that night we met Ghazaros on the beach. Funny uniform, far left side.”

      Schenk nodded once, remembering. “Why would revenants smuggle cheese?”

      I thought about all the smuggling that I knew about, and how much of it had been done by immortals. The undead held onto old habits, occasionally to the point of obsession. Afraid of change, they adhered to ancient customs, expected forms of interaction, and predictable methods of making money. Shakespeare owned both Wicked Whiskers and the Blind Tiger, and Mr. Merritt's tales of rum running in the area swirling around the latter. I remembered Shakespeare’s confusion about the name Sarokhanian, even though he knew about the soul calling and Kinship of the Departed and my grandmother's name. And Rotten Roy, the Nautical Guy; what House was he? Was he working with Ghazaros or Zorovar? Both? Neither?

      “The same reason anyone else would: money. I think it’s entirely possible that the revenants are smuggling other things, too.” I didn’t need to elaborate for someone like Schenk. “Where there's value, there's crime, they say, right?”

      “Malashock has a suspect in her phantasm case. This name ring any bells?”

      Schenk showed me a pink slip, a copy of a warrant to stake. I expected to see Milosc Borodian, but the name Zorovar Borodian was entered into a blank space, and so were Liv Malashock’s name and a badge number. Beneath that, the judge had signed his name but also wrote in a unique instruction: FTS, industry for “free to stake,” after which he’d written “to include any and all conspirators as so deemed by investigating officer, LM-14789.”

      The air felt heavy in my lungs. Malashock had a blank slate to kill any revenant she decided was involved in her phantasm case. She could claim the need to wipe clean the entire region, and all she’d have to do is tell a small tribunal a vague story about how they were all “in on it.” Since Canadian law afforded rights and freedoms to revenants but still frowned upon criminal activity, they wouldn’t do much more than glance at her reports and accept her explanation at face value. She could dust a dozen of them and there would be no investigation, no questions, and almost certainly no official consequences. I’d run into this before with Kill-Notch — no oversight, just a green light to stake as he pleased.

      It was the Canadian version of the American laissez-faire regarding the destruction of immortals, and it woke my protective urges. She could stir up Ghaz. She could get to Glen Strickland. Wes. My stomach rolled over miserably. She could show up at North House. I glowered at the name on the pink slip, wondering what the fuck I could do about any of it.

      “Longshanks, do you value my opinion?”

      Schenk’s brows rocketed up. “Absolutely, I do.”

      “Then listen to me on this. Zorovar Borodian is an associate of Ghazaros Merzyan. I’ve met Borodian. Harry says the Borodians are harmless, a minor house of mediocre seers. Precognatives. They can sorta-kinda-sometimes see the future, that’s all. In the industry, they’re barely known. There are no Borodian DaySitters with Gold-Drake & Cross because their Talent is so weak it's next to useless for law enforcement purposes. There’s no reason to stake these guys.” I looked him dead in the eye so he could see how serious I was. “Furthermore, I have no reason to believe the phantasm feeding is being done by a Borodian; none of them are anywhere near that level of ancient as far as I can tell, especially not Zorovar. There’s no proof that they’re a threat. This is a clear abuse of power on Malashock’s part if you guys go traipsing in there and play Rambo.”

      “Thought one of them was giving you trouble?”

      “He was only being sassy to Harry,” I explained, omitting the fact that Zorovar and Ghazaros had used Strickland to threaten my brother. “That’s all. I’m sassy to Harry all the fucking time and nobody is driving a sharpened piece of rowan wood into my chest cavity.”

      He wanted to object to that, I saw it in his face. I cut him off.

      “We can’t get information out of a pile of dust, Schenk. And when the dust piles up, other revenants, who may have been open to talking before, will clam up or fuck off.” I put more force into my voice. “Patrick, I mean it. This requires a deft touch, not doors kicked down and stakes driven. Mediation, not violence.”

      “Hold on.” A brief smile turned his lips up. “When did you become the voice of restraint? You just assaulted a guy in a cheese cave.”

      Point: Longshanks. “Cheese smuggling isn't a capital offense, where it's stake first and ask questions never. Just let me have a crack at Borodian. I know this isn’t your call, but Malashock trusts you. She listens to you.”

      “Apparently, she trusts you, too,” he reminded me.

      “And more stunned, I could not be. Look, Borodian knows who I am, so maybe he’ll be reasonable.” I waved a hand at the cave with its flapping police tape. “Maybe he’s the cheese connection. If so, he may give up any other human smugglers he’s got working for him in exchange for letting him slink off to the revenant homeland. If we’re lucky, he may have the name and location of the phantasm, too. I’ll have a cautious, friendly face-to-face with him and tell him how things are on my end. I’ll advise him to close up shop and move on. I’ll be much more delicate than Malashock will be.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, yeah, I can’t even kick a door down.” I splayed my legs out in the sand. “Have you seen these things?”

      I expected to get a no on my plan, considering I wasn’t law enforcement, but Longshanks surprised me. “You should be the one to speak to Borodian first. At least give him a chance to change course before Malashock gets to him.”

      Not for the first time that night, I felt a warm, fuzzy feeling. “Huh. So, wait, you have faith in me, too?”

      “Sure.”

      “Weird.”

      “Agreed,” he said easily, nodding. “But you’re taking me with you.”

      I flashed back to Schenk and the frozen overflow pond and the ectoplasm and the ghostly spirits haunting him still. “I’m sorry, but no. I’m going in alone.”

      “Like hell.”

      “He won’t talk openly to me if I bring the law.”

      “How many times have you done something alone and it turned out badly?” he wondered aloud, not expecting an answer. He did, however, give me a fresh handkerchief for my head wound.

      I counted on my fingers for him. “I went to the Ten Springs Inn by myself to see Danika Sherlock, got a belly full of steel for my troubles. I saw Ruby Valli on my own, nearly got fed to a lust demon in her basement. I fed Gregori Nazaire on my own, accidentally formed a one-sided metaphysical Bond with him, and let him loose. I walked home alone, got attacked by Zombie Dunnachie. I checked on my neighbor alone during that outbreak, and nearly got eaten by her zombie labradoodles.”

      Schenk opened his mouth to comment but then saw I wasn’t finished, dropped his upraised finger and shook his head.

      I continued, “I went alone to a pawn shop against a sheriff’s orders and that turned out just fine… except for the plague and the stalker and being gang-banged by a scarf rack.”

      Schenk’s eyes narrowed at me. “Why do I trust you, again?”

      “To be fair, things go ass-over-teakettle when I bring a team, too. I took an Irish dhampir into a tomb in Egypt, got attacked by a werefox and a tomb guardian, and had to eat honey-coated man-jerky. Come to think of it, I took that same dhampir to Kathmandu and wound up in an underground fight club with a yeti, too. Don’t even get me started on the clurichaun and the spriggans, cuz that poor dhampir was also there for that. Maybe all of it was Declan’s fault. That would be great news for me, to be honest.”

      “What the hell is a dhampir?”

      I just smiled up at him. “Let me worry about the monsters, Longshanks. Go book your cheese smuggler.”

      He groaned as he lifted from his crouch, then dropped a hand in my face to help me up. I took it gladly, hauling myself out of the sand. “Can you take Harry with you?”

      “I can,” I said, nodding. I won’t, though… Zorovar won’t receive me if I bring the guy who stole his girl and his ship full of silks.

      I watched Longshanks stride over to the patrol car, then scanned the warrant again. Zorovar Borodian had a house two doors down from the Blind Tiger. That couldn’t be a coincidence.

      I texted Malashock: Cheese smuggler down. No sign of Nyquist yet. Schenk’s made the arrest. Where are you?

      She didn’t answer. I texted Harry: Can you tell where Zorovar is?

      Harry’s reply was immediate and annoying. Do try not to be absurd, my darling. Of course I can.

      “That’s not an answer,” I sang at my phone as though he could hear it. Then I thumbed in: Mind sharing the secret?

      The reply was the last thing in the world I would have expected. Prince Borodian is sitting in our Winter Room, enjoying the fire and a cup of ginger tea with Wesley and our dear Mr. Strickland. Please do hurry home and pay your respects.

      My heart leapt into my throat and I nearly gagged on my tongue. “No. No, no, no. All the no.”

      I pictured Liv Malashock tracking Borodian to North House and busting in, stakes bared. She wouldn’t dare. She couldn’t face four revenants alone, could she? At least two of them were old enough to turn Youngers. Harry was certainly old enough to defend himself. It was past dusk, and Wes would be awake. He and Glen, telepaths both, would have read her mind and seen her intentions long before she got up the driveway. Borodian might have Seen her coming with precognition. Malashock wouldn’t try it. Would she?

      What if she had a crew? What if the FUSZ had an entire revenant-busting team? My head swam and I felt faint.

      I texted back just in case: Code Rowan, dead guy, and after a second though, added, I love you, Harry. I love you so, so much. Then I struggled to get moving, Keds shifting in the sand, and hurried to the hearse.

      I was halfway back to North House when my phone dinged once more. Harry texted: All is well, my pipistrelle. Such a fuss you make.
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      I didn’t know whether to be glad or worried that Harry’s guests were gone by the time I got to North House. Wes couldn’t hide his mixed emotions from me, and chose to lurk in the basement instead of talking about them — he’d seen Glen Strickland, made nice with meeting Zorovar Borodian, and resisted the lure of the very willing veins of Steve the DaySitter, which had reminded him very much of feeding on Gary Chapel. It had squicked Wes right out, all of it, the threat of becoming ash at Zorovar’s discretion, the arousal caused by the unspoken offer of hot, mortal blood, ready and keen, but most of all, I Felt his disappointment.

      It was extremely hard for Wes to see Harry vulnerable and humbled. Wesley had always seen Harry as larger than life and even stronger in UnDeath, a master of the shadows, the unstoppable force moving through the night. Wesley aspired to be as suave, elegant, and powerful as Harry, and it was only now dawning on him that there were levels of revenant power he hadn’t yet encountered, let alone imagined. This was his first time learning, first-hand, that Harry was indeed a Younger, and not a master. Harry had been bumped from the pedestal Wesley had placed him on. It had not been a fun night for my brother.

      I sought out Harry first in the Winter Room. He stood by the fire with a snifter of brandy that he wouldn’t bother drinking, swirling the glass and sniffing it. I knew it would snag under the skin for my Cold Company to be viewed by my brother as having flaws and weaknesses.

      “Good evening, my pet. You smell of sand and cheese, are you quite well?” He did not turn from the fire, and seemed to be waiting for me to lie, so I didn’t.

      “Got kicked around a bit but I helped arrest a smuggler.”

      “Well, then,” Harry murmured quietly, sticking his nose in his glass. “Success was had by all. Huzzah.” He didn’t feel happy about all the purported success through the Bond.

      “You invited Borodian here. And Glen Strickland.” I came up behind him, wanting to wrap my arms about him and unsure that he wanted me to. “You thought it would be safer to have them here. I think that was a mistake.”

      “Your concern is noted,” he said to placate me. “Perhaps, DaySitter, you should trust that your companion knows what he’s about.”

      I hesitated, then told him, “Liv Malashock has a warrant to stake Zorovar.”

      Finally, Harry turned to face me, his eyes soft and grey and smiling. “My, my. Isn’t she quite the going concern? Does she remind you of anyone?”

      “She reminds me very much of our dear, departed friend Mark Batten, Harry, who would have gladly staked you any number of times.”

      “And I do hope our intrepid Ms. Malashock does not meet the same fate as Our Lad,” Harry said with a helpless shrug. “You and I both know it’s highly likely. Vampire hunters have short and brutal lives. You cannot make her decisions for her, no more than you could control Mark’s behavior. Sometimes, it’s wiser to take a step back and watch life unfold as it will.”

      “I don’t want Liv to die, and I don’t want Zorovar Borodian staked for no reason.”

      “How certain you are that there is no reason for his warrant,” Harry noted. He put his glass aside on the mantle and stroked my bruised, swollen eyebrow gently and fondly with one cool thumb. His protective concern washed through the Bond. “You can’t save everyone, love.”

      “But I can save some people sometimes,” I insisted. “They don’t have to be important to me for me to want a peaceful resolution. Harry, no one has to die.” I didn’t know where all the puzzle pieces fit yet, but I had to have hope. “Maybe we can get the bad guys to a place they won’t hurt anyone, and the good guys can walk away. Maybe we can resolve everything peacefully.”

      “Not this time, my pet,” Harry said softly, his smile sad.

      “What does that mean?”

      Harry placed a chaste kiss on my forehead, atop the clotted scrape on my temple and let his hand linger gently on the shoulder where Shakespeare had kicked me. “You need your rest, my Own. We will skip tonight’s feed. Off with you, now. Mr. Merritt will bring you some aspirin and chamomile tea.”

      I turned to leave the room, lingering in the doorway one last moment. When I glanced back, I caught Harry studying me suspiciously before his smile returned. “Harry, were you luring Malashock here where you could manage the outcome? Is that why you brought Zorovar to North House?”

      Harry pretended to look mildly insulted and drew himself up to full height, and that’s when Mr. Merritt appeared, clearing his throat behind me.

      “Madam, your tea will be ready presently.”

      “Swell, thanks,” I said, not taking my eyes off Harry’s pale, imperturbable face.

      “And the emptying of the chest freezer has been completed, my lord,” Mr. Merritt announced, sending a cold shock through my belly. “If you don’t need anything else, I’ll retire now.”

      My jaw dropped slowly open, and I could imagine Liv’s drained body folded up in the freezer in the basement all too easily. “Guy. Harrick. Dreppenstedt,” I said, my voice heavy with accusation.

      “One needs one’s space for a respectable supply of sustenance, dearest,” Harry said, dismissing Mr. Merritt with a wave of his hand. “And your brother’s old frozen pizzas wanted clearing. He shouldn’t eat such things, you know.”

      Those two things were true, but there was an uglier truth beneath them. “I’ll keep the hunter in check.”

      “I am unreservedly confident that you will try. Good night, my love. Dream only of the sweetest things,” Harry said lightly, and his docile smile returned.

      My sleep that night was disturbed by images of Grandma Vi and what I imagined Batten’s grandfather might have looked like, drawing from the few fuzzy old photographs I’d seen of him from when Batten was just a cocky teenager riding a flashy, barely-street-legal motorcycle. Jack Batten was a hard man, grey and angular, with a strong jaw very much like Batten’s, and though the pictures had been washed out by age, I imagined he shared Mark’s deep, lake water blue eyes. I dreamed Vi and the colonel were dancing in the cemetery, singing a low song of longing to be returned to peace. A shadow fell over her grave, obscuring them both, swirling around them until they were gone, just gone. I could smell the night-dew on the grass, and wet fallen leaves, that sharp autumn perfume. And then something had me, too, and I felt pulled apart, torn into halves, and the fragrance of autumn leaves gave way to the snap-spark of burnt sugar, and I knew what had me, and who. The Soul Caller was there, the leech was sucking, and then I was covered in leeches, sinking into my flesh and draining me dry. I woke coughing and choking, thrashing in sweaty sheets, to the late morning sun streaming through a slim gap in the curtains.

      “Next time Jerkface tells you to fuck off,” I whispered to myself, “make with the fucking-offness, Marnie.”

      I took a long shower, reducing the temperature until the coolness both settled and woke me. My phone dinged several times while I was drying off and I glanced at it, toweling my hair.

      Malashock. Good job on the cheese bust, all illegal imports.

      Where are you, you trickass hunter? I resisted typing. Instead, I went with: Real estate angle next?

      Her reply unsettled me. Muni Beach or Castle St?

      Schenk must have told her about showing me the pink slip, and how he’d advised me to seek out Borodian before she could stake him. I shook my head, respecting his honesty but wishing he’d given me at least one free night to handle it.

      Beach. When she replied in the affirmative, I resolved to keep my focus on the case and not on my personal worries. Surely, Malashock wouldn’t stake Harry for no reason. I would make sure she didn’t, of course, but I wasn’t going to panic. Panic made people sloppy. Panic got people killed.

      But I left a note for Mr. Merritt not to let her in, just in case.
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        * * *

      

      The street was loaded with trash cans and recycling bins ready for pick-up, piles of raked leaves in curbside drifts under broad, half-bare maples. The day's breeze had a hostile bite to it, streaming off the lake and hitting us through the side yards, making our trek uncomfortable. Malashock and I took opposite sides of the street to go door to door. I knocked on the first, the most important one, belonging to the initial cave explorer, Cordelia Abrams, who had been grabbed by… something.

      When she opened her door, I got right to it. “I’d like to speak to you regarding this neighborhood and the various health conditions experienced here.”

      She pursed her lips and checked out my frayed denim and faded Keds. “I don’t need a water filter, thanks.”

      I handed her my business card. “I’m talking about your recent brush with something in the cave?”

      “Are you from the government?”

      Kinda-sorta. “I’m working with the FUSZ and the police to find the source of the problem and — ”

      “No thank you.” The door started shutting in my face.

      “Wait!”

      There was just a sliver of her face showing, looking wan and dubious.

      “Don’t you want to know what might be making you ill?” I boggled.

      “I’m fine.”

      “But you’re clearly not fine,” I told her, “and maybe I can help.”

      Her lips tightened. “It’s fine. You can go.”

      “Ms. Abrams, I read your report — ”

      “I don’t need help.” She said it with the shrug of one shoulder. The Blue Sense stirred but offered me a surprising amount of no-fucks-given. She meant it. She wanted me gone.

      “So… you’re fine,” I repeated slowly to clarify.

      “Totally fine.”

      “You want us to go.”

      “You’re wasting your time,” she said. “No one on this street will talk to you.”

      They talked to Malashock before. “What’s changed?”

      “Have a nice day.” It was the closest to a Canadian “fuck off” I'd ever heard, and then the door shut in my face.

      Is it me? “Would you talk to Detective Malashock instead?” I shouted.

      Nothing.

      Malashock herself came jogging over. “Something’s different.”

      “Cordelia Abrams didn’t seem intimidated into silence,” I told her, wiggling my fingers at her to remind her of my psychic Talents. “She looked weak, frail, but seemed content with the situation.”

      “They weren’t content before.” Malashock was back in her black-on-black, her hair stuffed under a dark cap, and her gaze dialed to determined. “So why the shift? Bribery?”

      I shrugged helplessly. We went to the next house together.

      A gangly, disheveled teenager answered the door, looking far too haggard for a Fortnite binge to be the culprit. “You want my dad. He’s out cold, man.” He looked concerned.

      “Has he been sleeping a lot more than usual?” I asked.

      “Days on end. I woke him the other day to eat because I got worried.”

      “Did he eat?”

      “A ton, like he was starving,” the kid said. “I ordered two pizzas, and he ate them both. I got one piece. Thought he was gonna bite my hand off, so I didn’t even try for a second. Then he fell asleep again.”

      “I’m not a doctor, but I do have some experience with this,” I told him carefully, skirting several legal complications. “Would you mind if I came in for just a minute, took a quick peek at him? I won’t touch him or anything in your home.”

      He led us down a darkened hallway, where the stink of burnt sugar was high and harsh, strong enough to make my eyes water. A phantasm had been here, and recently. The bedroom was dark with shade from the pines outside, even though the window blinds were open. The man in the bed looked like he’d once been pleasantly plump, but had lost so much weight that his flesh was sagging, pale and dry, nearly transparent. Beneath the skin of his neck, his veins and arteries thrummed visibly, the pulse erratic. I drew a tiny bit of psi, enough to stay beneath the radar of any metaphysical awareness in the area, and probed the gentleman in the bed.

      He felt amazing. For a moment, I let the euphoria swallow me whole, rolling under its familiar spell, and then my shoulders fell. “Dammit.”

      The teen said, “Should I, like, call someone?”

      Malashock was already on it, speaking firm orders into her phone.

      “We’ll put him in an ambulance to be sure,” I told the kid, “and have the doctors check him. If nothing else, the rest in a hospital will do him good. And so will a bunch of vitamins in an IV, too.” I followed Liv back through the house to the front door.

      “It’s getting worse,” Malashock said, low so the kid didn’t hear. “They look more than simply drained.”

      Narcosis. “It’s Rapture of the Blood.” I turned away from the teen and whispered the rest. “When the phantasms have fewer victims to draw on, they’ll draw harder and deeper. These victims will be strongly hooked to the feeding process now. They won’t want anything to break this, not even if it’s killing them. If they’re conscious like Cordelia Abrams, they’ll fight the EMTs. I’m going to speak to the kid in the driveway and recommend sedation for transport.”

      “I don’t understand. If these victims aren’t enough to sustain the phantasms, why don’t the revenants just move on to a richer victim pool?”

      “The only thing I can think of? They must be stuck.”

      “Stuck?”

      “Trapped, maybe. Didn’t Nyquist say there have been cave-ins in the breeding grounds?”

      “The last was a minor one,” Malashock confirmed. “By the cheese shop. Road guys cleared the rubble, repaved. No injuries. A nesting area for boggles, but it was undisturbed. No reports of any activity down there, either mortal or immortal. It’s near one of the caves.”

      “I want to see the cave.”

      “You can’t, it’s blocked off. Blind Shale Boggles are a protected species.”

      “Cover of darkness it is!” I said, nodding enthusiastically. “Don’t tell Nyquist, okay?”

      Malashock followed me out the front door, giving me an as-if look. “I can’t. He still hasn’t returned my call. Listen, Baranuik, let me go through the proper channels.”

      I knew all about proper channels and governmental delays. “How long will that take?

      “I don’t fucking know,” she said, looking defeated but determined. “But this is the way it has to be.”

      “For you. Because you have rules to follow.”

      “And I also have laws to enforce,” she parried. “Don’t make me arrest you. I don’t want to do that.”

      “Don’t you, though?” I eyed her doubtfully.

      “We’re on the same side.”

      “Are we?” I smirked. “Don’t you kind of want to arrest me?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “But come on. You need me.”

      “I handled the cheese dude by myself. And you let me.” I studied her. “You knew I had it.”

      “It was one dumpy little human in scrubs who sells cheese. But when it comes to phantasms, you need someone. You need a crew. You can’t solo this.”

      She was probably right. But. “Sure,” I lied. “Okay. We’ll handle this together.” An idea began crystallizing in my mind. “But we do it my way.”

      Malashock stared at me for a long beat. If she’d been Batten, she would have immediately told me to fuck off. This hunter, though, gave me a tiny bit of credit. “And what’s your way?”

      “First, we stake out the casino.”

      “What?” She laughed, incredulous. “Wanna tell me why?”

      “There’s a rev who frequents the slots and is apparently a junkie for gossip, so, I think before we go any further, we should tap that keg.” I tapped my temple. “Listen, I know your style. Stake first, ask no questions later, because everyone’s toast.” I leveled a gotcha gaze at her. “Do you know what happens to hunters who go up against precognitive revs? You can’t surprise Seers. That’s going to catch up to you sooner or later. Trust me, I know. I’ve got the broken heart to prove it.”

      She looked at me, nonplussed by my temper and the non sequitur, but I was on a roll.

      “I cannot afford to have you flinging stakes and blowing through this city’s undead population like an avalanche through a stand of cedars,” I said firmly. “I need some of these crusty old bastards around to answer questions. So do you, Liv. We can't interrogate dust.”

      Malashock obviously didn’t like being unmasked unceremoniously in a random driveway with an ambulance pulling up behind her. The EMT guys rattled past with a stretcher. We both waited grimly until they were inside before speaking further. An exhausted moan drifted from the house.

      “Fine, casino first,” she said tentatively, but it didn’t sound like she was on board, just repeating what I said with resignation. “What’s second?”

      “Second, I do some poking around, real casual-like.” I dropped a broad, sassy wink to lighten the mood. To tighten that up, I added an eyebrow waggle. “Pour on the Baranuik charm, see what shakes out.”

      She blinked at me rapidly. “Charm.”

      “Yeah.” I smiled prettily to demonstrate. She didn’t seem charmed.

      “What’s plan B?”

      “Plan B is I sacrifice you and Nyquist to a bunch of dead guys in exchange for freeing this neighborhood, and you serve as a delicious offering.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She didn't reach for her cuffs, precisely, but shifted her stance to make whipping them out easier.

      “Or... something else,” I said. “I’ll think on it. You manage the really sick folks, the ones who are unconscious, and the ones who are willing to come away with you. Definitely want to do that during daylight. Interview as many as will talk to you. I’ll check back in tonight about our casino date.”

      She-Batten glared at me the entire way to our cars, and even after I drove away, I could see her in the rear view mirror, scowling away. I couldn't tell if she was clenching her jaw repeatedly like Kill-Notch always did, but it wouldn't have surprised me.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled onto Castle Street twenty minutes later, parked ten doors down from my target, and took Mr. Merritt’s handgun from the glove box, checking that the magazine was fully loaded. I pulled on my parka and stuck the gun in the right-hand pocket. I stuck a second magazine in my left. A copy of Malashock's pink warrant was in my back pocket in case I needed it. I had no intention of shooting anyone, and I hadn’t even brought a stake — murder was not my plan. All I wanted to do was to talk to Steve the DaySitter to suggest that Zorovar leave town quietly, and pass along any more information about smuggling that we might need. If I could get some dirt on Aston Sarokhanian while I was at it, great. If not, I wouldn’t push. Glen Strickland was still in danger, so that would temper my approach.

      The house was a small Georgian with all the shutters closed up tightly. Steve did not answer the door, but I recognized the man who did. Zorovar smiled brightly, staying behind the shade of the door where the mild October sun didn’t penetrate. “Good afternoon, little DaySitter.”

      I squinted at him. “Why are you not at rest? It’s late. Or early. Whichever.”

      “Some of us sleep well, some of us have trouble resting. I’ve always been of the latter sort. It matters not. The house is dark and I am well protected. Come closer,” he invited, walking away from the open door and deeper into the shadowy house. “I’ve been expecting your return.”

      Wut-oh. I stepped in cautiously, smelling only mild burnt sugar and something warmer. Honey. Beeswax. “I was, um, looking for Steve? I just had a few questions.”

      He smiled, showing neither fang nor a trace of concern. “And I was looking for you.”

      “You should probably have that urge checked out by a professional. I’m not good company.”

      “You make men regret things,” he said, winking. “I remember. But it’s so cold outside for a little thing like you, is it not? Your bones are positively rattling.” His voice became a purr as he strolled into a sitting room, padding elegantly the way Harry was wont to do. “The fire is toasty, here. The brandy is warm. Won’t you join me?”

      “Gee, gosh, that sure sounds spiffy, Zoro, but I’m here to discuss some legal matters. Not exactly cozy fireside chat material, you dig?”

      “Oh?” His smile didn’t falter. “I appreciate your concern. Your companion told me that you are a considerate woman, and I’m pleased to see that Lord Guy did not exaggerate on that account. You needn’t trouble yourself so. I’m sure everything will work out in my favor. May I offer you some lemon tarts?”

      “Prince Borodian,” I said, letting out a sigh, “I regret to inform you that you and your buddies have attracted the attention of the federal authorities.”

      “Did I thank you for your kind invitation to North House? Mr. Strickland and I had hoped to see you there, but our visit with your brother was, unfortunately, a brief one. It was such a lovely treat to be welcomed into your home.” He pulled the audiomancy trick the way Harry sometimes did, dropping his voice to a bare brush but pushing it so that I heard it clearly. “It smells of you.”

      Urp. “Does it?”

      “I understand it was not always so,” he said, his tone soft with manipulation disguised as sympathy. “Another woman’s house, another woman’s Bond, another woman’s bed, such a strange thing to adjust to. But that is all in the past now, surely. You’ve blossomed into a formidable companion and advocate.”

      “Yes, well, um.” I had no choice but to thank him for the kindness of his words, despite him having plucked a thorn from my side and sliding it neatly into my heart. “I appreciate you saying so. I put in a good word with the feds for you because…” I drifted off, not willing to accuse him of being harmless, lest he prove me wrong. “I don’t want trouble.”

      “This must be difficult for you,” he sympathized. “I’m happy that your ill-considered romance with the vampire hunter didn’t make you cold to my kind. And please believe that I do not hold you responsible for the unforgivably haughty attitude of your immortal companion. Your compassion is appreciated.”

      “I’m here to advise you to collect your house and go beyond the Bitter Pass to Svikheimslending, Prince Borodian. Your associates have been connected to a criminal enterprise, and revenant crime is a serious no-no around here. The cops won't even apologize before they stake you.”

      “What crime am I accused of?” Apparently, the implied threat of getting abruptly staked was not high on his list of concerns.

      I took a shot, because why not? “Smuggling.”

      “I see.” He touched a little bell on his side table. “Shall I ring for Steven? I’m sure he still has lemon tarts.”

      “Prince Borodian, I don’t expect you to confess to me. You don’t need to. If you’re even remotely involved, the law will come down hard. You know how it works, sir. They don’t need proof. Not for immortals. I can’t do much to protect you. Not while Liv Malashock is kicking down doors and flinging rowan wood around.”

      “And you are advising me, for my own safety, to flee to Svikheimslending?” He chuckled. “What do you know of the Bitter Pass?”

      “Um, a little?”

      “You want me to abandon my home, my business ventures, everything I’ve worked for, my comforts, my relationships, and go to some strange, far-away land to be surrounded by the Arctic winds and the frigid, hostile stares of the undead?”

      “Sounds like you don’t dig the cold,” I said. “I get it. But you’ve gotten yourself involved with some shifty folks and possibly bigger trouble than you want. Malashock doesn’t have to prove anything. She’s got the pink slip. She can pretty much do what she wants with you.”

      Zorovar threw back his head and laughed at this. “Oh, my. I’m suitably terrified.”

      I sighed. It was a very Harry Dreppenstedt-style reply. I should have expected it. “Go. Please. I’d hate to see your entire house ruined for the sake of money or friends.”

      “No.”

      “No?” I blinked. “That’s it, just no?”

      “Come here, little one,” he said, patting the worn velvet couch. “Join me.”

      I hovered where I was, not quite committed to entering the room. “Is that like ‘come to the Dark Side; we have lemon tarts?’ A bit redundant, I’m already on the dark side.”

      “Are you? How quaint that you think so.”

      That brought me up short. “I’m not?”

      “You have only glimpsed the abyss, sweet bird,” he promised, “but I will take you on a far more thorough tour, if you crave such things.”

      Blerg. I had no illusions in that moment; Zorovar’s only attraction to me was steeped in petty revenge. Harry had stolen his ship, or at the very least his paramour, and Borodian wanted to even the score. I had zero interest in my soul playing Prometheus over some kind of eternal darkness.

      “Do you?” he purred, and my DaySitter body thrummed with warning even as my mind slipped sideways into a familiar pattern of haziness and submission.

      “Do I…?”

      “Crave the darkness, sweet bird? I think you do. I can taste your desire. You are like a mourning dove,” he said, “aren’t you? Singing sadly of oblivion when you haven’t yet tasted so much as a hint of its true meaning. But I will show to you the void, my delicious thing. I will open your eyes to true emptiness. The despair of eternal nothingness.”

      “Gosh, I don’t think that’s necessary,” I said with a breathy laugh. “I already have my own doom chasm.” Even my sarcasm seemed to be coming from far away.

      “When you flirt with death, miss, do not be alarmed when death responds to your desires.” Zorovar Borodian smiled once more, but this time, his fangs were on clear display, thirsting for the hot rush of blood. “You will feed me.”

      “This is how you treat visitors in your territory? You put the moves on another revenant’s DaySitter? After being welcomed into his home?” I said, gripping the gun in my pocket tighter, while fully aware that Glen Strickland’s life was still very much in danger. “My neck isn't for you.” The demon king’s scar around it ached acutely, though I couldn't tell if it was in invitation or warning.

      “You should have sent your police lady,” he said, coolly and matter-of-factly. “Now, I will have you.”

      His hunger woke. Unleashed from his control, it rolled through me like a tank across a battlefield of broken bodies, smashing barriers and spinning through flesh and bone to make his point clear — this was an old creature, older than I’d estimated, older than Ghaz, and he had no patience for being toyed with by another immortal’s short-term plaything. That was precisely how he saw me: warm, and wriggling, and disposable. Tasty, perhaps, but very, very temporary. In the time it took him to make a serious decision, my life would have begun and ended, a blip on his radar, and of no significance whatsoever.

      Harry had never made me feel so worthless, so insignificant, my input fleeting and negligible. It was jarring, but it shouldn’t have been.

      I drew up my clinical detachment like a shield, but I couldn’t help but remember how many times Batten had tried to drill into my head that they were vampires, monsters – heartless, incapable of love or mercy, treating humans as food and nothing more. I didn’t – couldn’t – agree with that assessment when he spoke of Harry, but this man, this creature, absolutely fit Batten’s definition. The reminder was a blessing.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said, wilting with relief, and the frank honesty in my voice intrigued him into a cocked head and a half-smile.

      “For what, little bird?”

      “Pretty sure you just cured me of my addiction to assholes.” I matched his smile and raised Mr. Merritt’s .357. I slid my finger onto the trigger to show him I was serious. “And you made this a lot easier. Now, I’m leaving. And someday very soon, I’ll hear that you have, too. I came here as a favor to you, to warn you of danger, to show you the respect of giving you options. Nobody has to get hurt. I’m going. Go home.”

      I started edging back to the door. I had delivered my message. I had resisted his lure. Time to go, my warning bells said. And they were right.

      Zorovar hissed and lunged. I pulled the trigger and fired until the gun was empty.

      The bullets took him in the belly and stitched upwards as I stepped away to help absorb the recoil, knocking him back slightly in a flutter of shredded velvet, tearing flesh and spraying inky, blue revenant nectar in a fine mist. I dropped the magazine and slammed in the second, readied for another salvo if he came back at me. I knew he would before he started snarling, hot fury snagging in his throat. A fountain of dark blue blood gushed from his mouth when he tried to speak. Smoke rose from his wound in a curious spiral. I fired one more time, hitting closer to center of mass and knocking his unbalanced body back against the wall. Plaster gave way. Grey dust and bits of lath showered him.

      Shit, shit, shit. I looked down at the gun like it had fired that last bullet on its own. Had I just doomed Strickland? Wes?

      “I don’t want to be enemies, here, Zorovar. I don’t want to shoot again. Let me leave,” I said loudly through the sounds of his agony, lowering the gun as the revenant struggled to swallow his pain so he could fight or flee.

      He snarled wetly, but didn't rise.

      I glanced around the empty room like there might be someone there who could advise me.

      Unexpectedly, there was. A small-framed man in his early twenties stood quietly in the threshold of the hallway in navy track pants and no shirt, wiry and lean, wide-eyed and stunned. Pale. Physically shaky. Emotionally traumatized by what he was seeing, and didn’t the Blue Sense decide this was the perfect time to inform me of it. Steve. He had something in his hand, but when he saw me notice, he set down a rather impressive looking buck knife.

      “We’re done here, Steve,” I advised. “Probably, you should tiptoe on out like I’m going to.”

      I expected either compliance or the continued silent statue act. I did not expect balls the size of King Kong. “You just fucked up hard.”

      My eyebrows shot up.

      “You’re asking for peace with a gun?” he said, stepping fully into the room, and I saw his master’s rage mirrored in his young eyes. Uh oh.

      “Kid, don’t do this,” I warned. “Trust me, I get it. I do. But he came at me first. I’m trying to work this out. This isn’t the time or place to make a stand. Not for this asshole, at least.”

      The young man’s voice dropped. “My name is Steve, and I’m not your kid.”

      I flashed back with empathy and regret on how many times my age and small size had been used to demean me, and felt like a jerk.

      “Furthermore,” Steve continued tightly, “that asshole bleeding on the floor belongs to me. And if you fire on him again, I will spend the rest of my life making you regret it. So I’m going to give you about nine seconds to drop the gun. After that, I won’t be held responsible for what happens.”

      I frowned. He’d said precisely what I’d have said if someone shot my Harry. I could fault him for none of it. “If I drop the gun, are you gonna let me leave?”

      “That’s not my call to make,” Steve told me.

      I glanced at the revenant, who was still attempting to push up off the wall as his rapid healing drained some of his energy. Fangs fully extended, eyes bright with murder, he was absolutely the bigger threat. Even the bullets were only putting off the inevitable. My self-doubt reared its ugly head, but I’d listen to its reprimands later. Right now, I had to focus.

      Out, my gut said. Get the fuck out.

      “I don’t want to shoot you,” I said as he got up in my face, squaring off against me.

      “You won’t,” he said, placing both hands on the barrel of the gun and wrapping them around it. He tugged a little. I held tight and dropped my finger back inside the trigger guard. His hands were around the slide. Would his flesh catch in it enough to prevent it from firing? The Blue Sense hit me with his devotion, love, and fury, and I thought Steve might risk a slide bite to save himself and his companion.

      “Let go, Steve,” I said, then raised my voice to speak to the revenant. “I don’t want to hurt your DaySitter, Zorovar, make him let go.”

      The revenant swung his stoplight-bright gaze at me, filled with no less murder than they had been. “Bring her to me,” he commanded thickly. “She needs to learn the Lesson of the crimson and ivory. You and I will teach it.”

      Fuck.

      “Yes, master,” Steve said, licking his lips.

      Fuckanut. I slipped my finger onto the trigger but couldn’t afford to shift another muscle. If I fired, I thought he had a good chance of jamming the slide or jerking the gun off target one way or the other. Steve wasn’t giving me many options, here, and his revenant was not in a forgiving mood.

      I was starting to tighten my finger on the trigger when the spicy perfume of rum and beeswax swelled and another voice filled the room.
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      “She certainly does hit on all sixes, Zorovar. Yes indeed, a choice bit of calico, this one. Stand down, Steven. Go on.” When he didn’t move, the new voice said, “Go chase yourself, kid.”

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off of Zorovar or Steve, but I could see a figure moving into the room in my peripheral vision. Steve’s hands fell from the gun and his body language softened. I was in no way better off than I’d been, however — this newcomer brought with him an old void, something recently fed but perpetually hungry. Satisfied, but eager to explore the sweaty, panting new mortal in its territory.

      Sounds began to filter back into my awareness — wind pressing against the old house, creaking and whistling in the rafters, Zorovar gurgling on the nectar in his throat, a low, distant roll of thunder. The new revenant’s footsteps, slowly circling behind me. Hard soles. The smell of damp wool and mildew. Something else, something uglier — old gore, dark sugar, and sweet, heavy, spiced rum.

      Nautical Guy. This was the revenant I’d seen with Shakespeare, the one most closely involved in the smuggling, as I’d suspected. Just my luck. Niagara is crawling with dead guys.

      He hummed low, and it took me a moment to peg the tune as he slid into the words. “Ten of the crew had the murder mark.”

      I knew that one and hastened to sing for him, “Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum?”

      He murmured, barely breaking the melody he'd been humming, pleased, or at least amused.

      My sense of security oddly enough went up a notch, so I continued, glad I’d indulged Declan Edgar’s fondness for sea shanties so often. “There was cutlass swipe or an ounce of lead, or a yawning hole in a battered head, and the scupper’s glut with a rotting red — ”

      His voice sweetened to a glorious tenor and rose in volume. “And there they lay, aye, damn my eyes, all lookouts clapped on paradise.” He dropped to a sad baritone. “All souls bound just contrary-wise.”

      I tossed him another accommodating, “Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum,” to be friendly, and when he finally came into view, I was glad I had.

      He was smiling, no fangs, dressed in tan hat and matching suit that was probably Prohibition era, though his bracers and shoes both looked somewhat worse for wear. I’d seen his face before, on the beach that first night, standing with Ghazaros in a Royal Navy uniform, shying from the mention of the cops. His skin was an interesting blend of pale but leathery, lined and weathered by the sun and sea, prematurely aging his skin before UnDeath had put a stop to it long before the era of suntan lotion, smuggling rum and who knew what else for centuries one way or another. I wondered if he'd dabbled in bootlegging in the American South, trading his schooner for a hot-rodded jalopy.

      “So,” I said slowly, lowering the gun a tad, taking yet another educated stab. “Might I assume you’re the famous Rum Runner? Or are you singing pirate songs to mess with my head?”

      “Bushwa. I’ve been called a lot of things, cookie, and none of them mean a thing,” he said, taking off his hat and holding it politely before him. “I hear they call you the Great White Shark of Psychic Investigation. How did that come about?”

      “Some joke by a journalist,” I said, warily monitoring Zorovar. “Everybody likes a hero.”

      He murmured something I didn’t hear, and took out a cigarette case, selected one, then offered the case to me. “Gasper, cookie?”

      I shook my head no and quirked a smile. “So. About the hooch?”

      “Known to supply a bit of giggle water here and there,” he admitted, lighting his cigarette with a gold lighter then tucking the matching case and lighter away. “Other things, too, as I get ‘em. Make my own way in this world, no four-flusher, me. ‘Sides, I like seeing a happy customer on a toot with more’n a jorum of skee, runnin’ to half-seas over. You know, good n’ spifflicated. Warmed up by a liquid quilt. Nothin’ wrong with that, is there, my bringing decent folks their joy?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “It sounds like you might have a good point if I knew what the hell you were talking about. Have you met my companion? You two speak the same dialect of gibberish.”

      “He’s a real egg, that Dreppenstedt fella,” he said around his bobbing cigarette while he thrust out his hand. “Bit of a bluenose, I hear, but boy, he’s got bushels of clams, bet that makes up for it. Roy Alvin Harvey, at your service.”

      I immediately thought of him as Rotten Roy, but I wasn’t about to say so aloud. The words from “Fifteen Men” were still running through my head, all the way that the sailors were murdered, their heads cracked open and such. Ten fathoms deep on the road to hell, indeed. “Sorry about the hoopla, Roy.”

      “Not your fault,” he said, indicating the wounded revenant with his cigarette. “Our Zorovar, bit of a flat tire.”

      “This your place?” I asked, relaxing a bit.

      He nodded and smoked, staring at me through the grey coils. I avoided his immortal eyes and focused on his chin. “A place to flop. What d’ya think of it?”

      I cast my eye around, avoiding my victim and his caregiver. “Honestly? Your security could use work. You don’t rest in VK-Delta here, do you?”

      “Is that genuine concern in your voice?” Roy asked, before a swift preternatural probe of my honesty showed him that it was. He smirked as he finished his cigarette. “Well, well. It is. Heck. You’re the kipper’s knickers, aren’t ya? Didn’t I tell you, Zoro?”

      Borodian gurgled something that sounded derogatory around the slim corner of Steve’s shoulder.

      Roy flicked his butt to the carpet and stepped on it with an old brown boot. “Knew it the first I clapped eyes on you. Let’s blouse, cookie. You like whiskey?”

      “Uh.” I checked my watch. “It’s almost noon. Shouldn’t you rest?”

      “You slay me. C’mon, I know a joint.” He started for the back hall with his hands shoved casually in his pants pockets, slouching into the darkness.

      I’ll just bet you do. I put the safety on the gun and hurried after him, deciding it was safer to stick with Rotten Roy than his temporarily-chastened buddies. What would I do with a drunken sailor, I wondered morosely. I wished Declan or the Irish Rovers were around to advise me. And, on top of it all, I'd missed the early part of the morning. I eyeballed Steve and Zorovar and sidled after Roy, not turning my back on them until he pushed a false panel on the hallway wall, and the rickety set of steps leading down made my gut drop. “Mind your pegs, cookie, no lights down here. Follow the sound of my voice.”

      He started to sing “Bully in the Alley” as he descended, low and bold in the dark, and I followed, thinking, I’m out of my mind (help me Bob, I'm bully in the alley) following a dead guy into a dark cellar (way-hey, bully in the alley) after I just shot up his buddy (bully down in Shinbone Al'). My foot hit the uneven dirt floor at the bottom of the stairs. There was a scuffle before me, and I felt cool skin reach back past my cheek. I flinched, and he chuckled.

      “Just making sure you don’t run aground fumbling too near the wall. Don’t have to fear me. I’m everybody’s friend.” He paused in his serenade to clear his throat. “Your beau Dreppenstedt, he’s an Empath, yeah?”

      I nodded, knowing he’d have no trouble seeing me in the dark with his preternaturally-good eyesight.

      “Then you can Feel I mean you no harm,” he said simply, and moved ahead confidently through the pitch, singing again in a pleasant voice. “I bought her rum and bought her gin, way-hey, bully in the alley. I bought her wine of white and red, oh, bully down in Shinbone Al’.”

      Thanks again to Declan, I knew the way-hey bits and I joined in, my voice tremulous in the tunnel, my nostrils picking up cool moisture, rotting wood, and dank corridors that hinted of further depths, though I couldn’t see a damn thing. Oddly enough, I trusted Roy wouldn’t let my step falter into danger — he wanted my company, and he would have it.

      “Say, Roy, what does ‘bully in the alley’ even mean?”

      His hand took mine to lead me when his singing would not, and he said, “Three steps up then we go left. Bully means feeling no pain, usually from being fairly zozzled.”

      “Drunk?” When he went mmhmm, I added, “Thanks for translating.”

      “Your fella, he don’t?”

      I made a frustrated noise of affirmation. “How long have you been supplying happiness to humans, just out of curiosity?”

      “Get a wiggle on, honey, I haven’t got all day like you do,” he reminded, hurrying me along. “Mind the doorknobs. Mustn’t jostle those. Vaults and Memorial Rooms and crypts. Other people’s money, tricky footing, and old bones, all best avoided, wouldn’t you say?”

      Had this cheeky dude just confessed that there was not only cash money stored down here, but also revenants at rest? Urns of ash? He was boldly trusting, if that was the case, or maybe he’d read me well enough to know that I didn’t need to steal shit from him, Zorovar, or Ghazaros.

      We turned another corner and started up a set of steps, these wider and spaced further apart, sturdier than the ones we’d descended. “You let me do the talking. Anyone asks, you don’t know from nothin’.”

      “Not much of a stretch right now.”

      He shhhhhhed at me as he pushed open another panel, this one leading into a slightly different dark hallway. My nose let me know it was definitely a far better-kept space than the one we'd left, redolent with rich smells of roasted beef and gravy and booze. Clinking of glasses and a chorus of voices layered over piano music. This hallway was wallpapered, or had been in the late 60's, judging by a manic, flowery print in olive, mustard, and rust. Roy motioned that I should leave the gun in the secret passageway.

      I complied on nothing more than my gut feeling, and, checking the safety, set it down on the top step and slid the panel back into place. “What are we doing here, Roy?” I whispered, following him along the hall and then down some curving steps into the artificial light of a tavern. The bar was a wide plank set on barrels, with a line of glasses above. The lights were propane, the mood quiet and tired. The floor was also made of wide, unfinished planks of wood that thumped under our feet. We were still underground in a windowless room. “Where are we?”

      “Speakeasy beneath the Blind Tiger. I’ll have a cig, you’ll have a nip of white lightning, I’ll check out your chassis, we’ll punch the bag a bit, and I’ll walk you back.” He did a double-take at me and smiled crookedly. “Lookin’ a bit rough, cookie. Should have glossed you up a bit before we came.”

      “Is this a date?” I asked wryly.

      “Least you could do,” Roy said, “considerin’ you blew nectar all over my walls. Don’t suppose you know what a waste that is?”

      A waste? I gave him some lingering side-eye that he smiled through. When the bartender waddled over, I couldn’t tell if he was undead or not — a first for me. He had good color and seemed to be breathing, but Harry could appear nearly living after a deep feed.

      Roy ordered, “Brown plaid for the lady, sir. Shot of coffin varnish for myself, if you please.”

      I took a stool beside Roy’s and watched him light another cigarette. Being in his company was profoundly comfortable; that alone should have made me suspicious. Try as I might, I couldn’t hear the warning bells. They simply weren’t inspired to ring for him. “Roy, I have questions.”

      “Glorious. I may have answers.”

      “Would you really give them to me?”

      He smoked and smiled around his cigarette, clenching it between his front teeth in a way that made him look slightly feral. “I’m everybody’s friend.”

      “What’s in it for you?” I asked. “What do you want?”

      “How’s about the occasional pleasure of your company?” he suggested. “That would be cracking.”

      It’s too easy. “Is Glen Strickland here? Is he going to be all right after what just happened?”

      “He’ll be just fine. That’s a promise from me to you, cookie.”

      I was about to ask “are you sure” but the look he slid me suggested that he was calling more shots than just our drinks order. Somewhat reassured, I pressed on. “I need to know about Ghazaros.”

      “A fine man,” Roy said heartily. “Terribly gentle soul, that one. Tried a few times to have a house of his own, but he’s not quite there yet.” He slid me another long look, assessing my reaction. “Is that the kind of thing you were wondering?”

      I played with my paper coaster. “He’s a Sarokhanian?”

      Roy made a cautious affirmative noise and the bartender brought two glasses.

      “Zorovar a smuggler?”

      Roy smoked, tapped his ash, and nodded once.

      “Ghazaros?”

      Another nod and tap, and he tucked the cigarette back between his teeth.

      “And you, Roy?”

      “Mortal laws rarely sway immortals,” Roy said.

      Did he already know I’d had Shakespeare arrested? Did he know I’d seen him at the sinkhole? “Who’s smuggling cheese through Wicked Whiskers?”

      “That’d be me, cookie.” He lit another cigarette off his first and then stubbed out the first butt.

      “Um, thanks for your honesty. Probably, you should be less forthcoming about criminal activity.”

      “You won’t squeal on your old pal Roy.” He patted my hand fondly, then picked up his drink. I was wracked with shivers as a chill draft hit me.

      “You guys got the A/C on?” I said, my teeth chattering.

      Roy’s brow furrowed, he cocked his head, and then a grin slowly spread across his lips. “You mean air conditioning, cookie? Nah, we don’t like that. Heat, now that’s the stuff. You must be catchin’ cold. You wanna watch that. Could be serious.”

      “Roy,” I said cautiously, “is there an extremely old revenant feeding around Municipal Beach in phantasm form?”

      “Oh, for sure!” He grinned anew. “Boy, you’re a corker.”

      I felt a jolt of something akin to shame. I felt like I was betraying an old friend, even though Roy and I had just met and he knew I was working with the feds. Welp, nothing ventured, nothing gained. “Who is it?”

      “I’d tell you if I could, truly.”

      “Mortals are getting sick. I can’t let that continue. Rapture of the Blood,” I said, lowering my voice, even though I was quite sure now that every ear in this place was immortal and I had their strict attention. “It’ll kill them eventually.”

      “No doubt, cookie, but that’s how the oyster’s shucked. Some advice, little love. Drink up. Don’t disturb the dead. Don’t fuck things up.” He shot me another astute, sidelong glance. “That’s advice you’ve heard before, isn’t that right?”

      I swallowed hard. Did he know Batten? Had he heard Batten tell me that? Was Rotten Roy spying on me? Had he been the revenant in Harry’s back yard, watching Mr. Merritt sort recycling into bins? His wily half-smile seemed to confirm it.

      “What about your companion?” Roy asked. “Boy, that one causes a stir. Skirts all a’flutter. Seems the lot of them wouldn’t beat their gums about this Dreppenstedt cat if he weren’t the genuine berries.”

      I wasn’t about to spill any of Harry’s secrets, but it sure was pleasant to fall under the spell of Rotten Roy’s mystifying nonsense. “I know nothing of Harry’s berries. He’s not into the crime fighting. I might have meddled in police business a wee bit. I caught a cheese-monger. Erik Shakespeare. Guess he was yours?”

      Rotten Roy grinned without fang, and lifted his glass to toast me. “Whoopsie.”

      “You’re not even a little angry with me?”

      He shot a hard ha from around his cigarette through those tight, gripping teeth. “Men are easy to replace. Surely you agree?”

      “I didn’t mean to cause trouble for you specifically,” I said quickly, “but I get dragged into bad things.”

      “Aston mentioned that about you, cookie,” he said. “'Excitable,' is what he called you. He likes that. He likes it a whole lot.”

      My mouth went dry, and to combat it, I sipped my drink. Brown plaid turned out to be straight scotch. Bit much for me at lunchtime. I coughed hard. “The Crowned Prince of the Blood of House Sarokhanian mentioned me to you by name?” Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity fucking fuckberries.

      At this, Roy threw me a coy look, and his smile faltered. “Don’t cast a kitten, there. Your heart skipped a beat. Sounded quite delicious. I’m not easily distracted, me, but some others ‘round here might get thirsty, hear?”

      I nodded, keenly aware of the other revenants in the room, just as they were keenly aware of me. “What else did Aston say about me?”

      Roy took me by surprise by moving in a blur in my direction, but only to plant a swift, dry kiss on my cheek. His nose was cold against my temple. When he backed off, his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “What was that for?” I said warily.

      “Satisfying curiosity.” He drained his cup and rapped on the bar with one knuckle for another. “You didn’t stake me.”

      “Do it again, I might.”

      “Nah,” he said. “You’re on the level. Get you a snoot full, doll, and once we’re squiffy, we’ll have a lovely chat.”

      “You’re not going to get drunk,” I said flatly. “You’ve not fed.”

      Roy’s eyebrows jogged up and down. “Offering, cookie?”

      “No,” I said firmly, but I couldn’t help but smile and shake my head. “You’re weird.”

      “And you’re broken,” he said frankly, swirling his booze around in his glass and eyeballing it up in the warm, yellow lights over the bar. “That’s what else Aston told me. Yep. The DaySitter of Lord Harry Dreppenstedt lost the love of her life and spent all of last year quietly and not-so-quietly embalming herself.”

      My breath went out, and I felt cold again, deep in the pit of my stomach.

      Roy went on, “Lost her love to her very own immortal’s fangs, he said. Lost him publicly. Right in front of her eyes. Bandaged that wound from the liver out.”

      “Aston knew I was drinking?”

      “And working out too hard, getting eel-hipped and just as skinny as a stray dog in a ditch. He kept an eye peeled. Not that he disapproved, mind. Aston understands heartbreak. He’s savvy.”

      “Is he still watching me?”

      “That vampire hunter of yours was a real pip, knew his onions,” Roy said quietly. “I think he gave Sarokhanian a bad scare. Got too close.”

      Sarokhanian is precognitive, he knew I was coming here. “That why he bolted?”

      Roy sipped his drink, looking away. “Maybe old Aston’s grown skittish. Maybe he’s not as tough as he’d like you to think.”

      “He’s not afraid of me.” I was sure of that.

      “When you spoon with these big houses, you get a front row seat for the show, kid.” Roy sipped, savored, and sighed. “They’ve all got secrets. Most of their secrets are meaningless to mortals, pointless in the light of day. You get me?”

      I did, and nodded to say so. It seemed he was thinking out loud, and I intended to keep quiet and soak it in. Rotten Roy was a bit of a blabbermouth. I decided I loved blabbermouths, something I never knew about myself before. I watched the side of Roy’s pale, sun-weathered face as it went through a series of thoughtful expressions.

      “It’s hooey,” Roy continued. “A waste of good hooch to illicit such secrets. I’m much more interested in libations and fun than capers and conflict. Level with me.” He nailed me with his gaze, and I’d almost forgotten that I was having a casual chitchat with a revenant. There was a dark flicker in his eyes, but he controlled it, willed it away. “Was he, though?”

      “Was who what?” I asked with a guilty jolt.

      “This Mark Batten fella, the vampire hunter. Was he the love of your life?”

      Hoo-boy. I finished my glass, and asked the bartender for coffee, strong and black. The barkeep screwed up his face, but after Roy snapped twice an inch from his lowered brow, he waddled off to brew some. It was clear Roy had a lot of sway down here. Was he the owner? A quick scan of the room showed me that everyone else was keeping one eye on us with varying degrees of wariness and subtlety.

      “Love of my life? I can’t say,” I said, aware once more that my alarm bells should have been ringing. They weren’t. If I was feeling anxiety, it was being masterfully whisked away, a possibility I did not entirely discount. “My life isn’t over yet.” I hope.

      Roy liked that and slapped the bar in what seemed like solidarity. “You still carrying a torch?”

      “No point in carrying a torch for the dead,” I said truthfully.

      “Still mourning him, then?”

      That, I couldn’t lie about, either. Not to a revenant who would taste my lie. “No matter how much vodka I drink, no matter how many Danishes I stuff in my mouth, no matter how many times I soak my pillowcases with tears wondering what clues I’d missed, what mistakes I’d made, the answer is always this dull, hollow ache in my chest that never goes away. And it’s pointless. I know it’s pointless. I don’t need this, Roy, I don’t need it.”

      “Then why are you wasting so much energy keeping him alive up here?” He indicated my temple.

      “Right? If you know the answer, you tell me.”

      Roy shrank in his bar stool, and all the strength seemed to drain from him. I searched the side of his face for clues and found shades of the living man he’d once been, a man who had craved and lost a dozen times over, before and after UnDeath. Bared before me, he seemed like he was considering dropping the roguish charm and being vulnerable and real with me.

      “You’ve felt the same thing,” I said softly, with care. “You still do.”

      One of his shoulders bounced up dismissively as if his pain wasn’t a big deal. “Don’t razz me, now.”

      “I’m not. You’re doing what I’m doing. You’re entertaining painful memories, going over the past, harboring the ache. Nurturing it. Letting it grow over time.”

      “Voluntarily,” he admitted. “So many years later that I’ve stopped counting.”

      “Who?” I asked, careful to say it gently.

      “Does her name matter? Should I say it aloud?”

      I reached over and put my hand near his forearm, changing my mind about touching him at the last moment. “You don’t have to.”

      “Even if I could somehow get out, I’m not convinced I want to. Not yet. Because it keeps her alive, see?” He wilted further. “She’s forever dead, but my pain keeps her here with me. When I lose the pain, I lose her for good.”

      I understood that so completely that my eyes strung with sudden tears, hot and unbidden. He no longer had the ability to feel love — immortality had its price. But he could feel all the pain around his loss. That seemed cruel. “I’m surprised you’re telling me this. Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled. If a bad-ass like you is fumbling through the same emotional swamp and keeping your chin clean, maybe I can, too.”

      “You’re doing swell, cookie,” Roy allowed, and the soft sympathy is his voice melted my defenses further. “You and I, we need to do the same thing. We know what it is, we’re just not there yet.”

      I made an uncertain, noncommittal noise and frowned sadly.

      “Holding onto the dead never works,” he said, either to himself or to me.

      I turned to look at the bartender, hoping he couldn’t tell that I was teary-eyed in the low lighting, and took my coffee, grateful for the heat in my palms. I remembered Batten walking away from me, time and time again. I could never hold onto him, even when he was alive. Now that he was immortal, he was truly out of reach. “I guess not.”

      “It won’t break you, cookie. It’ll only feel like you’re shattering into a million pieces. You’re not, though. We’re not. And wherever we crack, well, that spot will need a little mending.”

      “What if it can’t be mended?”

      “Then keep that part a secret, so no one can use it to hurt you fresh,” he advised. “Hey, let’s have a round for the lot!”

      The bar patrons murmured appreciatively and the barkeep summoned a helper. Roy knocked the bar again, and when he had the barkeep’s attention, he tugged his earlobe in some signal before bouncing off the barstool and motioning with his head. I didn’t miss it when the barkeep went to the bar fridge and got out a bag of blood. “Let’s head back. Zorovar should be at rest by now, and Steve, that sad bunny, likes to take the iron for a spin.”

      “Iron?” I shot him a confused look and followed him back out into the hall.

      Roy mimed holding motorcycle handlebars and waggled his eyebrows.

      I snort-laughed and accepted his hand to lead me back down through the dark tunnels. I fetched the gun from the stairs, and tucked it in my pocket. This time, Roy sang “Roll the Old Chariot” in the dark, and I didn’t know any of the words, but the tune was vaguely familiar, so I hummed along. He put some gusto in it when the flooring got weak and soft underfoot, holding my hand a bit more surely, and when we reached the sagging wood of the ladder up into Zorovar’s home, he tapped my shoulder and motioned for me to stop. He slipped up into the dim hallway ahead of me first, checked both ways, and then invited me up with both hands.

      When I felt his arm settle around my shoulders, I didn’t flinch. It felt fine. It felt friendly and safe and right.

      Roy sniffed my hair subtly. “Menthols, eh? Got a fag for me?”

      “No, only my companion smokes.”

      He cracked another smile. “Copacetic, doll. Give us a kiss, then.”

      I went up on my toes and gave him a kiss where he was pointing, in the middle of his cheek. Then I drew back and frowned. “I like you, Roy. I don’t trust you, but I like you.”

      “I’m glad of that, cookie. You’re the snake’s tongue, you are.”

      “Is that good?”

      His head rocked back and he laughed with delight. “Hit me up when you’re wanting another snoot full. Off with you, now. I think your beau approaches.”

      Uh oh. It wasn’t possible. It was only a bit after noon. Isn't it? Harry should be home at rest. My gaze flickered past the nectar splatter on the walls to the shuttered windows. The glow of the sun that should have been light the slats had gone. How could have so much time have slid past me?

      He'd been mesmerizing me. Had I fallen asleep? I couldn’t find any black-out moments, anything that seemed like a jagged seam. Our conversation hadn’t had any breaks. No one had reacted as though I’d been out cold for a while. I slapped and groped my throat to make sure there were no new fang marks. There weren’t. Had I been in a trance, spilling my guts? What answers had he gotten out of me?

      I turned to confront him with it, but he was gone. “Roy?” I yelled into the dark, not expecting an answer and certainly not getting one.

      My warning bells weren't ringing, which was setting off my less-useful secondary warning bells. I felt groggy in a nice, warm way, and that should have worried me more. At least Zorovar’s aggression had been clear, fair, and obvious. Rotten Roy’s was a seduction, and I was having trouble being upset about it. The pleasure of his company lingered.

      Great, I've been psychologically roofied by a silver-tongued devil, a middling nip of scotch, and a decent cup of coffee. It was going to be awfully difficult to explain that to Harry.

      I hurried out of the house, closing the door firmly behind me, halfway hoping Malashock might decide it was time to ride in like a one-woman cavalry and take care of the problems within on my behalf. I heard a motorcycle approach and reached for the gun in case Steve was still looking to kick my ass.

      A rider stopped their motorcycle beside the hearse, bracing their legs on either side, and took their helmet off, revealing mussed sandy hair and a softly receding hairline, one that was forever frozen in time just so. In the soft darkness that fishermen knew as nautical twilight, when the sun was safely tucked at the horizon, Harry’s eyes flashed chrome.

      “Ducky,” Harry said curtly, voice tight with anger. “You didn’t answer any of your text messages, nor could I rouse you through the Bond. You can imagine what I thought.”

      Hoo-boy. “I’m sorry, Harry. What time is it?”

      “You don’t know?” he asked, his pupils nearly platinum now in warning. “I see. That can only mean one thing. You’ve met Captain Harvey, I expect.”

      I felt my shoulders sag. “I liked him.”

      “Everyone likes Roy Harvey, he’s everyone’s friend,” Harry said disapprovingly with a cluck of his tongue, echoing Roy’s own opinion of himself with a sarcastic twist. “Perhaps if you’d mentioned your plans for the day, I could have advised you.” He kicked the stand down and came over to look at me more closely, his gaze catching mine easily. I submitted to his preternatural probing completely, letting his mind roll through mine unhindered. “His drink loosened your tongue.”

      “I only had one.”

      “You spoke of love and loss.”

      It sounded bad. “I’m so sorry, Harry.”

      “What’s done is done,” he said, giving me a look that said to agree with him no matter what came next. “You blame me for Mark Batten’s death, I know this. But your disappointment does not need to be worked over in public light, my advocate. My own pet’s heartache is certainly no business of Captain Harvey. Is that understood?”

      “Hundred percent,” I said quickly.

      “Are you capable of driving, DaySitter?”

      “Yes, Harry,” I said obediently, wary of the way his eyes were gleaming.

      “Into the hearse with you, then. I will follow behind.”

      “Yes, Harry,” I repeated, fishing out my keys. When I grabbed them, I got a sudden, Combat Butler flavored jolt of sensation. I looked down at my bare hands, and so did Harry.

      My gloves were missing. Roy must have removed them, but I didn’t recall him doing it. I remembered my bare hand on the bar near his forearm, not touching him. Had I removed the gloves? When? I hadn’t clued-in to them being gone while he walked me out. What had he done with my bare hands? He knew I was Empathic, but did he know I was also a Groper, a psychometrist? He must have. The gloves would have been a big clue, even if he’d never heard of me, and he had.

      I got into the hearse and turned the heat on right away. Making sure to tamp down the Blue Sense, I drove holding the steering wheel with the heels of my hands buffered by the sleeves of my sweater as I drove back to North House, wondering if my trip had been worth it. I’d gotten some answers, but no promises that they’d move on. And what had he said about the old revenant feeding in phantasm form? (“Oh for sure.” And, “but that’s how the oyster’s shucked.”)

      I like you, Roy, I thought. But this oyster’s no good. By the time I’d pulled into North House, I had only one thought: who is this old revenant, and how do I crush that bad oyster? Roy said he couldn’t tell me who the old revenant was, but he’d used those words carefully. Roy didn’t say he didn’t know, just that he’d tell me if he could.

      I hoped Ludovic Nazaire would be able to.
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      Harry’s temper had diminished by the time we settled into the Winter Room for a deep feed and a nice postprandial cuddle. Even with the fire roaring, and my Cold Company warmed by his feed, I couldn’t seem to get toasty, even with the biggest cup of tea Mr. Merritt could brew me.

      Wes joined us when we were done, and when I recounted the story of Rotten Roy, he fell off his chair laughing. My brother didn’t seem to mind the sister-in-danger bit, nor did he seem even remotely concerned about Glen’s precarious safety. He was tickled by the fact that a revenant had charmed me with old-timey gibberish, smooth-talked me into a date, plied me with alcohol, snatched my gloves, thoroughly bewitched me, got me talking mush about Jerkface, and rolled through my brain without me even knowing it had happened. Wes read my mind, undoubtedly noticed that I’d omitted the part about shooting Zorovar, but sensed no lingering ill effects from Roy’s toying, and shrugged, announcing that I was easy, but that that was no surprise.

      Harry got up to pace, tolerating Wes’s glee with a shake of his head, tempered with a knowing, and possessive, glance at my neck.

      “Shouldn’t we talk about this?” I asked. “Are we not even going to address the fact that I shot a vampire today?”

      “V-word,” Wes teased, settling from uproar to chortle.

      “Are we not going to talk about Glen?”

      “Fear not, my love,” Harry said as his phone made a noise. “We have reason to believe it’s a non-issue.”

      “Uh, when were you going to tell me?”

      “Never, ya bimbo,” Wes said. “We kinda hoped it would keep you from pulling a Marnie. But you went and did it anyway.”

      Harry had his phone to his ear, nodding as though the person on the other end could see him. “Of course, Kimberley darling, you know how seriously I take this sort of thing. I’ll come straight away. I should like to bring my girlfriend and her brother.”

      Kimberley Fitzgerald, from the check book. I sat up straight. Girlfriend? This sort of thing? I mouthed: what the fuck at him and he flapped his hand fussily to shush me.

      “I shall plow through the night’s wind to reach you post haste,” he vowed grandly, and hung up.

      Wesley squealed with delight and squeezed his knees together, bouncing slightly. “I can’t believe it. Kimberley! I can come, too?”

      Finally. More answers. “Who is Kimberley, and where are we going in such a hurry?” I asked.

      “Miss Kimberley,” Harry announced, “is my psychic. She had a troubling vision, and needs to consult with me immediately.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” I felt my entire world shift sideways. “Your psychic?”

      Wes nodded eagerly and dashed off to get his shoes on.

      “Your psychic,” I repeated, feeling my eyes bug out. “Whose DaySitter is she?”

      “Oh, she isn’t a DaySitter, MJ. Oh, dear, no. She doesn’t even believe that revenants exist.”

      I felt my jaw flop open and shut like those of a dying carp on a dock. “Then she’s not a psychic.”

      “She absolutely bills herself as such.”

      “Like, palm-reading, spirit-guide-consulting, sixty-five-dollar-an-hour psychic?”

      “You’ve met her, then?” Harry said innocently, fluttering his lashes and showing me a big smile.

      “I know the type,” I stressed, watching him don his argyle scarf and slip his arms into the sleeves of his wool trench coat. He popped the collar, buttoning it high on the throat. “Harry.”

      “Yes, my dulcet darling?”

      “I’m your psychic.”

      “That’s nice, dear,” he said. “Get your coat on, please. You’re holding us up.”

      “Harry.”

      “Yes, sugarplum?”

      “I can’t believe you’re going to make me ask.”

      “I’m making you do no such thing,” he said, marveling at my nerve. “I’m busy putting on my shoes, my Own, which is something you might consider doing with alacrity. You’re choosing to make a fuss. Do take responsibility for your own actions, please.”

      “Harry!” I clenched my newly gloved hands into frustrated fists. “Why are you seeing a psychic?”

      Wes was throwing on his jacket, uttering a giddy litany of oh boy, oh boy, oh boy under his breath. Harry grinned at Wesley’s excitement and ushered him to the front door, tossing a shout over his shoulder to Mr. Merritt that we’d be borrowing the hearse.

      I realized I wasn’t going to get an answer; Harry was having too much fun with his little intrigue. I grabbed my parka and the first pair of gloves I could find, put my knit hat over my peach fuzz, shoved my feet into my sneakers, and followed the capering dead guys into the night, nearly running to keep up. When we piled into the car, Wes was driving, which is always a bad idea. Harry sat in the back with me so he could cozy up to my warmth, which he hardly needed after a big feed, and which I was increasingly annoyed to provide without getting an explanation.

      While the immortal shivered ostentatiously at my side, I changed tactics. “How long have you been seeing her?”

      “Oh, Miss Kimberley and I do go back a ways,” he said lightly, as if this wasn’t huge news. “She read for me out of her home for years, then she got a store in Niagara Falls. She’s moved up to a shop near Clifton Hill, now.”

      “Next to the haunted house attraction?”

      “I do believe she’s located behind a souvenir shop,” Harry corrected, to which I rolled my eyes.

      “And I suppose you expect me to bite my tongue the whole time I’m there.”

      “What I expect, DaySitter, is that you will be on your very best behavior,” he said crisply, his London accent stubbornly strong. “One presumes that you will rise to the occasion and meet my expectations.”

      “Boy, are you about to get disappointed,” Wes said from the front seat with a hoot.

      I slapped the back of his headrest, then tapped my foot on the floor rapidly in distress. “If this woman doesn’t believe that revenants exist, then what the hell does she think you are?”

      “Whatever could she imagine I am but a fine English chap with seemingly bottomless pockets?” Harry asked. “Why does this throw you in a mopple, my Own?”

      “You don’t need her,” I said.

      “Oh, but I do,” he said firmly. “I have cultivated this relationship with significant care for nearly a decade.”

      “What the hell for? If you want to know the future, you call Gold Drake & Cross and chat up a Seer. If you want to know what’s going on right now, you can figure that out your damn self. In case you’ve forgotten, you have psychic abilities. Though the Falskaar Vouras don’t call it that, that’s what it is.”

      “Thank you for reminding me of my nature, dear,” Harry purred at me. “I so enjoy when you do that.”

      “I’m trying to understand.”

      “All will be made clear.” He patted my knee and ducked his chilly nose behind my ear to nuzzle me there. “Patience, my Own.”

      “Fine, but tell me one thing, Harry,” I said. “How much does this woman know about me? Is she hot reading or cold reading? Has she researched us?”

      “Miss Kimberley thinks I am Guy Harrick, and you are my girlfriend, Pepper Johnson.”

      “Pepper Johnson?” I threw my hands up in defeat. “He’s a football player.”

      “I believe he might be a coach now, dear,” Harry said. “But I don’t often watch sports.”

      “Why did you name me after Pepper Johnson?”

      “His was the first name to pop into my head,” he explained, “and a celebrity name saves us from wondering whether or not Miss Kimberley is researching you or your work on the internet. She’ll run into hundreds of results pointing to the athletic gentleman, and nothing pointing to you.”

      I had to admit, his method made sense. As a bonus, I did enjoy employing code names on a covert operation. “Why did you use your name, Harry?”

      “There aren’t any modern records of Guy Harrick, love. It was harmless to do so. And it wasn't so long ago that our erstwhile carrion hunter fell for the selfsame ruse with a different accent, pet.”

      I accepted that with a nod and stared out the window, watching the cheesy glitter and glow of downtown Niagara Falls go by. The Wheel cast a huge, silvery target in the sky for us, and we aimed at it through the choking traffic. Pedestrians shot across the road carelessly, even at this late date. Usually, the cold weather and chilly, misty air drove people from the tourist area, but a stubborn swell of international travelers still packed the sidewalks and roads. The noise of them pushed through the windows. We were too far from the gorge for it to be coming from river, so I figured it had started raining. The closer you got to the Falls themselves, the harder it was to tell actual rain from the ever-present mist swirling up from the churning cascade. That's one thing the postcards and the tourist guides never told anyone – the Falls were breathtaking, but they were also annoyingly, unceasingly damp. “Come squint through the fog and barely see the soggy splendor of Niagara Falls!” wasn't going to bring in the big bucks.

      Wes pulled over in a parking lot and took a ticket, tucking it on the dash. We scuttled down the sidewalk, dodging incessant waves of bodies, to a little sliver of a building. Inside the souvenir shop, there was another set of glass doors. The windows were plastered with neon signs in the usual array of pseudo-mystical trappings and frippery: a purple hand outline, an eye, a pyramid, a tarot card. When we went inside, bells tinkled overhead.

      Miss Kimberley swept in wearing exactly what I expected; long, flowing, layered robes in gemstone shades, fingers loaded with heavy, ornate rings, her dangling crystal earrings catching the light. She stopped abruptly, looking between Harry and Wes and settling her gaze on me.

      Harry grinned expansively. “My dearest Miss Kimberley, how do you do?”

      She wasn't quite giving me the stink-eye, but the look I was getting was perilously beyond its sell-by date. “I’m sorry, Guy, but I’ll need to read Pepper tonight.”

      “As you wish, of course.”

      “Because she has many spirits coming through, insisting to speak to her,” Kimberley said. “One of them in particular is being very rude.” She began smacking herself in the side of the head.

      “So you’re a medium…?” I asked.

      “I don’t encourage my customers to speak,” she said. “Especially if these spirits are telling the truth about you. They may not be. Spirits fib.”

      “But I — ”

      “Quiet, meat puppet,” she snapped. “Park your ass.”

      I did a double-take then turned to Harry. Harry put one finger to his barely smiling lips, eyes twinkling, and then pointed meaningfully to the chair. I supposed after the mischief I’d been up to today, I couldn’t complain too much about Harry’s. I should have expected some payback. Harry did love to play.

      “We’ll wait in the back lounge, shall we?” Harry asked.

      Wes opened his mouth to object, but Harry took him by the arm and led him away.

      She pointed at me from across the table. “There’s an older woman coming through, calmly and happily, quite proud of you. She's surrounded by flowers. A florist? Gardener?”

      I maintained a blank face and kept my body language neutral.

      “She's much older than she looks. Her young lover keeps her youthful, though he’s still with us? She’s showing me violets?”

      Vi. Harry must have mentioned Grandma Vi in his past readings.

      “She’s coming through with so much love for you, but frustration with how you’re treating her daughter? The Violet Lady was a mother in title only, not raising her child herself.”

      I thought about Kinship of the Departed, but said nothing.

      “But another lady is coming forward now, furious. I’m seeing red gems, red gems, red gems.” Kim shot one hand forward and showed me a garnet ring. “Red like this.”

      Ruby? Ruby Valli? I didn’t think Harry would have mentioned her. But if this woman had any idea of who I actually was, coming across the case involving Danika Sherlock and Ruby Valli would not have been difficult, just like Harry’s former DaySitter having been Grandma Vi was public record, if she had learned the Dreppenstedt name.

      Then Miss Kimberley’s eyes rolled back in her head and I felt an unexpected wash of psi as the Blue Sense showed me her determination. She slapped the table three times and announced, “You need to look past the cheese. The family concerns! Not the rum, not the rat bat liquor.”

      These were not her words. These were not ghostly messages from beyond. These were Harry’s words. Not rolling my eyes was getting difficult. Harry wants me to shift my attention to what he believes is safer business. Reconciling with my family, while uncomfortable, was distinctly less dangerous than anything else I'd done, other than diner-hopping and buying fudge. Helping Schenk get some sleep therapy, also easy-peasy. She’s just feeding me Harry’s directions. Does he really expect me to buy this?

      She continued, “Go further. Deeper. He’s not what he seems. He’s guarding his secret well. You might not want to find it. Danger lies in wait behind the secrets. Secrets. Exposure, exposure. Explosive results. Rage. Vengeance. Death. And worse.” Her hands slid up to her cheeks and she started rocking wildly forward and backward hard enough to shake the chair. “Egyptian. Treasure. Betrayal. A moonling. Madness. Foxes everywhere.”

      Dr. Delacovias? Another distraction. It still sounded like a real shitpocalypse to me. “You wanna slow down for those of us who may have had booze and hypnosis for lunch?”

      She stilled. “You’re wrong.”

      “I get that a lot.” I nodded sadly. “What now?”

      “You’re wrong about the bootlegging.”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re wrong about the leeches.”

      Leeches, plural? I noted that for later, just in case she wasn’t completely full of it.

      “You’re wrong about how the moon chooses your path — the moon does not choose. That power is yours.”

      Was she talking about lycanthropy? I hadn’t trained long enough with Finnegan Folkenflik, the head of the skulk, to know. I made a mental note to text him and ask.

      “And you’re very, very wrong about the dead.”

      “Which dead?”

      “Most of them.”

      I didn’t know what to do with that.

      She said sonorously, “You’re wrong about the Soul Caller.”

      That was too dead-on, and it made me both nervous and confused. If Harry wasn’t giving her a script, how could a non-DaySitter be picking things out of my head? I squinted at her ears to see if she was wearing a wire, and there was nothing there. Maybe Wes was feeding her things with telepathic pushes.

      “It gets worse before it gets better,” she warned. “Don’t let your guard down. A good deed is repaid with cold, cold bones and frozen ashes.”

      “This is some bullshit,” I said. “Why do I smell cheese and buttered toast?”

      “I made my last client a grilled cheese sandwich.” Her lips danced with mischief, now, and her eyes slid to the left, to a curtained wall, giving away her secrets.

      I watched the mask fall from her face, not surprised. “Why don’t I get a damn sandwich, Miss Kimberley?”

      “He’s making you one now. Patience.”

      “Who is?”

      She stood up. “My time is up. If you’ll excuse me.”

      I glanced at the slit in the curtains, where a familiar figure lurked, dressed in a sparkly, wizard-type robe, purple velvet with silver crescent-moon embroidery. He handed me a plate. “I made egg salad. With diced onion and celery bits, just the way you like.”

      I grimaced and swiped the plate from Batten’s hand. “Oh, for fuck's sake.”
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      After the pseudo-psychic had taken her leave, Batten shed his fancy wizard disguise in a swish of velvet and sighed. “Needed to see you. Knew you needed to see me.”

      “Is this my punishment for Rotten Roy?”

      Batten frowned, clearly not knowing what I was talking about.

      I shook my head. “This is where you’ve been hiding? Cosplaying for tourists in the Falls?”

      “Don’t worry about all that,” Batten said. “We need to talk.”

      “If this is about my off-duty wandering, that’s none of your business.”

      “I get flashes of things now,” he said, indicating his temple like Wes used to when he was trying to explain his telepathic moments.

      I finished the first half of the sandwich, wiped the corners of my mouth, and leveled my gaze at him seriously. “We need to explore that, and we will, because your Talents are coming on stronger than you do, but first, I need you to explain to me why the hell you didn’t bring me a glass of milk.”

      His brow furrowed.

      “Everybody knows the Norman Bates Special is a sandwich, a pickle, and a glass of milk,” I said. “The celery bits were a nice touch, but your plating leaves much to be desired.”

      “Marnie — ”

      “The milk is mandatory. Only the pickle is optional, Hunkypants.”

      He shook his head, smiling wryly. It ended in a stress-busting laugh. “Babe. I miss you.”

      “Ugh,” I said with a scowl. “Gross. What the fuck?”

      “Shut up and listen.”

      “Not if you’re gonna make me sick with all that mushy crap.” I dropped the second half of my egg sandwich. “Turnin’ my stomach.”

      “Woman,” he growled, and it made me grin.

      “Okay, okay.” I rolled my eyes grandly for him and sighed as though horribly burdened. “Fine. Tell me all the ways I’m great. Lay it on me if you must, Kill-Notch.”

      Batten made a guttural noise. “Why do I love you? You’re the worst.”

      The L-word hit me in the chest cavity, and I did my best to ignore it. “I am the worst, that’s more like it. Now, let’s get to the important business, here.” I pointed to his get-up. “Why were you dressed like a dime-store Merlin? Are they doing a Sorcerers' Wand night at Peppermints?”

      “You can’t figure out why I chose this disguise, and this place to lay low?”

      I gave it a second for the gears to turn. “Every revenant in town knows that she's a for-profit, entertainment-style psychic, not a real DaySitter... so nobody who knows anything would expect to find a real revenant here.” That led me to, “Wait, what’s the deal here? Are you going to make her a real psychic by Bonding as payment?  You're going to pay your rent with fang service?”

      He showed me his cop face, giving away nothing. “Of course not.”

      I was alarmed by the rush of jealousy turning my veins into a hot swamp of misery. His calm tone didn’t do much to cool it down, either. “You’re sure?”

      “The idea sure seems to bother you,” he noted.

      “No, hey.” I shook my head and went back to gnawing on my sandwich, smacking noisily. “None of my goddamn business who you suck on.”

      “True,” he agreed.

      “You can suck this whole city for all I care.”

      “Sounds great,” he said. “Glad I have your permission.”

      “You don’t need my permission to suck it,” I retorted. “You’re not my problem. I wash my hands of you.” I turned my attention ostentatiously to the sandwich and took a big bite, chewing grandly.

      “Then why are you still here?”

      My mouth made several duck noises since my words were failing. Also, it was full of egg salad.

      “Duck hunting?”

      I swallowed, probably too soon, and really resented the lack of my glass of milk. “I’m not doing anything! I’m doing nothing.”

      “So, business as usual.” He sat forward. “I need to tell you something you’re not going to like.”

      “When's the last time you didn't?”

      “Malashock has a shady past.”

      I snort-laughed. “Shadier than being a vampire hunter?”

      “Three of Malashock’s partners have died on the job with her. In British Columbia. She’s reckless. Dangerous to be around. All three died within the first month.”

      “Well, brace yourself, pal,” I said, “cuz I need to tell you something equally disturbing.”

      “Hit me with it.”

      “Erik Shakespeare said it wasn’t possible, but I still think your grandfather’s soul might be trapped in a wheel of cheese. Colonel Colby-Jack Batten.”

      Batten stared at me with the flavor of long, unblinking disgust managed only by the undead. “Did I already mention you're the worst?”

      “Never hurts to remind me. Anyway, the good news is, your grandpa is cold-smoked, smells delicious, and would make a pretty interesting fondue.”

      Batten finally blinked.

      I smiled. “As opposed to those stinky-feet cheeses, you know?”

      “Why are words still coming out of your mouth?”

      I hadn’t had fondue in ages, and was now craving pretty hard. “Fine. Continue to reject my help. I bet Longshanks would be up for fondue.”

      Batten shook his head all the way down into his hands and then gave up on me and on life in general. I could tell by the slump in his shoulders.

      “The best news of all is,” I said, “if I can find out where his soul was stashed, we could get him out without damaging a living human body, or — ”

      “He’s not stuck in cheese!” Batten exploded, and I jerked back like I’d been hit by a blast of foul air.

      “Settle down, Pit Stains. You don’t know.”

      “I’ve heard rumors.”

      I sat up straight. “Is he stuck in a keg? Is that why the rum runner is involved?”

      “No,” he said. “What keg? What rum runner?”

      “Oh, you don’t know about Roy? He’s a real treat. Kinda cute, too. I’m trying not to like him. I think he mindfucked me between coffee time and scotch o’clock.”

      “Marnie...” He seemed more upset than he had any right to be, considering he’d dragged me here under false pretenses and pretended to be a psychic’s pet wizard. “A former DaySitter said that you-know-who likes to put the souls of his enemies into a dying neighbor. The trapped soul gets buried with the neighbor when they pass on.”

      “Do you mean to tell me that your grandfather might be buried in somebody’s dead body?” I lost my humor and my appetite again, and set the last of the sandwich down with a shudder. I remembered my dream about Vi and the colonel dancing in the cemetery. Had that been something other than fear and subconscious free-association double-teaming me?

      “Been researching neighbors in that area who passed away due to, most likely, this invasive phantasm feeding near his nest,” he said. “Would have been someone soon after it happened. Running into problems with the records, and could use Liv Malashock’s help. With a records search, nothing else, got it?”

      “Got it,” I said, mostly just to make his eye stop twitching.

      “But she can’t know it’s for a revenant. She’d never help me. She might help you.”

      “Then show some goddamn appreciation, and don’t be such a dick to me,” I suggested. “I came home to warn you, to have your back. You’re prickly as a dried up shit. This is why you lose every team you ever join.”

      Batten considered this as he drummed a fingertip on the table next to his empty glass of blood. “Guess so.” Then his lips pinched in to hold back a smile or a laugh, and he shook his head. “Trapped in cheese. Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      “It was a valid hypothesis,” I mumbled. “I was working several angles. There are other issues.”

      He glared and waited.

      “Ghaz was threatening my brother’s life, or at least bluffing about threatening the lives of Wes and the entire Strickland line.”

      “Strickland prefers ‘hive.’”

      I shot him a look of disbelief — this man, until recently, had insisted on calling revenants ‘it’ and referring to them by the V-word. “Look what’s happened to you after death,” I noted. “You’re calling me out on rev preferences and political correctness?”

      “Miss fighting with you about everything.”

      “Well, you're still an asshole, so that checks out.” I settled back in my chair. “You-know-who is not the one feeding in that area in phantasm form. Neither is Ghazaros or Zorovar, they’re both active. But the list from Gold-Drake & Cross doesn’t show any other Sarokhanians of significant age.”

      “Another bloodline, then?”

      I made a sound that meant maybe but I wasn’t convinced. “Roy’s hiding someone who’s personally important to him.”

      “Roy the rum runner older than he seems? Is he the phantasm?”

      “Nah. He felt like he was Harry’s age, and Harry’s practically a baby compared to these other guys. Only truly ancient revenants sink into wraith state long enough to require phantasm feeds.”

      “Malas Nazaire was only four thousand.”

      “But Declan said the four is always a lie,” I reminded him. “So who knows how many thousands of years Malas is. He’s at least as old as Wilhelm Dreppenstedt, and nobody has an estimate on him.”

      Batten fell into deep thought and offered, “The Raven of Night.”

      I considered him, the lack of stubble on his chin, the way his lake water blue eyes had paled some, and what a startling effect that had when they were still framed by his long, dark lashes and dark eyebrows. His jaw did that clench and unclench, but when he shot me a smirk, I knew he’d done it on purpose for my entertainment.

      Entertainment. Hmmm. “Kim the psychic is your cover. She's a decoy.”

      Batten waited, clearly calculating.

      “You had the power, she just communicated.”

      “A little ruse.” Batten’s shoulder jogged up. “You know Harry likes to be theatrical. He was in a mood.”

      “Theater.” Something nagged me. “Playacting.”

      “What you got, Snickerdoodle?”

      I shook my head. “We have to backtrack. Something’s not right.”

      “Nothing is right about any of this.”

      “No, we’re not right,” I said. “We’re being led astray somewhere.”

      “By who?”

      I chewed on the inside of my cheek in thought. “Don’t you already know?” I shook my head. “You must. Check your gut. Do your things. The new psychic thing, the old intuition thing, the vamp bond thing, the cop thing. Something isn’t adding up.”

      “Most of it isn't adding up.”

      I shook my head again adamantly. Too many secrets. How many could I share? How many would I need to? I flipped up my thumb and began counting off on my fingers as I went. “Malashock is a hunter, never told me. Kimberley is a fake. Nyquist is not what he seems.”

      Batten made an okay noise to encourage me to continue.

      “There are smugglers here of all kinds of shit, going back centuries: the cheese shop smuggles rum into the States, the tavern smuggles cheese into Canada. The Soul Caller smuggles souls in other bodies. Maybe some of these other musty fuckers smuggled opium or silk or fucking hand-carved Norwegian dildos back when they were all buddy-buddy. Nothing there is exactly what it seems.” Kinship of the Departed, my mind teased. Pale Sister.

      And I hadn’t forgotten the break-ins back in Ten Springs, and that Pascal guy and his cold pen. Or Dr. Delacovias, up to his shifty-ass trickery. I was willing to bet his “vaccine” was not what it seemed, either. I told Batten about both, watched the same confusion settle over him that had been brewing in me for days.

      Finally, he said, “What the fuck, Marnie?”

      “Right?” I said, mirroring the way he was slouching in the chair now.

      “I hate all of this,” he said, but even as he did, I could see the line of determination in his upper lip and in the tightness of his jawline. Harry and Wes came back in to fetch me home, and they had some quiet words to exchange with Batten and Kimberley. The determination never left Batten’s face. He wasn’t ready to throw in the towel and back off.

      Neither was I.
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      After another feed in the Winter Room, Harry and I settled in for a snuggle. I laid my head on his shoulder and Harry stroked my peach-fuzz hair. “What troubles my pet?”

      I made a mrf sound.

      “I see,” Harry answered. “An astute observation on our times, to be sure.”

      “It’s just that he’s different.”

      “Our Lad? Yes. He is. He must be.” His pale hand played down the back of my neck. “He can no longer be the man he was. And yet, he is no monster.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Harry lifted an eyebrow. “How unkind, ducky. Unless you have a specific accusation to lay…”

      “Never mind.”

      “He has always been a killer,” Harry said, and I felt it was a cheap shot. Even if it was true. “If you chose not to see it before now, the fault lies with you.”

      Ouch. “Love is blind.”

      Harry stiffened.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Much to my great horror,” Harry said, “I do.”

      A text pinged. Malashock. Time to go.

      Harry nailed me with his knowing gaze, eyes soft chrome. I Felt his suspicion through the Bond. “Where might you going, dear?”

      “Just hanging out with my new bestie,” I said lightly.

      “Ms. Malashock is your new bee eff eff, is she?” Harry enunciated his distaste like he had a hair stuck to his tongue.

      “She’s cool,” I said, and was surprised to find I wasn’t even lying.

      “And you and Ms. Malashock wouldn’t be working on her case, would you? This phantasm of hers? After your encounter with Captain Harvey, I should think you’d have learned a lesson. You’ve been told more than once to take your leave of these unseemly proceedings.”

      We all know how well that works. “You said that you and Batten were going to handle the revenant nonsense,” I said carefully. “Have you changed your mind? Do you need my help, Lord Dreppenstedt?”

      “Of course not.” He narrowed his eyes, seeing right through me.

      “Good thing for you, because if you want my help now, you’re gonna have to ask nicely. You might even consider begging.”

      “A lord does not beg.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I sang.

      “If you’re not up to shenanigans,” Harry said shrewdly, “what exactly will you and your vampire huntress be doing this evening?”

      My eyes slid away from his, and I feigned great interest in the wallpaper pattern. Had Batten blabbed about Malashock, or had Harry already known? “Doing all the fun tourist stuff. I haven’t done that in a while, and I asked her to walk me through it like I was a first-timer. Seeing the Falls. Hittin’ the casino.”

      “Slots? Cards? Dice? You?”

      “I’m allowed,” I said. “I’m not precognitive. Maybe I'll have better luck with them than I do with, you know, people's infinite bullshit.”

      Harry nodded, appearing to consider the wisdom of a girls' night out. When he could find no reasonable objection, he surrendered. “Do not go looking for trouble,” he said tightly. “You will behave yourself. I do not intend to present myself to Prince Merzyan for explanations or apologies again.”

      “Yes, Harry.”

      “I trust you fully comprehend my wishes on this matter, my pet?”

      “I do. What if misadventure finds me? Shit happens, eh?”

      “Then do what you must to protect my DaySitter — only that, and not a stitch more.”

      I smiled at him and at the simplicity of my Cold Company’s demands, touched his pale face then stroked his chin with my thumb. “Yes, Harry.”

      He watched me get ready to go, his preternaturally sharp eyes taking in not only surface details but heat, sweat, pulse, body language, looking for trouble. “Pet?”

      I paused in the act of changing into heavier gloves. “Hrm?”

      “If you are deceiving me about your intentions,” he said slowly, “you’re getting dreadfully good at it. The very idea displeases me greatly.”

      I didn’t have to dispel a single ounce of guilt, not in the face of his and Batten’s utter rejection of my help, not this time. My conscience was clear, my belief in myself was high, and my determination was solid, so when I faced Harry and smiled brilliantly at him, I noticed his bafflement with a clinical, detached buzz in my veins. He made a fine portrait of a dominant figure marveling at the unraveling of his control. The Dandy’s Dismay. “You don’t have anything to worry about, my Harry. I don’t intend to keep secrets from you — no more than you keep from me.”

      His face darkened. “Oh, do be careful, my Own,” he whispered.
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      I've met too many people who think that monster hunting is lots of chasing dangerous creatures with guns a-blazin’. Truth is, that usually gets you dead real fast. I did a lot of sitting around, watching, taking notes, eating doughnuts, and holding my bladder until my eyes swam. I mean, yeah, okay, I have done the guns a-blazin' thing a couple of times, but nobody should be asking me for advice on it.

      I couldn’t see Liv’s expression behind the binoculars, but the Blue Sense picked her up strongly — there was just not much to pick up. Malashock’s resting emotional state was flat and difficult to shift in any direction without monumental pressure or effort. Since I was always a whirlwind of chaos and mayhem on the inside, I found her quiet, solid nature reassuring. I attempted to adopt her serious focus in defiance of the emotional upheaval in my chest.

      We had dropped Nyquist off a block from the casino to do his thing, whatever it was, found a place to park her van, and waited. “How do you know that Nyquist won’t bugger off again? He’s kind of a flake.” He’d shown up at our rendezvous without saying where he’d been or why he hadn’t answered anyone's calls or messages sooner. As geologists went, Nyquist wasn’t a terribly reliable one.

      “How is it that he even had favors to call in?” I asked her.

      “I pulled the string and called that contact of yours at Cross in Montreal. But I can’t show my face to a DaySitter. None of them trust me,” Malashock said.

      I didn’t particularly trust her either, not when it came to revenants. I figured she’d probably defend me against an attack, but only because she really liked dusting immortals. I popped open a massive box of Timbits, propped it up between us on the dashboard, and helped myself to a doughnut hole.

      “I’m not making anyone happy these days,” I confessed around a mouthful of honey-glazed dough.

      Liv grunted. “Making everyone happy is horseshit. Pick fewer than five people, focus on them. The rest can go fuck themselves.”

      “Five’s doable,” I lied. When she pulled back the binoculars to eye me skeptically, I said, “Five’s not doable. Could I start with one?”

      “Baby steps,” she said, returning to her surveillance. “Look at the bright side: there’s a fair chance you’ll get sucked dry and wind up an empty husk. Nothing will matter then. But you'll have made some vamp happy.”

      “What a relief that'll be,” I drawled, reaching for another doughnut hole.

      “Eat up, kid,” she said, as if I was younger than her or at least less mature. I didn’t object, since I could sort of see her point. “Might be our last meal for a while. Once we go — ”

      “I know, I know,” I said, “we might not come out alive. You only say this no-civvies-on-the-team shit in front of Longshanks, eh?”

      “I was going to say, once we start, we’re going to be all-in until we find what we’re looking for. If Nyquist can find out from my contact which tunnel might be filled with revenants and not boggles, we’re getting this job done in one stop. No more fucking around.” She adjusted the binoculars and swung them towards the valet parking stand. “Could be underground for hours, could be a few days. Not sure how far those tunnels go.”

      Days? Days without coffee? I tried not to panic. “Would these tunnels have a Starbucks? A Timmie's? Some kind of caffeinated mushroom?”

      Malashock made a noise that I chose to interpret as pensive, though if she was wondering anything, probably she was wondering how she wound up stuck with me.

      “Will they have a bathroom?” I asked.

      “Vamps don’t urinate.”

      “Boggles do,” I said.

      “Like animals. You know, on the ground. It's not like they're packing two-ply down there.”

      “But I’m not an animal. What about me?”

      “I’m not going to be responsible for keeping you comfortable. I’m not even going to be responsible for keeping you alive,” she answered. “Every woman for herself.”

      “That’s a load of pure-blown assmist, Malashock,” I whispered angrily. “We’re a team. You, me, Indiana Nyquist, and Longshanks against Whatshisface and That Other Guy.”

      “Who?”

      “That’s what I’m calling the baddies, since we don’t know who they are.”

      “Great. We're fucked, then.”

      “Nobody cares how hard your life is.”

      “And nobody cares whether or not you have a toilet,” she shot back.

      “Really? Talk to me when you need to pop a squat in a dank tunnel full of boggles,” I said. “We’ll see who’s wishin’ she had access to a coffee shop then, won’t we?”

      She diddled with the binoculars again and swung them back at the casino. “Won’t happen. I’m prepared.”

      I shot her denim-clad ass a glance. “Are you packing an adult diaper?”

      Her lack of response was all the answer I needed.

      “You. Mad. Genius.” I settled back in the van’s passenger seat. “That’s dedication. I wish I’d thought of that.”

      “Wishes are useless,” she said. “Do the work or don’t do the work. If you let your biology slow you down, you don’t get the work done.”

      “You should write a self-help book,” I said. “How to Kick Ass at Monster Hunting, by Bad-Ass Malashock.” The Blue Sense sent me a wash of frustration and something darker from her direction, and I understood in a rush. “Biology has slowed you down before. Your body failed you in some way and…”

      Her shoulders stiffened slightly.

      Not just biology, her lady bits in particular, and it had cost her dearly. No longer wanting to be overly nosy, and sensing her pain, I didn’t probe.

      “Doesn’t matter,” she clipped. “Won’t happen again.”

      She was trying to pretend it was a small loss, that it was the cost of excelling at her job, and she’d been willing to pay it. I didn’t Feel like it would affect how she did her job right now, so I decided to leave the wound alone. If I picked, I knew I’d Feel her overwhelming sadness bubble to the surface, and that would suck for both of us.

      I changed the subject. “Did I tell you what I read last week? According to this very reputable rag-mag headline, I not only found Bigfoot’s daughter, I am Bigfoot’s daughter.  They didn't say whether Bigfoot was my mother or father, though, so I'm not sure which of my parents I need to break the news to.“

      She didn’t answer that, but pointed out, “Another Range Rover, tinted windows; let’s see who gets out.” She was a ball of tension and her words ground from her as a result.

      I offered, “You know, it’s okay to not know stuff.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “Sure it is.” I shrugged. “I don’t know stuff all the time.”

      “That’s fine for you.”

      I smirked. “Because it’s already common knowledge?”

      “No. It’s just…” She shook her head. I Felt a wave of psi that brought a one-two punch of shame, then anger. “You wouldn’t understand, forget it.”

      “Explain it to me,” I said, checking my thermos. The van filled with the warm, sweet smell of brandy and espresso. “I’ll just sit here and listen.”

      “I’d rather not,” she said. Again her shame swelled. She didn’t want me knowing the particulars of her vulnerabilities.

      I shrugged once more to let her know she was off the hook. “You know, my ex used to get piiiiiissed at me when I didn’t know a thing. Just furious. Like I’m supposed to know everything? Harry does that too, sometimes, when I don’t understand his old-timey English jargon. It used to bother me.”

      “I don’t need your therapy session,” she grumbled.

      “I’m just sayin’, sometimes our expectations are too high.”

      She swung around to face me, her hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. “If you don’t know shit in this job, you get killed. Or worse.”

      “What’s worse than killed?” I asked. I knew a whole bunch of things that were worse, but wanted to hear what she had in mind.

      She just shook her head and turned her attention back to the Range Rover.

      “Did you not know something one time?” I asked. “Did it get you worse-than-killed?”

      Her jaw clenched like Batten’s used to. Probably, it was to keep from admitting what it was, or maybe it was just safer than telling me off.

      “I didn’t know about the potential treachery of old ladies once,” I offered. “Trust the cute old lady was always my go-to position. Because old ladies look like grandmas, and grandmas are sweet and nurturing. Except my Grandma Vi, who was a bit of a floozy and ditched her family to run off with a dead guy. But most grandmas are sweet, right? They bake cookies and knit you sweaters and give squishy hugs. I thought so. But do you know what happened?”

      I had her attention, though she looked like she already knew where this story was headed.

      “That treacherous old broad put roofies in my chai and tried to feed me to a lust demon. Moral of the story: not all grandmas are cute. Some of them aren’t cute at all.”

      She deadpanned, “Thank you, Dr. Baranuik.”

      “What I’m trying to say is, worry less about not knowing everything. And don’t worry about Nyquist. If he actually shows up, he’ll do fine. He’s just meeting someone. In public. In a busy diner.”

      “He’s a rock collector,” she said, and for a moment, genuine worry creased her brow. Her cheeks colored pink. “A lab monkey. He doesn’t know what could be in there. I can’t let him get hurt. He’s my responsibility.”

      Since Nyquist was some form of lycanthrope, I figured he might be able to handle himself. Breaking that news to Malashock might bet somewhat tricky, and I was still unconvinced that I should blow Nyquist’s cover. “Sometimes, people are stronger than you expect. Look at me, for example. I look like a wimp, but I’ve got some skills.”

      “Let me get this straight,” she said slowly, dropping the binoculars again. “You’re a servant to a vampire and you’re a shape-shifting were-thing. Did you minor in mermaid while you got your PhD, too?”

      Put like that, I wanted to sock her right in the gooch. Instead, I tried to remember how people skills worked. I told her the story of the werefox bite in Egypt and the mellified man, and Declan Edgar, my trusty dhampir companion, and the demon fight and the shape-shift, then showed her my cell phone with pictures of the scales I’d shed after the battle.

      She looked at the picture. “If you were bitten by a werefox,” she said, “why didn't you turn into a fox? I don't think were-wyrms are a thing.”

      “It was the most interesting form that popped into my mind at the time, and the biggest. I mean, I was huge.” I smiled. “I wasn't exactly nimble, but I didn’t know that before I shifted. Trying to move around totally sucked. Shift and learn, am I right?”

      “Could you have chosen something different?”

      I had considered this before, and assumed it was an option. “Probably some kind of fox, I guess. Other stuff went through my mind.” I recalled seeing harpies and mermaids and manticores, but didn’t feel comfortable talking about all that. “Um, a whole bunch of stuff. Some of it looked like it might have been cool, but some of them seemed like capital-B Bad Ideas, even to me.”

      “Have you tried?” she asked.

      “I’ve tried not to. It’s… not comfortable. You ever had all your bones crack and reform at the same time? It sucks, like, a lot.”

      That slowed her down some before she followed up. “Could you do it on purpose anyway?”

      “What, now? In this van?” Motion in the parking lot caught my eye, shadows flitting, first one, and then a second. “Is that proper stakeout protocol? Are you — oh, whirling, twirling shit-parade.” I squinted through the night. Damn. The walk hit me first, set against the lights of the casino: a confident, no-nonsense stride full of predatory grace and self-assuredness. Batten. Had Harry blabbed my plans? That centuries-old snitch.

      Malashock scanned the lot and pinpointed the shadow I was concerned about. “Rev?”

      “Ugh. He’s here.”

      “You know him?”

      “No,” I lied, sulking.

      Malashock nailed me with an astutely calculating glance that immediately diagnosed heartache, and shook her head at me. “You’ll be fine.”

      “No I won’t, look at him! He’s magnificent.” I gurgled with disgust. “I hate that about him. But also, he’s a ne’re-do-well. Do you know what that means? Best not count on him to do well, cuz he’ll do the opposite.”

      Malashock shot me a look that practically stripped the glaze off my Timbits.

      “Oh, gaaaawd,” I said and crumpled in my seat. “I should have done a spell to help me resist his sexiness.”

      She studied him. “He’s not that great.”

      “Of course you don’t think so. You’re not a fan of many people.”

      “I’m not. But I’m also seeing him without love goggles. He’s simply not as hot as you think he is.”

      I shot forward. “Are you sure? Look at his ass.”

      “I see it.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      She made a sound like meh. “It’s an ass.”

      “You should see him naked.”

      “You shouldn’t, right?” she said pointedly. “As for me, I’ll pass.”

      “I should let him know I’m here. He won’t be happy.”

      “You don’t need to tell him. He’s spotted us. Took him two seconds.”

      I grimaced and shrank back in my seat. “Is he looking?”

      “No. Do you want him to?” Her face softened and she sat back, mimicking my slouch. “Are you okay?”

      “No, but I’ve been not-okay for years.”

      “Having met you, this is fairly obvious.” She opened my thermos and sniffed, drawing back at the smell of brandy. “You knew this guy before he was turned?”

      I nodded. I considered telling her that he used to be a hunter, but passed on that little nugget. The fewer people who knew the infamous Kill-Notch Batten wasn’t dead, the better.

      “When he died,” Malashock said, “he did you a favor.”

      Ouch. “Agreed. Because now I can shoot him and not worry about killing him.”

      “You shot him? I thought you loved him.”

      “That’s why I shot him!” I cried. “Haven’t you ever been in love before?”

      “No.”

      “That’s simultaneously the saddest and most awesome thing I’ve ever heard. And for the millionth time since I met you, I wish I was you.”

      She snuck a look through the binoculars again, then set them aside on her lap. “Okay, Ms. Therapy Session, your turn. Don’t you have a responsibility to yourself to get the fuck over him already?”

      “I’m planning on it.”

      “And when is that slated for?”

      “Sometime before my eighty-third birthday. Damn.” I watched him enter the casino without pausing at the security guy. It was like the guards didn’t even see him. “Look at that swagger. If I tried to walk like him, I’d pull a muscle.”

      “You whine a lot,” she noted.

      “Well, I’m sorry my heartache is fucking annoying, Liv. It’s annoying me, too.”

      “I think you thrive on it.”

      If that wasn’t a punch in the knockers, I didn’t know what was. “You bother me,” I reminded her. “When is Nyquist coming back out?”

      “He’s not. When he sends the signal, we’re going in. He's supposed to be in the restaurant on the first floor with our contact. A DaySitter.” Just then, her cell phone vibrated; she glanced at it and swung out of the van. “Speak of the dirt devil. They’re ready for us.”
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      The sign just inside the door read “Seat Yourself” in swirly script, so I nodded at the waitress, and she turned to grab menus. We wove our way through the tables and I felt watched, though neither Nyquist nor the woman he was sitting with looked up.

      “It would be better if I speak to her alone,” I told Malashock when we got close to the table. “DaySitter to DaySitter.”

      Nyquist overheard me and took the hint, rising from his seat. He nodded to a booth for two partway across the opposite wall, and he and Malashock went there to give us some relative privacy.

      “There is always a safe corner in the nest of the Raven of Night for you, sister,” I greeted formally, remembering the way Netta, a DaySitter from House Buryshkin, had greeted me at Skulesdottir. “Death Rejoices with me as I welcome you. I think that’s how it goes?”

      My contact smiled and shrugged one slight shoulder. She was petite, with strawberry blonde hair tucked up in a high ponytail. Tiny pearl earrings studded her ears. She picked at a plate of French fries, dipping them daintily into mayonnaise two at a time. “I can never remember these things,” she said with a soft Quebecois accent. She extended her non-fry hand. “Danni Nazaire.”

      I took it in my gloved one. “Marnie Baranuik, DaySitter to Harry Dreppenstedt. Thank you for meeting with me,” I told her. “I know we’re not exactly destined to be best friends.”

      Danni showed me another little shrug, but the Blue Sense reported she was far less comfortable than she looked. “I didn’t see any reason to decline,” she said.

      “Well, the alliance between our Houses often seems tenuous,” I offered. “I can never tell if we’re on solid ground.”

      “None of the bloodlines of the Falskaar Vouras are,” she said with a sad chuckle. “Don’t know if you noticed, but old revenants are prickly. Every day, there’s a new war declared. I try not to pay attention.”

      “Well, you could have said no because I’m a notorious shit disturber. Isn’t that a good reason?”

      “Not good enough,” she said, and I liked her a bit more for that.

      “Is that why you’re helping me? Because you don’t believe the hype?”

      “I’m curious why you’re here. There’s some talk that you’re trying to track a victim of Aston Sarokhanian,” she said. “Colonel Jack Batten. You didn’t know him. Most of us just assumed he’d been killed, like so many other hunters. Your own FBI hunter, his grandson, is dead.”

      That stung to hear, and because she was watching me so closely, I let my face show it.

      She nodded, as though satisfied that she had an answer to a question she didn’t ask yet. “Are you carrying on his search for vengeance?” she continued. “Owe him a favor as a last request? Or are you just nosy?”

      I tried to keep cool at the sound of Sarokhanian’s name, spoken aloud in public, and knowing Batten was somewhere close by. Anyone could have heard it, but she didn’t seem concerned. Perhaps Danni had a reason to be unafraid. Was her House in league with the local Big Bad? I attempted to mirror her laissez-faire composure.

      “I’m not here to see Aston Sarokhanian punished,” I said honestly, and it seemed to satisfy her. “I'm a scientist, though some would argue otherwise. I’ve been fascinated by this soul-swapping Talent for ages. I can’t wrap my head around the details. Mark Batten would have been uncomfortable with me asking questions about it while he was alive, but now that he’s gone, I don’t see any reason to shy away from the subject. I was holding off on independent research out of consideration for his feelings. His grandfather’s own soul may have been taken.”

      The waitress came to offer me a menu, and I turned my coffee cup upright for a fill. I watched Danni pop two familiar looking pills with her diet Coke; oxy-lipotropin, a synthetic replacement for the ms-lipotropin in a revenant’s saliva that kept the mortal brain pliant and happy. Ms-lipotropin withdrawal caused brutal headaches, and the synthetic version could buy her some time while she and her companion were apart. That told me that her revenant, whichever Nazaire he was, wasn't local. She was a Nazaire DaySitter, and possibly even married to one, as she was using the surname, but she was probably not Ludovic Nazaire’s advocate here in Niagara.

      “Why can’t you grasp it?” she asked. “I understand you witnessed the soul stealing of a bokor. Someone working for Malas Nazaire, was it?”

      I sighed. “It seemed the other way around. Spicer was building zombie-revenant hybrids to work as free labor. He manipulated Malas into helping him by offering to make female hybrids that might not rot so that Malas could have eternal company.”

      Danni sipped her drink and considered me over the rim of the glass. “I wouldn’t be too sure that Malas can be manipulated.”

      “Oh?” I leaned forward. Malashock’s instincts had been right on this — a DaySitter related to a chatty revenant like Ludovic Nazaire had all the best gossip. I would have to throw Liv a high five later. “How do you figure?”

      “If a Nazaire wants female company, he can easily attain that. The telekinesis can change the ebb and flow of chemistry in the mortal body, including hormones; they're just molecules, after all, aren't they, Doctor Baranuik?” I had a brief, angry flash at the echoes of Delacovias' patronizing tone, and attempted to muzzle it.  She continued, “And Malas has created a female revenant before.” She shot me a knowing look. “You made her Queen.”

      “He had help,” I said, meaning Wilhelm Dreppenstedt, though it was still unclear which revenant had been ultimately responsible for Remy’s turning. Still, it gave me a lot to think about, and looking back on the Spicer incident, Danni might be right. What the hell had Malas been up to at the Ashcroft mine? Was it over, since he’d lost the help of the bokor? Now that he had Declan Edgar to roam the earth with, watching over him, I wondered — had Malas’ little project been a passing fancy or a lifelong dream? “John Spicer used a bunch of questionable methods to take souls, to enslave bodies, without alerting Death to claim them.”

      Danni nodded. “The Soul Leech works differently.”

      “Is it similar to Kinship of the Departed?” I asked, and my belly gave a funny flutter. “Manipulating the attraction of the dead to the undead?”

      Her eyebrows raised a touch. “Yes. I guess you could say it operates in the same, uh, vein. The Soul Caller does not require an intermediary receptacle, as the bokor would, and once he calls forth a spirit by the power of attraction, he can perform his task body-to-body directly. I’m curious. The reports were unclear… what did the bokor use to hold the souls he’d collected?”

      I felt bad about sharing the disconcerting facts, but, since they'd already gone into the PCU's reports, it's not like they were a state secret. “Baby food jars.”

      Danni’s head darted back with disgust. “Oh, ick. No. That’s awful. How tacky and disrespectful.”

      “Yeah, I fuckin’ thought so, too.” I took a sip of my coffee and was glad when the hot, bitter taste flooded my mouth. I thought I might need a lot of caffeine tonight. “Would the person hosting Colonel Batten’s soul in their body aware of what's going on? Like, feel his personality? Taste his mojo?”

      “I should think so,” Danni said, “though if the colonel were old and tired, he may have given up fighting his captivity, and being felt by his host, a long time ago.”

      “Kind of like a Roomba with a dead battery, not banging into the walls anymore.”

      Danni grimaced, but nodded.

      “Could he be in control of the person’s body?”

      “Never,” she said firmly, shaking her head. “No matter how strong his spirit might be, he couldn't be the dominant soul inside this body. He would be an unwilling passenger. A witness to a daily life in which he cannot participate. At worst, he would be an unwelcome but powerless guest.”

      I thought about all the victims of the phantasm near Municipal Beach. Could they be hosting souls that had been torn from Aston Sarokhanian’s enemies? “Do you think a person with two souls might go insane?”

      “I’ve often wondered.” Danni’s eyes darkened. “I honestly don’t know enough to say one way or another. I’ve studied the Talents for several decades, but House Sarokhanian is fairly guarded about its bloodline.”

      At this point, her hands hesitated at the edge of the table, doing a little uncertain dance to her lap and back to the edge, then disappearing again as she made a decision. She fumbled in an unseen carrying case and withdrew a small folder. “I made you some copies of observations I’ve made for the last few years. You understand, I have permission from my companion to share this information with you. Otherwise…”

      I nodded solemnly, and didn’t question anything, not wanting to spook her into bolting. “That’s very helpful, thank you.” I left the folder on the table, afraid that if I touched it, she might change her mind. “What would happens if the body containing Colonel Batten’s soul was killed?”

      “Whatever the Soul Leech wants to happen, if he’s nearby.”

      I nodded at that, but said nothing.

      Danni continued, “The soul could pass on to the next realm, freed along with the host’s. It could be kept in some kind of receptacle. Or it could be shifted straight into another host. There may be other fates that I'm not privy to.”

      Colonel Jack could have been passed from body to body or body to receptacle who knows how many times. I didn’t want to be the one to tell Kill-Notch that his grandfather really could be stuck in some cheese as part of an elaborate shell game of soul-shuffling. “And the Soul Leech has to be close to where the soul is for him to exert control, do the old swaperino?”

      She nodded. “And aware that the death was occurring, so the timing has to be fairly precise. This sort of thing takes effort; drawing upon the infernal well of his deeper powers in order to manipulate the path of a soul. He does not do it casually, or on a whim.”

      Interesting. “It's hard work, and he'd be drained by the effort. He'd probably need to feed before and after, huh?”

      The Blue Sense roared to life as Danni’s anxiety shot through the roof, but she managed to keep it off her face, while my skin prickled uncomfortably. She seemed to consider not answering, but in the end, she put her Diet Coke down and nodded. “Terribly. For some time, yes. It is,” she searched the table for a hint, “arduous.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not looking for vulnerabilities. I don't have any kind of vendetta against Aston Sarokhanian. That grudge wasn't mine, it was Batten's.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me,” she said, “I just don’t like when weakened revenants are abused and taken advantage of. I’ve seen enough elder abuse in my lifetime, I don’t need to witness more. Now, if you’ll pardon me. I need to return to where I belong.”

      Elder abuse? Something about that phrase struck me in the belly like a fish hook and snagged hard. “Danni…?”

      “No, I really must go.”

      “Please, just one more thing,” I said, and took advantage of her attempts to shift out of the booth. “Do you know someone named Pascal? He may be a DaySitter. He may be a lycanthrope. He’s definitely nosy.” His pen was sexy…

      She looked genuinely confused and her eyes sought answers in the distance as her mind flipped through pages of past acquaintances. “You know, that name does sound familiar, and I can’t say for sure, but I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t like the name?”

      Danni shook her head slowly. “No, I wouldn’t want to remember who that was.  I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      She abandoned the table and most of her fries. I picked one up and dipped its crispy golden corner in ketchup before munching thoughtfully on it. I smelled Nyquist’s pot-stink before I heard his footsteps as he and Malashock rejoined me.

      “Well?” Liv asked, reaching for the folder Danni left. I swiped it away from her and she scowled. “What did you find out?”

      I pushed the plate at Nyquist. Surprisingly, he declined. Elder abuse. Why did that feel so important? Was she talking about the colonel? A Nazaire? Her own family? Someone else entirely? “A bit. Not too much I didn’t already know, or at least suspect.” I relayed all the information. Nyquist seemed glassy-eyed with excitement behind the stoned facade he was maintaining.

      “We should move onto the gaming floor,” Malashock suggested, “for phase two.”

      “They’ll be monitoring us,” I agreed, purposefully not looking to see if anyone was watching us. “Danni wouldn’t have come alone.”

      Nyquist looked a little dopey and lost, but Malashock explained that his part was done, and he should go wait in the van. After a moment’s hesitation, he obeyed. I watched him slouch off before hailing the waitress for the check and fishing out my wallet. I left enough to cover our drinks, the fries, and a healthy tip, then followed Malashock’s confident stride into the dark, loud depths of the casino.

      The plan was to ask about Ludovic until his curiosity nibbled our hook, so I sidled up to the cashier and asked, “Hey. I’ll take a hundred, and have you, uh, ever seen a really, really old guy here? Like, shockingly old. Probably doesn’t dress like a modern person? Maybe a Preferred Player’s card member. Name’s Ludovic Nazaire.”

      “I’m sorry,” the man at the desk said with an apologetic smile. “I can’t talk about members.”

      “Got it, no problem.” I took my chips and moved back through the crowd to find Malashock, keeping an eye out for Batten, who was undoubtedly lurking somewhere, and anyone who might pass for Ludovic Nazaire, age unknown.

      “Okay, here’s your tokens,” I said to Liv, trying to hand her a bucket. “Have at it. I’ll keep asking around. If you need me, text.”

      She shook her head. “You play. I’ll watch.”

      “But you don’t know what you’re looking for,” I said slyly. “You’re inexperienced with these types, right? It’s not like you’re, I dunno, secretly a — ” I mouthed the words vampire hunter at her accusingly.

      She ground her teeth, creating an unpleasant squeak that I could hear over the dinging and banging and commotion around us. She stepped towards me, close enough to bully me into planting my butt on a stool. As she did, I glimpsed one of her hands reaching for the opposite arm, where her hash marks reportedly were. “Who have you told?”

      I shrugged, and she crowded me with her face. I cranked mine back and ran out of space when my spine wouldn’t bend any further.

      “Better question — who told you?”

      I wasn’t about to tell her it had been Schenk that blew her cover. “If you haven’t been honest with me, why would you expect me to be honest with you?”

      “Because we’re in this together.”

      “Then give me all the information you've got, so I can be an effective partner. Does that not make sense to you?” I placed my forefinger in the hollow of her throat and began to press, backing her up with a pointed look so I could straighten without knocking foreheads with her. I whispered into her face, knowing my voice would be mostly lost under the sound of so many other people chattering. “Listen, I get it. You’re a big bad lone wolf, hunting monsters your way, thinking you can do this without me. I’ve lived this routine already, with a much bigger asshole than you. And you know how it ended?” I stopped with a blink. “Well, I mean, we had a lot of sex but then it got even worse. So unless you’re gonna start orally pleasuring Marnie-B on the reg, let’s not repeat his pattern, okay?”

      She stared at me with her jaws gripped tight, and finally said, “Ass.”

      “Self-awareness is healthy, good job.” I offered her a high five.

      She left me hanging but her lips pinched hard. To my surprise, she couldn’t keep the laughter out of her eyes. I think it surprised her too. “I can promise you, we’re not ending up in bed.”

      “My first time with him, we did it standing up. Well, we started that way.”

      She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head to clear the mental image.

      “So, other than the no-nookie decree, what's the other bad stuff?”

      “There’s gonna be a lot of bad stuff,” she promised. But then her chin fell in a series of reluctant nods. “There’s always bad stuff when vampires are involved.”

      I reminded, “They don’t like the V-word.”

      “Nobody gives a shit.”

      “You might,” I said, “if you need to negotiate with one.”

      “I don’t negotiate with the dead.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Wow, you’ve got the best lines, man,” I marveled. “That really needs to go on a t-shirt.”

      She glared at me. “You’re right, the bad stuff will be worse if we’re not on the same page. Maybe this isn’t the best time or place for apologies. Back to work. You play, I watch.”

      I shot her a two-fingered salute, and when she moved to go, I stopped her with a tap on her forearm. “But that’s a for-sure pass on the oral, though? I’d like a heads up so I can do some ladyscaping if it’s an option.”

      “Fuck off,” she said through a half smile, and disappeared in the crowd.

      I spun to the slot machine and told the screen, “Never hurts to ask, jeez.”

      The machine had two options for play: the old-timey pull handle, and the push button. I stuffed tokens in the slot, glad I chose them instead of the boring card, and pulled the handle immediately, not bothering to read the rules or the scoring. The game featured some kind of Wild West motif, and the wheels were heavy on the heifers and horseshoes. After a few close calls at a big pay out, I’d nearly emptied my token bucket and was relegated to muttering, “Fuck you, cows,” in less than fifteen minutes. I crammed the rest of them in with my thumb, peeved.

      I was gradually aware of someone else’s excitement nearby, a jittery feeling in my belly, a prickle in my palms, but it wasn’t coming from a gambler. The anticipation increased as the person approached, but they cautiously took their time. Similar feelings zinged my psychic wiring from ahead of me, but I studiously ignored them — there was a slathering of irritation in the mix, and that had to be Batten. I would absolutely not be making eye contact with him any time soon.

      “You have great affection for him,” the soft, unfamiliar male voice over my shoulder said, and though I sensed no anger, I stiffened, staring intently at my slot machine. The words were tainted with challenge. “For all of them, in fact. That’s lovely.”

      I made noncommittal noise, pretending a lack of anticipation. Here we go.

      “Many do not understand the relationship as well as you do,” he continued. “But then, you were very young when you gave yourself to the grave.”

      I pulled the handle again and watched the wheels spin. I did not get lucky. Story of my life right there. “Would you look at this shit? Horseshoe, a space between a couple bar thingies, double-bar, and then this thing? What is that, a cowbell? This game is really annoying.” I held out my hand without looking at him. “Got any more tokens?”

      “He’s been watching you tonight.”

      “Hey pal, who hasn’t?” I drawled, and pulled again. My luck was running low and I needed a win. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m heckin’ cute.”

      It was then that I caught a pair of dark eyes three rows over, sliding past the machines, weaving upstream against a steady trickle of people. His assessment of me was quick, a flash of amusement and intrigue, and then he became a pale blur, the type most mortals would mistake for a trick of the eye and a cold draft, the type I was very familiar with.

      The man at my shoulder said, “He would enjoy your company of an evening.”

      “My mommy taught me not to talk to strangers.”

      “A rule you break often, to your detriment.”

      Point: this fuckin’ guy. He’d watched my conversation with Danni Nazaire. I’m sure that had been the plan between them: watch the Great White Shark, tag-team the meeting, and assess the danger. This revenant and his crew were careful. Surely, they could sense I had no animosity for — or no recent reason to butt heads with — their house. This fuckin’ guy was another Nazaire buddy.

      “You’re sassy,” I said with more cheer. “I’m glad to learn that about you, whoever you are.”

      “I’m Dane. He’s Mr. Nazaire.”

      Dane and Danni. Cute. “I know who he is, Dane, I’ve been asking about him. And the minute I started, you asked about me, so you know who I am. I suppose I don’t have to mention that I’m not single or looking?”

      “He smells the mark upon you. The Raven of Night. Our houses are not unfamiliar with one another.”

      “I guess that’s an agreeable way of summing it up,” I said. “It hasn’t always been nicey-nice.”

      “Still, dinner and a movie?” he offered on behalf of his master.

      “I'm not down for Netflix and chill; we just met.”

      “Cinema and hors d'oeuvres, then?”

      “That depends on the movie, and whether or not I’m the appetizer, doesn’t it?”

      His chuckle was breathy. “He wants for nothing, I make sure of that. But he does so enjoy fresh attentions. And you are fresh.”

      Jackpot. My chips ran out on the slot machine, so I swung around on my stool to look at the slight male DaySitter before me. His build and youth said twenty, but the experience in his eyes said sixty at least — his immortal advocate’s ability to pass along the age-fighting V-telomerase was impressive. I wondered where Malashock had disappeared to, though I didn’t doubt her tracking skills.  Between her, Batten, Dane, Ludovic, the casino's security system, and whatever guards were doing their regular floor patrols, I had more eyes on me than a twice-baked potato.

      Nazaire was a house of telekinetics, and his DaySitter would have the Talent, which meant if he really wanted to, he could probably just force my limbs to move and walk my sassy ass to dinner. Telekinetic humans usually went mad if they became too powerful, it was said, but Dane seemed in complete control of his faculties, which made me believe his Talent was sensibly constrained.

      “So,” I said, “he’s not hungry?”

      He dropped his voice. “Miss, would we be in a crowded casino if Mr. Nazaire was hungry?”

      “I’m not hungry either. We can skip dinner, save him twenty big ones and a trip to Mickey D’s.”

      He flashed a smile, revealing half a mouth of shiny teeth on one side, and on the other, a false set that didn’t fit quite right. The effect was mildly startling, so I set my gaze strictly on his eyes, which were calf-gentle and deep brown. That’s when I noted the jagged scar cutting through his left eyebrow, ending in the crease of his eye, directly above the false teeth. An accident or a beating, I guessed, and likely pre-Bonding, as it hadn’t healed well. “If you’d care to follow me?”

      I slid off my stool, trusting Malashock to stick with us from a distance. We hit a side room that looked more suited for floor shows than gambling. Nothing was going on in the space tonight, which was either a lull in the action or Ludovic having reserved the space by means of cash or compulsion. In front of the door, a poster board announced a pre-Halloween showing of the original Nosferatu.

      Of course. I wonder if he likes it for the nostalgia, or if he thinks it's a comedy? I'd watched What We Do in the Shadows with Harry and Wes back at the cabin in Ten Springs, and had to basically carry Harry to his casket afterward because he was laughing too hard to walk.

      “Please forgive me,” Dane said, stopping me, “but I must search you for weapons.”

      “Hey, at least I’m gettin’ some kind of action tonight.” I put my hands against the wall and waited while he patted me down with swift, professional swipes. Finding nothing but my cell phone, wallet, and the valet receipt, he made a satisfied noise.

      “Master Ludovic awaits within.”

      “How will I find him in a dark theater filled with people?”

      He chuckled. “Sit where you like. He’ll find you.” With that, Dane the DaySitter left, and I screwed up my courage.
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      The theater door opened with a whisper, gliding over dark carpeting. I had no doubt that any revenant ears nearby would pick it up. Whether or not they paid it any attention would depend on what else they were doing, and how much importance they placed on the approach of a hot-blooded body.

      The theater was fully dark, though the blank movie screen was lit softly, probably from the projector's warm standby mode. Nervously, I waited for my eyes to adjust after the blinking, dazzling chaos of the casino floor, looking out over the seats.

      I sensed the near fullness of the moon, but this was no time to be cautious — I needed all my power and focus. Hail Aradia, what the fuck / I had you de-were me because it sucked. / But now my ass is on the line / So getting that back would be mighty fine. I opened myself to every influx, every slightest flutter of emotion, every tiny scent. Malashock had my back, but I knew that to be an uncertain alliance.

      There were a dozen or so figures sitting unnaturally straight and utterly silent, and if I weren’t able to feel their contentment with the Blue Sense, I would have thought they were mannequins. The smell in the room shifted rather suddenly from carpet and heavy duty deodorizer to the snap-spark of burnt sugar, as several revenants’ powers rolled awake.  Against my wishes, my heart did a little gallop in my chest, fluttering as if to escape its ribbed prison. A figure near me gasped softly, excited by the speed of my pulse. That sound rattled inside me, making my own breath shaky.

      “Slow your roll, tiger,” I whispered, but the realization of my vulnerability forced me to settle down. I slid into the nearest seat, wishing the screen was playing insipid commercials or exhorting us to devour some dancing treats. That's what you are, my brain piped up, because it's a jerk.

      I focused on listening, even though any hostile movement toward me would be over before I could begin to panic, much less react. I had made myself vulnerable as a sign of open submission. This had to appeal to Ludovic Nazaire. If he was in here, he was taking his time, assessing me. I would be patient. Antsy, I folded my gloved hands in my lap, then shook them out and stuffed them in my pockets, then pulled them back out and crossed my arms. I crossed one ankle over the other, then shimmied up straight in my chair, then slouched.

      The door behind me made another soft sliding sound and nothing in the theater moved except the dark shape behind me.

      “I’m back,” said Nyquist, sliding into a seat beside me.

      “Weren’t you supposed to stay gone? Are you kidding me with this?” I craned around to look behind us, but didn't see anyone else with him.

      “The van was in the valet lot, and they wouldn't let me just sit in it out there.”

      Point: Unreliable Geologist.

      “Why do I smell rum?” he sniffed. “And cheese?”

      “You ask a lot of questions for a werewolf.” I shooed at him. It didn’t work.

      He stiffened, then affected a stoned, slack-jawed look that I didn’t buy for a minute. “Huh? What did you call me?”

      “This is a bad time for hashing out the flaws in your disguise, Indy.” I tried to give him a knowing glare in the near-dark. “I know you’re a werewolf. You know you’re a werewolf. Don’t worry, I haven’t blown your cover.”

      “I’m not a wolf,” he whispered.

      “I don’t care what flavor of lycanthrope you are. As long as you don’t eat anyone, we can talk about this later. Right now, I have a job to do. Can you please fuck off and bother Malashock instead?”

      I expected him to argue with me, but instead, he grabbed my gloved hand, crammed it under his nose, sniffed, then stuck out his tongue and licked it. “You were touching funny cheese,” he said.

      “Ew,” I hissed, drawing my hand back. “Why would you taste the glove?”

      “It’s sweaty and cold, it’s been improperly stored in a damp place.”

      “Hey, now.”

      “The cheese, I mean. The cheese you touched.”

      Point: Secret Were-Guy. “Amazing instincts, never let me doubt you again. Quick, you look that way, I’ll go this way.”

      “Kinda feels like you’re always trying to ditch me.”

      “No, I’m only currently trying to ditch you. Also, you were supposed to wait in the van. There are things I need to do here, and you’re gonna blow it worse than Malashock would.”

      It was already too late. A second glance around the cinema showed that we were suddenly, entirely, and conspicuously alone. Every single one of the silent figures had melted away into the shadows. I’d missed my chance. Nyquist the were-hole had scared them off. I let out a long-suffering sigh, the kind that Harry was so good at.

      “But I have something important to tell you,” Nyquist continued, seemingly oblivious.

      “Let’s get something straight: I don’t need your help unless it’s boggle-related.”

      “That’s exactly what it is.”

      “Okay then.” I rocked back into the seat. “Well, I have stuff to teach you, too.”

      “About boggles?”

      “About the undead. And cheese. And phantasms. And maybe rum, I’m not sure. And how I feel about having to keep your secret. And how annoying it is when three dead guys act sexist and you can’t punch them because you’d break your hand and they’d barely feel it.”

      He looked like he was following all that and nodded. “Okay. But listen, I wanted to tell you. I couldn’t. Not if I wanted to keep my job. And I do. I’m not trying to…” He struggled for a moment. “I’d never…” He gave up and went on. “I came to tell you, I just heard that the government is sealing up all the boggle tunnels, so my research is blocked. And so is yours, I guess.”

      The Blue Sense flared to life unexpectedly to hit me with his deception, and I pretended to believe him, showing him my I-totally-buy-it face. Liar, liar, pants on fire. “But you are the government, Nyquist.”

      “Not me, my superiors, the big government. Not sure how we find your revenant phantasm fellow now, if we can’t go in the boggle tunnels. Unless we go right now. I mean tonight. Before the crew installs a grate tomorrow morning.”

      This dude wants me to go into a tunnel, at night, with him, alone? Maybe playing dense isn't entirely an act. “We’re supposed to leave the phantasm to Malashock,” I told him.

      “But we’re going to…?” He left it hanging hopefully.

      “We’re going to tell Malashock about the grates and let her decide what she wants to do next.” He wilted beside me, and despite my irritation with him, I relented slightly. “But if you’re determined to be involved, we need code names for our covert op.”

      Nobody ever humors me with code names, but Nyquist said smoothly, “I’ll be Juan Valdez.”

      I pumped my fist in the air. “The Coffee King. Nice. I’m Jackie-Joan Jacobs.”

      “That’s a terrible fake name.”

      “Jackie-Joan Jackson.”

      “No Jackie-Joan.”

      “Charlene-Consuela Charon.”

      His nose wrinkled. “Let’s go back to Jackie-Joan.”

      “Which one?

      “It doesn’t matter,” he said. “I’m going to call you Susan.”

      “Right.”

      “Now, let’s ditch Malashock and call an Uber,” he suggested, “and we can be at the beach in twenty minutes.”

      “Man, you’re really harshing my enthusiasm,” I said. “We’re not ditching Malashock. Besides, who covert-operates from an Uber? That’s not done.”

      “Okay, maybe not at this hour with holiday rates,” Nyquist agreed. “Malashock’s van?”

      “She’s gonna be mad. We lost our guy.” I brightened. “Wait, she’s not going to be mad at me. You lost our guy. Sweet. Go tell Malashock you blew it. If she doesn’t curb-stomp you, I’ll meet you both out front by the van.” I brandished the valet ticket like it had the winning Powerball numbers.

      They joined me at the van ten minutes later, Malashock fuming, far too angry to speak. She pointed at the passenger seat and I got in in a hurry. Nyquist popped into the back without a word, looking hangdog and contrite. I wondered again if I should mention to Malashock that Nyquist was some brand of lycanthrope — he hadn’t reacted with too much horror when I told him I knew. Maybe it wasn’t the big secret I thought it was. Still, best not to give her another reason to be furious. Besides, if we riled him up, it could put both of us in danger. Nyquist seemed to be dealing. Could he have found a way to slake his appetite some other way? Dumpster fruit couldn’t be his staple.

      As Malashock pulled out into the horrid congestion of downtown evening traffic, Nyquist leaned forward and told me, “Sorry I blew the meeting, Jackie-Joan.”

      “We’ll get another chance,” I said, not sure that we would. I sank in my seat, feeling all at once sorry for him, guilty, and like a screw-up.

      “We need to find out which tunnel, and go in during the day,” Malashock reminded us. “We can’t go search a dozen tunnels at night. That’s insane and suicidal.”

      I agreed, and Nyquist was silent on the matter. He Felt awfully satisfied, and I didn’t like the miasma of failure and grim disappointment in the van. While the were- geologist sat in the back and pretended to nap, Malashock eased into traffic.

      “Where to?” she asked. I gave her an address, insisted she drop me off alone.

      After the van pulled back into the flow of traffic, I looked up at the store in front of Kimberley the psychic's office. There was a laminated sign that claimed, “Walk-ins Welcome.” I wasn’t sure I’d be welcome, but I sure as hell was going to walk in.
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      Kimberley took one look at me, sighed, and led me out behind the shop, swishing her long, colorful skirts behind her. Tonight she was perfumed by sweet basil oil, and despite my knee-jerk and admittedly baseless dislike of her, I had to admit, she smelled amazing. Beads and crystals clicked in her wake. When she paused by her back door, she looked at me expectantly, and I realized with a guilty jolt that she’d been doing me favors, more than one, and I hadn’t shown her a lick of appreciation. Furthermore, she hadn’t pointed out my lack of grace. Fuckanut, Marnie.

      “Hey, uh, thanks,” I started. “For giving him a place to crash. And for tolerating my boyfriend…” I blanked on what Harry had told Kimberly his name was, but the jig was up anyway, so I finished lamely, “What’s-his-face, the British one. They’re both super-annoying and they couldn’t possibly be paying you enough to put up with it. I know this for a fact. Personally. Painfully.”

      This earned me the quirk of a smile. “FBI, schmeff-BI. I expected danger, excitement, something. Frankly, this one’s dull as lint. All he does is brood. Just between you and me, does he think he’s something special?”

      I grinned. “You know, he totally heard that.”

      “I tell him every day, he’s not impressing anybody.” She shrugged. “Don’t know where he gets his swagger from.”

      “Might be a leftover limp from when I shot him in the ass.”

      It was her turn to grin.

      “I was wrong about you, Miss Kimberly.” I looked her dead in the eye and said seriously, “I love you. You are my new favorite person on Earth. So, where is Captain Excitement?”

      She jerked a thumb over her shoulder at the back door, stepping aside as I passed.

      The courtyard was crammed with a dumpster, a few patio stones in the dirt, a picnic table, two old plastic-weave lawn chairs, and a shared bucket of sand for extinguishing cigarettes and joints between them. The dumpster was empty and rusty, and I doubted it was still in use, since it was gently collapsing into the cement below it.

      There was a cup of coffee beside the dead guy, being ignored. I joined Batten at the picnic table. The wood seat was cold and slightly damp through my jeans, and I grimaced. “Ugh. Blerg.”

      “Is it that terrible to see me?” Batten asked.

      “Yes, you are the dampness under my ass.”

      “That anything like being the wind beneath your wings?”

      I gave him a long stare with as few blinks as I could manage. “No.”

      “Saw you at the casino,” he said. “Guessing your plan didn’t work?”

      “Were-dork sabotage from the fail-van,” I said by way of explanation.

      Batten digested this in silence, probably deciding whether or not he wanted to hear the rest of that story. Apparently, he didn't. “I have ideas.”

      “Do any of them involve nudity and sweating?”

      “A few,” he admitted. “Not sure I sweat anymore.”

      “You would if you fed first, and I instantly regret telling you that.”

      “Wish you hadn’t.” He drew in an unnecessary breath out of habit and puffed it out. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “You’re welcome,” I said, and when he quirked an eyebrow at me, I explained, “I just chewed back a real zinger.”

      He smiled at his shoes, but the smile dissolved quickly. “About what you said about Kimberley being a decoy. A mask. Watch how you say things, we don’t know who’s listening now.”

      “Okay?”

      Batten chose his next words carefully. “What if my target isn’t the real deal?” He gave me a long stare and I nodded to show him I understood who he was referring to.

      I thought about the cheese-monger and the lack of empathetic readings I got from him, other than surprise and a vague feeling of being harassed and annoyed. There wasn't a whiff of souls struggling to escape, no extraordinary weariness. I thought about how the phantasm victims at Municipal Beach didn’t strike me as crazy, just ill or hooked. And I hadn’t Felt any extra souls among them, raving to get out. Not there, and not in the graveyard when Harry and my father and grandfather were burying the metaphorical hatchet. If extra souls had been lingering, would I have sensed them? Would I have sensed layers, like double-stuffed extra suffering?

      How to talk about the Soul Caller without naming him? “But he — him, you know, A.S., the jimjam slurper?”

      His lips tightened down against mirth despite the grim subject. “Nice.”

      “He had to jam the jimmy somewhere.”

      “Unless he can’t.” Batten looked dispirited, but he was hot on the tail of an idea, one that felt right to him, depressingly right, but he couldn’t let it go once he’d said it. “Maybe he never had, never could. Because he’s not.”

      “You mean Jimmy Jams isn’t jimmying any jam?”

      “What if he isn’t what we think he is?” Batten asked. “Is that possible?”

      “No…?” I said uncertainly, drawing it out like a question. I thought about it. Anything was possible.

      “What if he can’t?” Batten continued.

      I blinked rapidly. “You think he can’t slurp jimjam? You think he doesn’t, uh, steal jimjams and cram ‘em in other whosawhatsits?”

      “What if he can’t do fuck-all?” Batten blurted, his frustration bubbling over.

      Aston’s not what he seems. He’s never been the Soul Caller. I considered this. “You think you’re chasing the wrong guy?”

      “I think it’s possible he’s a figurehead,” Batten ran by me. “Powerless. Wearing the crown and the robe, but capable of doing absolutely nothing.”

      Aston’s the Kimberley, the front, the fake, the cover story. I didn’t know how to process that idea, and my mouth worked impotently. “Then there’s another jimjam slurper?”

      “Could be what’s draining the locals.”

      The hidden phantasm. “If Jimmy Jams isn’t the real slurper, why fake it?”

      “Subterfuge. Control. Fear. Power.”

      “If that’s the truth, then Jimjam wouldn’t want anyone to expose him,” I said, following. “He would guard that secret like his life depended on it. Because it very much does. He has a reputation, he inspires fear and respect. But the only reason he has any of that is that people are afraid of his Talent. He gives other immortals the willies about the jimjams.”

      “Jimjam willies,” Batten said, stirring his coffee without drinking it. “Serious stuff.”

      “It is,” I whispered, taking his coffee away from him and sipping it to soothe my nerves.

      “Do you mind?” he asked, eyeballing my coffee theft.

      “Do you? You know me, I run on coffee and chaos. Offer me one or get the other, pal.” When he shrugged his defeat, I continued, “I think we’re on to something, here. It’s time for you to meet with the team.”

      “I told you — ”

      “And I told you,” I said, putting the mug down. “I will not let Malashock hurt you. I will not let her off the leash.”

      His eyebrows pinched together in a pained expression. “In what universe do you have her on a leash?”

      Despite being a total She-Batten, Malashock had actually shown a small measure of trust in my ability to handle things. I felt the urge to tell Batten about Malashock letting me deal with the cheese tunnel by myself, and only sending Schenk to do the official bit at the end, but Kill-Notch’s face was set in a glower of skepticism. I’d spent far too much time defending myself, so he could hop up his own damp ass about it.

      “What do you suggest, Jerkface?” My breath misted the air in front of my face. When he exhaled just as hard, his breath lacked the warmth do the same. “Let me guess, you want to run off alone, nuts a’swinging, and blast them all. Alone. You want to ignore all the intel and attack. Turned out real well for you the last time you ditched me, didn’t it?”

      “Went almost exactly to plan,” he said softly.

      “That's one hell of an ‘almost’.” I stared at the side of his face, hurt and angry and disgusted. “In case you’ve forgotten, let me remind you: you died in front of me. They forced Harry to drain you.”

      “Forced?” He clenched his jaw. “Harry volunteered. Happily, I might add.”

      “I had to watch. I had to feel it. You’re dead, you gigantic, self-centered asshole. And now, I have to feel you through the House Bond.” I lowered my voice even more, to a horrified hush. “Do you know how hard that is for me?”

      “I don’t need you to — ”

      “Where’s Mitch Dunlop?” I demanded.

      He stared at the tips of his boots like they were a threat he had to monitor. He had to have known the question was coming. Dunlop had been at North House, but he wasn’t here at Kimberley’s House of Trickery. There was a reason for that.

      “You remember him,” I prodded. “Troy police department. BFF bros? Helped you quite a bit after you were quietly shipped home by Carole-Jean. He was up here with you. Ride or die, right? And, well, since you died, that made him ride along, huh? Combat Butler said there were cups in the sink. And you no longer drink your coffee.” I aimed an accusatory glance at the cup I'd swiped from him. “Where is Dunlop now?”

      “Marnie — ”

      “Mark,” I whispered. “Please, please tell me you didn’t kill him.”

      “No!” he choked, but he wouldn’t look at me.

      “It’s quite common for the new-dead to lose control if their hungers aren’t slaked consistently and their rest isn’t carefully monitored. You wouldn’t have been able to foresee a loss of control.” I remembered how Wes snapped when Neil Dunnachie attacked the cabin with fire, and I shuddered.

      Batten still wouldn’t look at me. “Is Dunlop alive?” I asked.

      He nodded, his head lowering even further, and through the House Bond, the shame and self-loathing damn near swallowed us both. He didn’t have to tell me. I could fill in the blanks. He'd unwillingly vamped-out and attacked the mortal trying to shield and protect him. The one completely mundane person in the world that he trusted and depended on. And Dunlop had either left on his own, rethinking the wisdom of staying at Batten’s side, or Mark had ordered him to go.

      Batten couldn’t hide the cold wash of loneliness that sluiced through the House Bond, then, and I really wished he was still a psychic null for me. My urge to smother him with protection and care, amplified by both the metaphysical effects of being a DaySitter of his bloodline and our shared history, yanked all the strings in my gut into a tight knot. I slipped off a glove, reached over tentatively to his hand, resting on the bench, and covered it with my own. He was cool to the touch, and though the Blue Sense yawned open uncomfortably and showed me all his miseries, I didn’t pull away. He needed to share his pain. What Batten needed in that moment mattered more to me than my own discomfort.

      “You still have help. Just reach out for it,” I said softly. “You don’t have to do this alone. You never did.”

      He nodded in silence. Batten had never allowed himself to mourn the great influence of his life, Colonel Jack. He’d always held the firm belief that the Soul Caller had crammed the colonel’s spirit into another vessel, and that if he simply tried hard enough, was a good enough hunter, a good enough detective, that he could find and free his grandfather. I wondered if he imagined some grand reunion, pictured it over and over for years, how it might play out. It hadn’t occurred to him until now that Jack Batten might really be gone, had been gone all this time, and there was nobody waiting as a reward for his one-man crusade.

      I'd felt a lot of things for Batten over the years, but this was the first time I’d ever pitied him.

      “Are you prepared to look at the possibility that you-know-who didn’t put your grandfather’s soul anywhere? That he couldn’t? That when you busted into his nest to stake him, the soul-leech was implied or faked to keep everyone intimidated and in line?”

      “Don’t want to,” he said briefly, and then shot me a sad smile. “Definitely don’t want to. Might not have a choice.”

      “Tell you what, Hunkypants,” I said, patting his hand gently. “I’m going to gather more information. I’m going to find out what the hell is going on with this phantasm feeding business. I’m going to figure out what’s up with Nyquist. I’m going to poke around at the boggles, and what might be lurking behind them in those tunnels, even if I have to bust down some grates. When I do, if the Sarokhanians are involved, I'll — ”

      “Names,” he warned.

      “If the jimjam slurper who possibly can’t slurp is involved, then we’ll deal. You and me. Together. Because you’ve got me, dipshit.” I leaned forward. “Furthermore, it may surprise you to know that you’ve got Harry. Why do you think he’s helping you hide? Why do you think he’s funneling money for your support through Miss Shiny Skirts? For kicks?” I accepted that this might be part of it with a shrug and he snort-laughed, sharing my acknowledgment of Harry’s whims and humor. “Harry never wanted you dead. Harry never even wanted you gone, despite all his protestations. He loves to have you around to complain about and to needle. He gets enjoyment from you, bizarre as that may be. Harry is a hedonist. If it feels good, he wants to wallow in it. I mean, I don't know if voyeurism or cuckoldry is an actual kink of his, or if he's just getting off second-hand through the Bond like Asmodeus does.” I tried to steer for safer territory. “He enjoys the drama and angst you bring him almost as much as he enjoys putting you in your place. He finds little ways to keep you around even as you challenge and infuriate him.”

      Batten arched a brow at me dubiously.

      “He gave you his Veyron to keep you in Colorado,” I pointed out. “That was his baby.”

      “Where is my Bugatti, anyway?”

      “Chapel ended up executor of your estate, so he gave it back to Harry. Someone hadn't bothered to put together a fucking will, despite being, you know, in a dangerous line of work. Harry's the only one who wouldn't get kicked in the dick paying the insurance on it.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “And despite what you think, Harry drained you so nobody else could. I think he did it in order to control and buffer the pain, and maybe give you a chance at surviving, somehow.”

      Batten’s flash of guilt confirmed it — almost everything had worked out the way he’d planned, except I don’t think he’d expected Remy Dreppenstedt to be the one to turn him. I wanted to lay into him for not doing what he was supposed to, so he might have known about her, but it wasn't going to do either of us any good. Now, Batten was struggling not with the dual-Talents of House Dreppenstedt, but with a whole suite of Talents offered by the only female revenant in existence. Since Remy had nine immortal powers, no one – except possibly Remy herself – knew how many Batten would inherit. No male revenant on record had more than two, and that was for the best, really; the Falskaar Vouras did enough damage with what they had. But no male revenant had ever been turned by the queen, either. It was too soon to tell what Batten would be capable of, though I suspected Harry had picked up some clues. Picking Harry’s brain would make for some enlightening fireside chat if we got out of this.

      “We need answers,” Batten said. What he meant was he needed answers, and he was coming around to accepting that I was going to be on hand if those questions were being answered now.

      I drained Batten’s coffee dregs and grimaced at the cool bitterness. I had to get an audience with this Ludovic guy without a were-geologist or anyone else spooking him. Friggin’ monsters, I thought, never there when you want ‘em, always there when you don’t. But then a whole different sort of preternatural creature filled my mind, followed by the memory of a warm laugh and a jolly Irish disposition, reminding me that not all unexpected monsters were bad.

      Batten gave me some side-eye that had nothing to do with his coffee. “Think that again.”

      I jerked. “Did you hear it?”

      “Not… hear.” He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “I thought I saw someone familiar.”

      I pulled up the face in my mind again, and Batten’s face reacted with a grimace and confusion. “Declan?” he said. “The dhampir? Your replacement?”

      “Doctor Edgar was my assistant, not my replacement.” I pulled out my phone, slapping it in his hand. “I’m assuming Mitch Dunlop bought you a burner phone before he got scared off and ran? Put your number in there. When I call, you answer. We do this together and we do it right. No more fucking around. We need help.”

      “We need the right help,” he clarified, his eyes flashing an eerie light blue-green. Every brush of anxiety set him to vamping out, as Wesley would call it, and Batten hadn’t yet mastered how to cool down quickly, and control it before it controlled him.

      “Easy, fella.” I shoved my phone at him again, and he took it reluctantly. He punched in his number as “Dennis.” I added “the Menace” and gave him an annoying, blaring car-horn ringtone. “Now, make me a coffee to go before I leave. Your super-psychic girlfriend has more coffee, right?”

      He rolled his eyes at “girlfriend” and gave a tolerant grunt as he disappeared into the apartment and returned with a plastic travel mug smelling of store-brand java. “Keep me in the loop.”

      “Okay, but I mean it,” I said, taking the coffee. “When I say come, you come.”

      Batten’s brow arched and he dug in his cheek with his tongue to put off saying something he’d regret. I heard what I’d said, got warm in the cheeks, and blurted, “I mean… you know. Listen to me. Trust me. Do as I say for once in your fuckin’ un-living life. Got it?”

      Batten shook his head, but I thought it was less of a “no” and more an expression of I-can’t-believe-it’s-come-to-this, and a disappointed I-don’t-want-to-need-you that I was quite familiar with. I had a passing urge to shoot him in the ass again, and the fond memory of doing so danced through my mind.

      Batten stepped back.  “Yeah, yeah. Okay. Go.”

      “Sure you’re not telepathic yet?” I asked. When he avoided my eyes again, I went hmph. I texted Mr. Merritt to ask if he minded picking me up, and motioned to the sidewalk with my head. “I’m going to wait for my ride outside. You okay with that? Worried about some creep kidnapping me?”

      “Anyone who kidnaps you deserves it,” Batten said seriously.

      Point: Batten. I smirked. “You’re damn right. Keep your head down.”
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      The mid-evening traffic of Niagara Falls zoomed by noisily or stopped entirely by turns, and I kept myself tucked against the store front to stay out of the teeming sidewalk, jammed with tourists even at this late hour. I fished my phone out of my pocket and made with the dialing.

      When he picked up, the sound of his voice instantly warmed me. “Hello?”

      “Yo, Irish!” I said.

      “Oh, jumping Christ, what’s it now?” Declan moaned.

      “Calm yer tits,” I said, laughing. “I just wanna run a heckin’ good plan by you.”

      “Whatever it is, Dr. B.,” he said, “your plan is shite.”

      I grinned, holding the phone next to my face and wishing very much that I could reach through it and hug the dhampir. “Damn, I miss you.”

      He made a pleased sound. “How lovely.”

      “How’s life overseas?” I asked.

      “My mother has wings and Manflay Bonehack stole all my macarons.”

      “Queen Remy grew wings and kept the troll?”

      “The wings rather confirm her Dreppenstedt origins, I thought. And Manflay is working on Captain Rask’s ship. He seems to thrive on the open waters. He fishes up frost wyrms and makes chowder.”

      “Blerg.”

      “It’s actually quite tasty. Anyway, Malas and I are in the south of France, now. He’s bought a grand chateau east of Marseille. I guess I shouldn’t complain, but even Nice is boring after a while.”

      “So you’ll be glad to listen to my plan…?”

      “No no. La la la la la,” Declan said, “I can’t hear you, la la la.”

      “It’s not as bad as all that.”

      “There’s that Baranuik spirit. I’m mad for it. Can’t get enough.”

      “C’mon, Irish. It’ll be an experience.”

      “Everything’s an experience, Dr. B., but this isn’t a good one.”

      “You haven’t even heard it yet,” I objected. I felt Batten’s energy hovering not far away, and wondered if he’d found a good spot to eavesdrop.

      Declan paused. “Do I want to?”

      “Probably not.”

      He chuckled, a warm sweet sound that always reminded me somehow of melted caramel. “Does it involve any vampire hunters?”

      “More than one. To be precise, two.”

      Declan made a long, burdened gurgle of dismay into the phone. “Oh, Dr. B., you didn’t…”

      “I never did!” I squawked, assuming he meant sex. I briefly contemplated a threesome with Batten and She-Batten, mostly to fuck with Kill-Notch if he was eavesdropping psychically, too. Then I had to stop picturing it, because it was scary.

      “Ha!” Declan covered his phone for a moment then returned. “Malas sends his best.”

      I felt my eyebrows rise slightly with a rare jolt of optimism. “Does he? Really?”

      “You might be surprised to learn that his memories of you are… selective.”

      “Why does that worry me?”

      “He’s under the impression that you adore him.”

      I choked on my coffee and it dribbled down my chest. “You made me spit coffee on my boob.”

      “You’ve not changed a bit.”

      “Have so,” I retorted. “I’m recovering from being bald. My ghost hair has stopped haunting me.”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “That is a change, even if it doesn't come entirely as a surprise.”

      I chuckled. “Not that he’s not super-nifty and all, but would you be so kind as to remind me: when, how, or why do I adore Malas?”

      “I was told a story about a party and people dressed in animal costumes? You defended him with your very body? He remembers you being fiercely protective. His knight in squirrel-suit armor, apparently.”

      “Oh, Dark Lady, have mercy,” I moaned. The memory of his ghastly body lurching up the stairs and settling into his throne, his unsettling gaze falling on me, and all the bloodshed that came afterward was one I’d conveniently shunted to a dark corner of my brain.

      “In any case, Dr. B., House Nazaire is firmly in hand,” he said. “If you need anything — ”

      “I do,” I said excitedly. “That’s why I called. Would Malas put a good word in for me with Ludovic Nazaire in Niagara Falls?”

      Declan made a long, uncertain noise. “A good word regarding what?”

      “I need Ludovic’s insights. He knows I’m sniffing around, but I’m not sure he trusts me. Our first meeting got torpedoed by an unexpected werewolf.”

      “Unexpected werewolves are not good. I thought the US had rules about lycanthropes working with humans?”

      I spared Dr. Delacovias a sour thought. “On account of being unpredictable and sometimes-man-eaters? This one passes as human, though. For the most part. And he doesn’t attack people.” I hope. “Look, I wouldn’t ask, but you know it’s much easier to approach a revenant if he knows you’re for-sure friendly.” Old revenants tended towards pessimism due to centuries of experience dealing with mortals, and who could blame them? “Would you mention Ludovic to Malas for me, and see if Malas would be willing to speak well of me? Since I adore him and all…”

      “Of course I will, Dr. B.”

      I smiled, not wanting to hang up yet. “You’re deeply missed,” I repeated.

      “As are you, my friend,” Declan said on a sigh. “I’ve not had any adventures in your absence. Very dull indeed.”

      “When are you returning to this side of the pond?”

      “I go where Malas leads,” was his non-answer, though it held no small amount of wistfulness. “I believe he plans to move on soon. He tires easily lately and is somewhat blue.”

      “Malas is depressed?”

      “I wouldn’t say depressed, I would say he lacks purpose, challenge, focus. He’s a moody sort at the best of times, to be honest. UnDeath hasn’t exactly made him perky. It’s difficult to interest or amuse someone his age, after all. Not much in the way of novelty.”

      “Are you saying Malas is bored out of his undead skull?” I asked, thinking of Harry’s headboard, inscribed with “What is there left to do but play?” Perhaps Malas needed a project. “Wish I could help.”

      “Glory, no!” Declan cursed, “I don’t think he needs that much amusement.”

      I snorted, spotting the hearse in the approaching traffic. “Point taken. My ride's here. Thank you for the support. Take care of him, Declan. And yourself.”

      “Be careful, Dr. B. Give my best to our mutual friends, will you?”

      I laid my gloved hand on the passenger door handle and glanced at the apartment window above the trinket shop and psychic office; the blinds fell into place where they had been slightly parted. “I will.”
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      Harry was decidedly gloomy that evening, lounging by the fire in his grey flannel suit, no ascot, no top hat, no shoes. I eyeballed his argyle wool socks suspiciously. When Harry wasn’t wearing his shoes or his house slippers, shit was pretty bad. He’d put a 78 on his vintage Victor-Victrola, and I wouldn't have been the least bit surprised if the machine was older than Mr. Merritt. Billy Martin’s voice spun through the ages to croon at us about dancing around the floor, but Harry stared moodily at the fire — he was in no mood to dance. Mr. Merritt offered refreshments, but Harry didn’t seem to hear him. I passed on espresso, thinking I might just slump off to bed.

      My cell phone buzzed in my back pocket and I whipped off a glove to poke at it. It was a too-long-to-read message from Carrie, informing me that my Cold Company had been seen multiple times in Virgil, and that she was starting to suspect undead shenanigans were afoot. She outlined her observations in point form, one after another, each more unbelievable than the last. I was about to confront Harry when my phone vibrated again.

      A text from an unfamiliar number. What was written there made my eyebrows lift even higher. “Uh, Harry?”

      My Cold Company swung his attention to me from the fireside, and I turned my phone to face him. He read aloud, “I am expecting you. LN.”

      The next text to follow was an address in Queenston Heights between Niagara-On-The-Lake and Niagara Falls.

      “He did it,” I said, relieved. “Declan did it. I asked him to get me an audience with Ludovic Nazaire, and he did it. Amazing.”

      “Certainly that was no great struggle. Monsieur Nazaire does so like the attentions of beautiful women, much as his maker does. If he heard you were interested in speaking with him, he’d be all a-flutter.” Harry sniffed unhappily. “I do hope you don’t imagine you’ll be attending him alone?”

      “You can’t come, Harry,” I pointed out. “He’s older than you, and you’ve not been invited.”

      “This is nigh on intolerable,” he said primly, but his protests lacked energy. “He cannot possibly expect me to send my precious DaySitter unarmed and alone into his residence.”

      “Will you feel better knowing I’m taking a vampire hunter with me?” I asked, texting Malashock rapidly, reminding her not to tell Nyquist. She replied immediately with: affirm. OMW.

      Harry cocked his head. “Could you be referring to Ms. Malashock?”

      I swung my feet off the couch. “Much as I hate to admit it, she’s solid.”

      “Flames and ether, darling, if you aren’t full of surprises this evening. Yes, I do suppose I couldn’t find fault with that.”

      I wondered if Ludovic Nazaire would be able to say the same as I tied my Keds and grabbed my jacket. Ludovic didn’t like surprise werewolves, but then, who did? Would Ludovic be slightly more comfortable with a mundane, mortal vampire hunter? Was stabby better than bitey? Ludovic had sent his DaySitter to approach me, even though Malashock had been lingering nearby. Probably, she didn’t intimidate revenants as much as she intimidated me.

      I shuffled through my gloves to find two that matched, failed, and gave up, choosing one green and one blue. “Do you have plans this evening, Harry?”

      “Plans?” he asked, all innocence. “Whatever could you mean, love? What plans could a weary old aristocrat like me have on a long, cold October night?”

      I made a doubtful noise. “Oh, I dunno. I’ve heard things.”

      “Have you indeed.”

      “Traipsing about in a graveyard with my mother, now? Going night fishing with my dad at Jordan Harbor? Bringing my grandfather a dozen doughnuts?” I turned my phone to face him and showed him Carrie’s text accusingly.

      Harry gave his head a little shake as if to clear it. “Such a fuss you make,” he clucked. “Your mother simply wanted to visit our beloved Vi, and she didn’t want to go alone.”

      “She wanted to go with you?” I goggled at him, plunking my phone in my pocket. “You’re joking. She asked you. To go with her. My mother. Mom. Asked you. As if.”

      “In fact, she did.”

      “Why?”

      Harry smoothed his eyebrow with a pinkie finger, his self-soothing habit. Then he straightened, adjusting his collar. “When a lady asks a gentleman to escort her to a cemetery to visit her mother’s grave, a gentleman does not ask why, MJ. He puts on the black and he attends to her needs.”

      That didn’t satisfy me at all. “Awfully risky for you to be there at all. A second time.”

      He inclined his head once.

      “Risky for you. Risky for Vi.”

      “I would never risk my DaySitter’s eternal rest, or the contentment of her soul.”

      “You’re not worried about Kinship of the Departed?”

      Harry’s face was blank and unreadable, but he wasn’t fooling me. The only way that made sense is if… something clicked. “Harry, is Grandma Vi not actually buried there?”

      “You attended her funeral,” he said with a catch in his voice. “You saw her urn interred therein, my Own.”

      I had. I remembered it in bits and pieces, the edges blurred by grief and the massive life change that came with suddenly being the young caretaker of the immortal I’d inherited. It was clear that Harry had said all he meant to say on the matter, but I was unsatisfied. Would Harry have moved Vi? Would he have switched her urn? Why would he do such a thing? Kinship of the Departed, my brain teased. “And the fishing expedition with my father?”

      “Mr. Baranuik needed my excellent night vision to put the worms on the hooks in the dark.”

      “Try again,” I said flatly.

      “He didn’t feel like being alone?”

      I shook my head to show him I wasn’t buying that either.

      “He had things to discuss, private matters that I will be keeping that way, if you don’t mind terribly. I am hardly so boorish as to break a confidence, and surely you cannot expect me to do so.”

      “Boy, you sure are making the rounds, eh?” I challenged. “And my grandpa?”

      “Well, you certainly won’t hear Matts complaining about a few doughnuts,” Harry said on an astonished laugh.

      “He’s diabetic,” I said. “He shouldn’t be eating doughnuts.”

      Harry fluttered his lashes and dropped eye contact. “I understand your concern.”

      He left the but unspoken but I picked up on it. “Harry? What did you do?”

      “Do?” he repeated, still avoiding my eyes.

      “Harry.”

      “I’m just cementing the bonds of family between us,” he said defensively.

      I skimmed all my scientific knowledge of revenants, chemistry, medicine, and any specifics for diabetes and found nothing. “Did you somehow let my grandfather eat a dozen doughnuts without suffering a blood sugar spike?”

      “Could I do that?” he said innocuously, keeping his tone light. “Goodness, that would be fun for him, wouldn’t it? A nice treat for the old chap. A party in his mouth, he might say.”

      I felt my eyes narrow. “You did. You figured out a way to — ” The implications sank home. “You’re still buying Baranuik loyalty with fat, sugar, and carbohydrates.”

      Harry’s little caught-out grin was so brief that I almost missed it, but his habit of hiding it behind his fingertips gave him away. “It was a small thing.”

      “How did you do it?”

      “He bottled his blood,” Wesley growled behind us, and I turned to see him in the doorway leading to the hall. He did not look amused. “Harry has been feeding our family his blood.” He cut his unnerving wilted-violet gaze accusingly at Harry. “Rowena told me. It was her idea. After all. Because of course she would.”

      For a minute, my mind refused to process this information. Nope, not gonna entertain that for a second — except that Wesley wasn't lying. I could tell he wasn’t lying; I could hear the disappointment in his voice.

      Harry drew himself up to full height. “Being here, being near your kin, has reminded me that I have stolen something from you. It is something I wish to return, if I'm able. Is that so wrong? Are you so determined to expect the worst of me, my pet?” When I didn’t know what to say, he continued. “They asked me to. Your darling sisters, who until this week did so enjoy disapproving of me and my entire kind. And your father and grandfather. Your mother, of course, remains unconvinced and has abstained.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I held up my gloved hands in a whoa gesture, trying to process. “My sisters got together and asked you to put the nectar of your veins in bottles?”

      “I wasn’t supposed to tell you or Carrie. They asked me for my blood first,” Wes admitted. “Rowena said they’d forgive everything if I gave them my blood. I told them to fuck off.”

      I was furious on his behalf. “Why would they do this? There are risks involved in consuming revenant nectar, don’t they know that?”

      “They knew,” Wes said. “I made sure they knew. It wasn’t news to them. Apparently, rumors of the practice have been whispered in the area for years.”

      “I expect Baranuiks to be shifty, I don’t expect them to be downright shitty.” But maybe that was my mistake. I was always surprised when they disappointed me, but they continued to do so. “What the hell could they hope to accomplish? Why would they even think of this?”

      “Good heavens, but you are pitching a fit. It was a small thing, ducky, and not unheard of,” Harry said, trying to soothe me.

      “It’s unforgivable for them to ask it of you. After treating you like a goddamn monster all these years, they’re going to ask you to open a fucking vein?”

      “I had debts to pay, and fences to mend,” Harry said, taking my gloved hands into his own. “Surely, you must see why. My love, I lured your grandmother away from her husband, and then away from her child. Decades later, I would lure your mother’s eldest child from her, and throw your father into an uncertain future, a deep disappointment he would drink to escape. By my nature, I have trespassed against the Baranuik clan, and for that, I am deeply sorry. At last, I see the error of my ways. It was your sister Rena’s unrelenting prickliness atop your grandfather's hurt and fury that made me step back and examine my behavior more objectively. And I have come to the same conclusion that they had: I have behaved as a parasite. I have caused illness and damage. If I can in some way mitigate that damage, then it is my duty to do so.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I swallowed dryly, hearing my throat click. “Wes?”

      My brother’s insight was simply, “He’s not bullshitting. He does believe that.”

      “Did you think I would lie about such things, my pipistrelle?” His brow furrowed slightly.

      “Carrie called you a leech.”

      Harry inclined his head once. “She did.”

      “She didn’t mean it like that,” I said, not entirely sure of that at all.

      “She did, my love, and I am not pleased to say it, but she was right to point it out.”

      I had a troubling flashback to Rotten Roy calling Zorovar’s nectar splashed on the walls “a waste” and struggled to comprehend how this fit in to the bigger picture, if it did at all.

      “But, Harry — ” The look on Wesley’s face stopped me. “Hey, Dude Witch, did you just swallow a fly? What’s up?”

      “Does Liv Malashock know what you’re getting her into tonight?” Wes asked, staring directly at my forehead, reading the answer in my brain. “Is that fair, to take her in without telling her what’s going to happen?”

      “Fair, shmair,” I said. “All’s fair in love and war, and this is war. Besides, why are you defending a vampire hunter? She’d stake you without blinking, just for being a revenant.”

      “You’re right,” Wes said. “She would. But do two wrongs make a capital-R Right, Marnie-Jean?”

      Harry cleared his voice. “I believe my DaySitter has everything under control, lad. Stand aside and let her do her job.”

      “Wow, is that what support feels like?” I half-smiled. “It’s so nice and snuggly! Don’t think for a minute this gets you off the hook for the nectar crap. We’re going to talk about this when I get home, you best believe it.”

      Harry turned and leveled his gaze at me. Like Wesley’s eerie immortal stare, Harry’s had also been imbued with infernal influence — the soft grey of his irises shone like high polished chrome. He lifted one corner of his upper lip off a canine, flashing fully extended fang, putting effort into showing me how serious he was.

      “Go. Give no quarter, my advocate. Show respect but no fear. You are My Own, and you carry with you wherever you go the combined might of House Dreppenstedt. We are the ruling house on the UnHallowed Throne. The Queen has you under her watch. You are marked by the Overlord Himself.” One pale finger hooked into my scarf and whisked it off. “Tonight, it is a mark you wear with pride. Let them see you for what you are.”

      “They will have heard who I am by now, Harry,” I drawled. “They won’t be expecting much.”

      “Then you will correct their faulty opinion,” he said firmly. “Get the confirmation you require, then return home to me, my beloved. If I haven’t heard from you by midnight, we will come for you in force.”

      “We? Who’s we?” I eyeballed my baby brother. “You and Dude Witch, here? Ghaz and Zorovar have Strickland’s neck in a vice.” And this is the Soul Caller’s territory. My heart iced over with dismay as a puzzle piece suddenly slipped in place. That’s what had been bothering me about the cemetery. Could Aston Sarokhanian, or whoever the real power was, call souls with Kinship of the Departed? Could he call Grandma Vi if he wanted to punish us, or what if he whisked her soul away years ago to keep Harry in line?  Had Harry anticipated this and secretly buried her elsewhere?

      “I have many other contacts in the region. I should not like to call upon their favors, but if necessary, I shall,” Harry said, and while his voice was light, the comment itself left an ominous overtone hovering in the hall. He was monitoring the dismay sluicing through my heart, his lips pursed against the secrets he wanted to spill. Harry had things he wished he could tell me, and like all dead men, he would keep those secrets.

      I sighed and went to the door, swiping the house keys off the hall table. When I cranked open the front door, Malashock was already there.

      I blinked in surprise. She hadn’t knocked. Had she been listening to our raised voices? She stood defiantly on the front step with her hands in her pockets. There was a big silver cross hanging boldly from her neck, for all the good it would do her.

      Harry appeared at my shoulder, eager to set his eyes on the vampire hunter I’d called She-Batten. His mood shifted abruptly with something akin to relief — his hunger broke like an avalanche through my veins, and he did nothing to curb its frigid advance. Arousal made his mouth water, and I felt the cold wash of his hunger and anticipation through the Bond. His amusement with what he saw was just as obvious. Liv’s balls-out bravery had set Harry off, and he was seeing nothing but green lights to his mischief.

      “A hearty good evening to you, Ms. Malashock!” he said enthusiastically, flashing full fang. “Care to come in for refreshments?”

      “Down, boy,” I muttered, putting one staying hand on his forearm. “Don’t make me put you down.”

      Harry let out a soft laugh. “Do try not to be absurd, my pet. Why, I’m only being an attentive host.” His lie ended in a soft purr.

      Malashock took him in with a bland sort of interest, not showing the results of her assessment. She had a killer cop face, revealing nothing. But I noticed the quickened breath, the hard forearms that told me she was holding two rowan wood stakes in her pockets, and clutching them hard.

      Her hammering heart made Wesley’s breath shaky with the helpless desire to pounce on her from behind me, so he stalked away, removing himself from the temptation, and fled to the relative security of the kitchen. Harry, on the other hand, drank it in, showered in temptation and desire, savoring it while Malashock stared him down. Her pulse was plainly visible in her throat now, fluttering like it could escape her. Even I could see it. Harry was transfixed.

      They sized each other up, and Malashock’s tightness ratcheted up while Harry’s amusement blossomed further — it was clear to both of them that if he wanted to, Harry could dominate her effortlessly. That knowledge usually relaxed Harry to the point of boredom after a moment or so, but tonight, he was using his arousal as a diversion.

      “We’re going to be late,” I chided, backing Malashock off the porch with my approach. “Good night, Harry. Stay out of trouble.”

      He sputtered, “But, ducky — ” and I slammed the door in his face.

      “Shall we?” I suggested to Malashock. She blinked rapidly, but nodded. “Did you let Schenk know where you’re going on your way over?”

      Malashock clicked the car alarm to unlock the doors, then glared at me as if I’d insulted her. “This is my case.”

      “Okay,” I said lightly, backing down, sliding into the passenger side. I wasn't used to keeping secrets from cops, and it felt hinky and unnatural. Schenk’s cheese smuggling case had been dealt with.

      There was one cop who did need to know, however. I texted Batten’s burner phone with the quickest update I could manage: D got me in with N. Possible intel. W/ hunter. All good. Then I wondered, for the first time, what Batten had observed at the casino, and when he’d left, and if he’d followed anyone home. Did he have enough time to follow Danni or Dane from the casino to wherever they went, and still wind up at Kimberley’s before me? Maybe Danni, after our shared plate of French fries, but probably not Dane. Just in case Batten knew where the Queenston Heights house was, I texted the warning, Don’t even think about it. We’ve got this.

      Malashock turned onto the Niagara Parkway. Fifteen minutes later, we slowed to start squinting at difficult-to-spot driveways between tall, dark cedars.

      Batten did not text back.
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        * * *

      

      The house was a lot like Malas Nazaire’s grand mansion in Colorado: an old-money slap in the face surrounded by trees and high end classic cars. My envious eyes were drawn to a 1956 Buick Roadmaster convertible in understated Colonial Blue. Harry would let me have this Buick. My fussy Cold Company couldn’t possibly turn his nose up at a sweet ride like that.

      Malashock and I left the relative security of her vehicle and voluntarily made ourselves vulnerable on the front porch, announcing our presence with the grand brass knocker as if the immortals making the void in the house didn’t already smell our blood.

      Dane the DaySitter opened the door, eyed us both, and nodded. Tonight, he wore dark jeans and a Muppets t-shirt with Animal on the front, which I coveted.

      “Happy to see me again?” I asked while he frisked us for weapons. Mostly for stakes, although he did ask Malashock to turn out her pockets, after which he confiscated her switchblade.

      She shot me a look, and I shook my head to warn her away from causing conflict.

      Dane double-checked my pockets. “My master is pleased to have your company,” he told me, “and quite glad you didn’t bring — ”

      “The geologist!” I shouted over him, worried he was going to say werewolf. “I know, right? Nobody likes a stoned stone-jockey. Dull. Boring. Smelly. Look, we don’t wanna mess with your flow, here. We just need to see Ludovic and then skedaddle.”

      Malashock wasn’t thrilled about leaving all her weapons behind, but rolled with it. If we approached Ludovic with openness, honesty, and a deferential nature, we might come away with exactly what we needed, safely. Decades of negotiating with the undead, rather than hunting and staking them, had taught me that it was possible. You just had to swallow your pride, accept some territorial nonsense, and decipher old-timey gibberish. It helped if you could gin up some awe. Old revenants loved inspiring awe.

      Dane ushered us into a long room with high ceilings, at the end of which was a huge fieldstone fireplace. That was the other thing old revenants loved: heat. The only source of light in the room, the fire was meant to draw our mortal eyes, casting half a dozen Nazaire Youngers in subtle shadow along the edges of the room. Naturally, I studied the shadows more closely, noting the shifting figures there. Our footsteps echoed on the granite tile floor, Malashock’s stride heavily confident beside my quick-footed Ked-squeaks.

      Ludovic Nazaire looked so much like his maker that he could have been Malas’s twin, and he sat upon a similarly carved throne, though his was softly padded to cup his frail body. Hunched, mostly bald, wizened, with the same startling cornflower blue eyes, he was the very picture of the viscount, and his searchlight gaze made me just as uncomfortable as Malas’ had. The weight of Ludovic’s power was heavy on his shoulders, and the struggle of maintaining so much telekinetic capacity had caused his physical regeneration to slip; his flesh was the pale yellow-green of something gone sour, his veins were black and ropy under papery skin, and his bones showed through in thin spots. I Felt Malashock’s surprise, and if Harry’s appearance had frightened her, Ludovic’s was about to cause a damn heart attack. She hid it expertly, for all the good it would do her here; every revenant in the room tasted her distress.

      Ludovic’s gaze gleamed with hunger — he’d put off his nightly feed, perhaps so that we’d feel his intensity in the room, a move meant to intimidate. Even knowing exactly what he was up to, it was a very effective tactic. My belly began to shiver and jitter like I'd swallowed some Alka-Seltzer superballs.

      “You bring a vampire hunter before me, DaySitter?” No grating rasp like that of his maker, Ludovic’s voice was smooth and calm, but his desire was anything but. His hunger rode high in the room. His neck jerked slightly sideways in a way I’d seen in a snake about to strike, and his words were wet with saliva.

      “She's better than a pot smoking rock jockey, wouldn’t you say? You didn’t appreciate him at the casino. You’re very careful not to deal with those who break human laws. Mickey Nyquist isn’t careful with his vices. You are wise to avoid him. I apologize for not shielding you from his company earlier. Liv Malashock only indulges in legal forms of murder; mortal law enforcement won’t give you any side-eye for having her in your home, I promise.”

      Malashock choked on her tongue but refrained from speaking.

      Ludovic, however, showed no surprise. He was quite aware of who we were and had clearly calculated the risk versus reward of having us. You don’t get to “age-not-estimated” being incautious.

      “Is she an offering, DaySitter?” Ludovic challenged.

      “Nope,” I said then considered Malashock a bit more fully. “Not yet, anyway. I might change my mind. We’ll see if she gives me any sass.”

      The revenant narrowed his eyes at me, assessing, decided I wasn’t kidding, and threw his head back with laughter. The cohort in the shadows belatedly joined in, some forced, some apprehensive, and maybe one or two with genuine mirth. Sycophantic stiffs.

      Ludovic held up a decrepit hand and curled two crooked fingers at us. “Approach.”

      I strode forward with Malashock close enough to me that I could smell her deodorant working extra shifts. The Youngers who had stood between us and the throne faded back, shrinking into the shadows to lurk until we had passed, then pressed forward again to flank us until we were encircled by the undead. Greeeeeat.

      I immediately lowered myself to my knees before the throne, chin to chest, and hoped the vampire hunter would mirror me. She did. The Blue Sense prickled to life at my summons, and I probed politely around me for any signs of dangerous intentions; I felt only approval. So far, so good. When the ancient on the throne made an affirmative noise, I stood.

      “Hail, Glorious Elder,” I started courteously, “cherished master of the grave, keeper of the gift of immortality.”

      “Hail, honored DaySitter,” Ludovic replied. “Centuries untold celebrate your gift of submission. Is that why you seek me out? To submit?”

      “Nah, bro. I bring greetings from House Dreppenstedt. Digging the vibe in here, thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, child,” he said. “I have spoken with Malas, and I have agreed to hear you. But I have also spoken to Princes Merzyan and Borodian. I know why you’re here.”

      Do you? If I was making Ghaz nervous, he knew more than he was letting on.

      “I mean no harm,” I said, but that wasn’t entirely accurate, and the old revenant picked up on it immediately, tasting my trickery. His eyes glittered with warning as they lightened ominously. I couldn’t see his fangs elongating behind his human canines, but in the way a rabbit senses a nearby fox or hawk, I knew they were. Instincts tripping, belly quavering now, I swallowed hard. “I don’t mean you any harm. I need your help, sir.”

      “You have been investigating the Sarokhanians. Ghazaros does not enjoy being the focus of your distrust and disrespect. Why is this great house any of your concern?”

      “Great house?” I said. “I thought you were in a blood feud with them. House Nazaire owes loyalty to House Dreppenstedt, do they not?”

      Ludovic said nothing, waiting inexorably for me to answer his question, so I switched tactics. “I understand that you don’t wish to be disloyal. Someone tried to break into my office and my cabin back in Colorado. Do you know who that might have been?”

      His left hand began drumming fingers along the arm of his chair softly. I sensed we were testing one another. He didn’t trust me. I hadn’t given him any reason to, outside of Malas Nazaire’s vote of confidence.

      “What happened to the last vampire hunter you played with, Ms. Baranuik?” Ludovic asked.

      Malashock flinched, but didn’t look over at me.

      I said immediately, “Let’s speak alone, sir. We can speak more openly if it’s just you and me.”

      “No,” Liv said, in a voice that perps and witnesses probably obeyed without thinking.

      Ludovic shook his head; not at me, but at Malashock. The weight of his gaze shifting away was like having a dump truck stop tailgating six inches off my bumper. He hadn't done anything, exactly, but the imminent press of something that could go very wrong, very fast was a palpable weight to be free of, if only for a moment.

      “Ask your hunter, now,” Ludovic said, “how many revenants has she taken? How many of her partners have died in the process?”

      “Yeah, she’s a fucking nightmare,” I said, shooting a thumb in Malashock’s direction. “Think I don’t know? She’s also super judge-y and tiresome. Just like the last damn vampire hunter I played with. And she’ll probably get drained like he did. Mark Batten. That was his name, before his bullshit got him bodied.”

      “I have made you unhappy,” Ludovic said, and I sensed that his apologetic tone did play at the edges of being genuine. “You had affection for your last hunter. Do you have affection for this one?”

      I shrugged. “She’s not the worst person I’ve met, I guess”

      Malashock grit her teeth until her molars squeaked.

      “Now you have made her unhappy,” Ludovic warned.

      “I’ve been doing that since we met,” I said, waving it away. “I make almost everybody unhappy. And it’s not a huge surprise that I’m not blowing your skirt up, either. I’m sure you understand, I’m in a tight spot. Would I be here if I wasn’t? Unarmed? Kneeling before a revenant I’ve just met? Without my companion?”

      Ludovic considered me for a long beat, then smiled. It was horrifying. His fangs were the color of overcooked oatmeal and longer than my index finger. They came to the type of needle-sharp point popular with revenants in a habit of filing the edges, a habit that had gone out of fashion several hundred years ago, but remained in rare cases.  “Do you know the history of immortal dwellings in Shipman’s Corners, Newark, and Butlersburg?”

      I didn’t, but I had the feeling I was about to hear it. And boy, did I. Malashock shifted to a full sit, cross-legged on the floor. I tried to remain in a respectful kneel before Ludovic’s throne, but after about ten minutes of his reminiscing, I had to swing my legs around and rest on my butt, thighs screaming, feet nearly asleep. Still, despite the discomfort, I noticed several of the Youngers peel away from the walls, filtering from the room, no longer entranced by the guests. They'd heard these stories innumerable times, or had been there. I might have envied them their escape, just a little.

      Ludovic blossomed in front of an audience the same way Harry did, happily spinning a tale of what his life was like in his so-called glory days, before modern mortals ruined everything pure and good with their godless machinery. It was a lot like listening to my grandfather rant on the phone about “this generation,” whichever one he was currently picking on. Ludovic was more passionate about how my grandfather’s generation had trashed everything with their cheap, wartime, cookie-cutter homes, and their light and noise pollution. It was sort of refreshing.

      I fell under his spell willingly, letting myself picture the region through his eyes, wide swaths of sweet-smelling farmland and plenty of tasty British soldiers in uniform. Malashock may have squirmed at that, but I chuckled with Ludovic, and he seemed to appreciate that I could understand his delight — as an old French revenant devouring the British, nothing had given him as much pleasure before or since.

      I flashed back on the memory of Harry’s rage after Gregori had fed from me, and his distress, not only that it had been another revenant, but a French one. Goodness, that had sent him into a near tizzy. For revenants of their age, deeply ingrained cultural biases and rivalries were difficult to shed, if they even bothered to shed them at all. Harry had gone to war with the French time and time again under a British flag. Ludovic and Malas both had been to war against the British, likely many more times than that, and I knew for a fact that Malas had served under Napoleon — I’d been treated to a vision of young Malas on horseback, before his Talents had degraded his physical form. No matter how much bonhomie the modern political climate might exhibit, Harry and Ludovic were still very much butting cultural heads in the New World.

      I began to get an idea. Would this particular French revenant enjoy the groveling of a British one’s DaySitter? I would need to scrape and beg and humble myself, and Harry, even further. I’d have to go very low. I had no problem throwing myself down like a dirty doormat to be scuffed up. Harry would be furiously indignant, but Harry wasn’t here.

      I focused all my feelings on how desperately I needed Ludovic to guide my hand through the rest of this meeting; it was easy to convince myself that, without him, I’d fail. I saw his face soften, and his eyes light with pride. The Blue Sense told me I was on the right track.

      Dane brought glasses of lemon water with ice for us, and then bent his head next to his companion’s, speaking too softly for me to make out the words. Ludovic nodded, but said, “I’m not ready to go just yet.”

      I had more time. I had to take my shot. “Sir, do you know my companion, Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt? English fellow, snooty accent, big words, balding, about yea high?”

      He pursed his lips. “I know of him.”

      “He needs your help,” I said softly. “Moreover, I need your help. He gave me permission to come here and plead my case because he knows you’re the only one who can. Lord Guy will be in your debt if you assist me.”

      I Felt him exalt, and though he didn’t react physically, he preened emotionally, pleased. He demurred, “I doubt I can be of any aid…”

      A lie, the Blue Sense insisted, thumping repeatedly in the front of my skull like a plunking fingertip. Lie, lie, lie. He wants to help, but needs plausible deniability.

      “I need the name of the eldest Sarokhanian,” I said, dropping it loudly.

      There it was, out in the open, and if I was going to die for it, it would be now. There was a collective sound in the room like a veil of spirits taking flight, a soft inhalation made by lungs that hadn’t needed to in decades, dry and catching. I drew enough psi to probe tentatively, picking up snatches of uncertainty, alarm, hostility, hunger, and all-out fascination. I sensed that the few remaining Youngers believed the story they’d always been told: Aston Sarokhanian was the Soul Caller, the eldest Sarokhanian. Now, I had offered up some seriously juicy gossip, the kind of gossip these old guys lived for.

      Mischief flickered in Ludovic’s eye, quick as a flash, so fast I thought I’d imagined it. But it was echoed now in the tiniest curl of his lip.

      “But you know Aston Sarokhanian,” he replied archly. “I am given to understand that you’ve met him in person, at Svikheimslending, where the Overlord gave you that mark.” He leaned forward again, his nostrils flaring as he took in my scent. “Let’s talk about more enticing matters, little DaySitter. You smell of smoke and rum.”

      Had Rotten Roy also marked me in some hidden way? Would Ludovic think I was playing both sides?

      “Why might that be, I wonder?” he continued. “You’ve been playing footsie with a smuggler, perhaps. That is foolhardy behavior, if you want one’s pennyworth, but stranger bedfellows I have known.”

      “No, sir,” I said, letting the word ring loudly in the room, straightening boldly. “You won’t distract me with that carrot.”

      Ludovic clucked his tongue and sank back against his throne, seeming for a moment to sulk.

      I pressed forward. “I was once under the impression that Aston Sarokhanian was Crowned Prince of the Blood. That he was the Soul Caller. We all thought so.” I took a deep, calming breath. “But… that’s not accurate, is it?”

      Ludovic drummed his bony fingers on the arms of his throne and studied me with those gold-shot, cornflower blue eyes so much like the eyes of Malas. “You smell of candy that’s been overcooked. Boiling on the stove top. And something else. Lemons?”

      “It’s this burnt sugar and lemon bubblegum I’m chewing. Listen,” I said firmly. “I need your help. I don’t need to know how bad I smell.”

      “It’s not entirely unappealing.” A flicker of a smile. “Your blood smells positively wonderful.”

      Blerg. “Sir, that’s the nicest thing a man has said to me in days.”

      “Oh dear.” He pursed his lips in a sympathetic pout that reminded me of Harry’s patronizing little moue. “Perhaps if you minded your place, the gentlemen in your life would be more prone to flatter and pet you.”

      A surprised ha bubbled out of me before I could trap it. “Well, there ain’t a flying ratfuck’s chance of that happening, so let’s work with what we have, shall we? Now, we can do this two ways. You can fess up, or I can stand here stinking up your living room with my aura until you do.”

      “It’s no good, DaySitter. Nothing can or ever will be known about the Lord of Exile.”

      Aha. I did my best not to pounce. Batten was right. There was another. Aston was not the head of House Sarokhanian. I Felt Malashock tense, excited, and hoped she could remain quiet and under control. At least we had a place to start. Encouraged by his willingness to keep talking, I nodded for him to keep going. When he didn’t, I growled.

      “I’m calling bullshit,” I said, brave with Malashock at my back. “That’s just heaping piles of dead-geezer Falskaar Vouras bullshit, and you know it. You know about the Lord of Exile. Clearly, stuff can be known about him. Spill the tea, pal.”

      “You will not unveil his secrets, little mortal. You are nothing before this throne,” he reminded me, nostrils flaring at my insolence. “You are warm meat and fluttering heart.”

      I’d been called worse. At least he hadn’t called me a maple dip yet, but the evening was young. “We need your help, sir. I’m begging you.”

      “I cannot give you what you ask for.”

      “Cannot or will not?” I wilted. “Even in a blood feud, you’d side with the undead before you’d think of helping me?”

      “Do you expect loyalty of the Keepers of the Grave,” Ludovic said, “that I should side with you in your petty mortal squabbles? What has the Lord of Exile done that warrants my betrayal?”

      The Blue Sense gave an encouraging zing — Ludovic was playing coy, but the desire for plausible deniability lingered. The problem was, I didn’t have much more to offer him, and had no idea how to reassure him. “What has he done to me,” I asked, “or what has he done to you?”

      “What has he done that I should wish to rise in your defense?”

      A Younger revenant at his right said slyly, “Has he killed a human? Oh dear. What a tragic loss.”

      There was a smattering of throaty laughter around the room.

      “Yeah, none of you have ever done that before,” I said, sinking into the hopelessness of the situation. As a very old revenant in this region, Ludovic had to be seen as supportive of the ruling house, whether he truly did or not in the secret corners of his heart. It was expected. In order to break through that wall of stubborn etiquette, I’d have to come up with something more serious than “mortals are in trouble.”

      “He’s feeding in phantasm form,” Malashock told them.

      She was met with a complete lack of surprise or outrage of our hosts. Her words brought a fresh round of chuckling. I knew it was a pointless argument; beyond protecting their own DaySitters and personal supplies, they weren’t bothered by mortal deaths. I’d have to come up with something that offended them directly, something weighty.

      I took a wild chance. “He’s putting his entire bloodline at risk of destruction by doing so. You know it, and I know it, and, more to the point, the pink piece of paper in her pocket knows it.”

      One of the Youngers nearby blinked in surprise then narrowed his eyes. He waited for his maker to ask the questions.

      He didn’t, so I added casually, “I guess that doesn’t matter, either. Dying mortals, dying immortals, who cares? One bloodline gone, whatevs, right? Not like the Sarokhanians are your besties. Or that they’d ever be useful buds if Old Dude’s always napping, eh? I can see why you might not miss him.” I got to my feet, and so did Malashock. I tipped an invisible hat to them and motioned back in the direction from which we came. “Never mind, then. We’ll just let the hunters working for federal law enforcement manage the problem, and the Sarokhanian line can go poof. I’ll make sure to write in my report to Gold-Drake & Cross and the UnHallowed Throne that you didn’t feel like working with me to protect them, in the end. Silver lining: once we bust up the Sarokhanians, I guess you’ll be the eldest in the region. Bonus, eh? I’m sure all the houses up in the Arctic will find that change in leadership fascinating. Thanks for seeing us. Good night, boys.”

      One of the Youngers hissed from the dark shadows, and a closer revenant bared his fangs in a dominance display rather than hunger.

      Ludovic called at our backs, “How is the Exile endangering his line?”

      I turned back to face him. “Well, if a nosy mortal DaySitter like me can find out that the Lord of Exile exists in under a week, bumbling around with no clues to start with, while I’m supposed to be on vacation, no less…” I made a sad trombone noise. “Crack that crypt, one stake, ash-o-rama, dude. Easy sleazy, like me after a few bourbons.” I winked broadly and added behind my hand, “Don’t spread it around.”

      “But what would you ask of us? What could be done?” one of the Youngers asked, and there was heat in his voice now. I’d ruffled their feathers. The destruction of an entire line was no joking matter, and being so disloyal as to not act in defense of the ruling house was also a big no-no. Whether Ludovic wanted to be the eldest in the region or not was still a murky subject, and my Empathy was giving me mixed signals about it, but having a reputation for standing aside and letting a vampire hunter remove an entire house from the face of the planet was in a whole other league of wankery.

      “I have an alternative suggestion to the whole vampire hunter nonsense,” I announced. “Tell me what I need to know about this Lord of Exile and House Sarokhanian, so I can move the eldest to safety.” I spread my gloved hands in a gesture of openness. “It will free the mortals in that neighborhood from the sickness he causes, peacefully, removing him as a threat to be staked. But if you won’t help do it peacefully, me and my squad will have to be rid of him by force.”

      That caused bold, forced laughter, ego-thick to hide a ripple of concern; they couldn’t hide the dread from the Blue Sense, though. I showed them my most honest face, the one I tended to save for Harry.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, laying down the hard truth, “I am the only one involved in this case, undead or human, that would see a resolution to this problem that involves keeping that bloodline intact.” I let them taste my honesty for a moment before continuing. “I have mortal law on my side. The Dreppenstedts don’t care if I destroy House Sarokhanian. Maybe you don’t, either. But there are dozens of, well, not exactly innocent, but uninvolved Sarokhanian revenants in the world, aren’t there? And your initial reaction tells me you don’t want this to end in ashes upon ashes. Master Nazaire, I don’t, either. If he is feeding in phantasm form, the Lord of Exile needs to go.”

      Ludovic shook his head. “Go where?”

      “Would you have him drain another village?” one of the Youngers asked.

      “Of course not.” I put my hands on my hips. “He needs to go beyond the Bitter Pass to rest. They kept Remy safely on ice for how long, before she took the throne? The former King Den is dreaming in the deep even now. The Falskaar Vouras have their ways.”

      “The Lord of Exile cannot hope to get enough sustenance there,” Nazaire said, mostly to himself, deep in thought. The Blue Sense told me that wasn’t the entire truth, but Ludovic feared it was close to the truth.

      “You’re telling me he can’t get enough DaySitters to fill his tanks? I mean, c’mon…” I trained off at the Feeling of trepidation in the room. “Seriously? Just how old is this dude?”

      That sure as hell wasn’t going to get an answer, but that in itself was the answer — he had reached such an age that, when awake, he was too powerful and required too much blood and energy, more than could reasonably be supplied or replenished by a bevy of willing human bodies. Perhaps Remy would have a solution. The King had once had plenty of sustenance, until age drove him mad. There had to be an answer.

      Malashock clued in, but in an outsider’s fashion. She’d likely never encountered the primeval ones, only the troublesome new dead and swaggering Youngers who often misbehaved enough to catch the attention of mortal law and its consequences.

      “And what happens if I wake him?” I asked. “Just me, alone?”

      New glances were exchanged, and the Blue Sense was helpful — they didn’t know how bad it would be, only that it would. It wasn't so much a mood as the collective imagining of a plague of locusts and piranhas in a frenzy, stripping every living thing to a denuded skeleton. I imagined a goddamn bloodbath in town and thought, Batten, and immediately on the heels of that, I need to stop him.

      “If I find this Lord of Exile fellow, I can move him. Possibly at rest. Without risk to his well-being. We can arrange enough DaySitters to maintain his current level of phantasm feeding.” That last bit was a bluff. I could arrange some, if I called Gold-Drake & Cross and sent up signal flares. Probably not enough mortal blood to keep him satiated, not without a rather expensive delivery from Shield. Liv’s estimate was more than fifty phantasm victims in the subdivision, so the blood volume alone would be staggering if the Exile awakened.

      Ludovic leaned forward in his throne. “And why would we trust the life of an ancient of the Falskaar Vouras to a Dreppenstedt DaySitter prone to misadventure, sworn to avenge a vampire hunter – her dead lover – against that very same ancient’s House?”

      Point: Ludovic. The gathered revenants were licking at me now with a cool, distinctly invasive metaphysical probing, tasting me for truth or deception. I dropped all my knee-jerk defenses and stood passively, letting them in, returning to a calm, open, submissive state.

      “First of all, I’m not sworn to avenge anyone. I don’t promise dick-all unless I know I can keep that promise. Secondly, I don’t like staking revenants. It's only happened twice, both times in self-defense while I was being attacked. I regret both. You can feel my honesty.” I strode back to Ludovic Nazaire’s grand, padded throne. “I serve Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt, Viscount Baldgate, and through him the Raven of Night, Crowned Prince of the Blood, Wilhelm Dreppenstedt and all the way up the food chain.” I pointed at my neck, jutting my chin towards Ludovic's forehead, in case my bared throat didn't already have enough of his attention. “I wear the brand of the fucking Overlord. I dare you to find me a mortal who works harder for the Falskaar Vouras than I do. I worked my ass off to install a strong and powerful Queen in the absence of King Den. I have employed revenants, I have shielded revenants, I have defended revenants, and I have spoken up to spare the lives of revenants when they were at their most vulnerable.” I squared my shoulders and exhaled deeply. “I offer to do so now out of love and devotion to my companion, and I swear to you, on his name, and on the name of my House, if you trust me with the care of this immortal and his line, I will do every single thing in my power to transfer him without loss of life, mortal or immortal. But please believe me when I say, I can and must protect the humans in that neighborhood. The living are my priority. I don’t want the Lord of Exile dusted. Please help me avoid that.”

      “She will destroy him,” Ludovic said about Liv.

      I stood firm. “I will not allow it.”

      “She represents mortal law,” he said uncertainly, “and is physically dominant to you.”

      “Well, whoop-de-fuckin'-doo,” I said, thinking of Batten, “but that won't exactly work with my immortal companion, or even my brother, the Youngling of House Strickland.”

      Ludovic squinted hesitantly. “Lord Guy will help you?”

      “Don’t ever doubt his devotion to me,” I promised them. “You may not feel loyalty to mortals anymore, but Harry is a son of the New World. He’s young and attached to life. For the loyalty and affection he has for me, he would do as I ask.”

      “He serves you?” His gold-shot eyes glittered again, eerily light in their challenge.

      I didn’t bother to hide my smirk. “I wouldn’t go that far. Let’s say instead that it’s mutual; we serve each other.”

      There were murmurs of admiration, if only among the Youngers who still craved such attachments. Some of them remembered love and devotion, even if they had been bereft of it for years.

      “You do not deceive me,” Ludovic said at last, giving Malashock serious preternatural side-eye. “She does. She will stake Dreppenstedt and the Lord of Exile both, the moment she gets the chance.”

      “I won’t give her a chance,” I said. “You have my word, on my honor of all that shit I just said. Sir, do we have a deal?”

      When he nodded, it took all my willpower not to cheer out loud. He would break his confidence, not to seize power in the region but to protect the Lord of Exile, and by extension House Sarokhanian; that gave him the excuse he needed. I Felt that he was satisfied but needed a touch more to sweeten the pot. When Ludovic crooked his icky, withered finger at me again, beckoning me to come closer, I refused to entertain any misgivings, knowing that my continuous show of trust would encourage this ancient to trust me in turn. Besides, being stubborn about moving was silly, here; he was telekinetic, and could just move me wherever he wanted if he felt like it.

      When I dipped closer to his face, as he urged me to do, he used a soft brand of audiomancy to whisper only for my ear, “Truthfully now, little DaySitter. Is he truly dead, your lover?”

      I drew back, allowed myself to look directly into his cornflower blue eyes, shot through with the gold ribbons that marked him as Malas’s creature. I knew that this was his payoff; my secret was the true cost of doing business with him, this was the real gamble. Captain Casino, here, was holding a full house. He wasn’t going to lay down his cards unless I did, too. There was no guarantee that he wasn’t working for Aston Sarokhanian, trying to trick me. The Blue Sense and my gut instinct told me to go all-in.

      I shook my chin ever so slightly to the left. No. Ludovic dropped his chin in a single, subtle nod, then wiggled that finger for me to come back. I dropped my ear near him again, and he whispered a name. Then he said, “The caves. No campfire, no lifeguard. Fear the cold reaper. Don’t trust the cooks. The kegs are full. Feed the sightless shale and let the pot boil over.”

      The Blind Shale Boggles. There had been one boggle tunnel without an old campfire outside — I had discounted those pits as simply teenage summer drinking and make-out spots, but Ludovic’s “no fire” made sense. Revenants were extremely flammable, which is why Harry and I had safety precautions for fire. No lifeguard. I’d seen that sign, too, not far from the cheese cave. The cheese cave had had a campfire but the one to the east had not.

      We had confirmation, we knew which tunnel to search. I understood, and nodded at Ludovic. I could have kissed him despite the fact that he looked like the Cryptkeeper' gnarly older brother. Did he even have lips left? I refused to stare.

      Now, I just had to put Malashock on a leash, snag Batten and tell him the plan, ask the were-geologist to feed the boggles, let the pot boil (whatever the fuck that meant), ditch said were-geologist for his own safety, and then figure out a way to distract several elder and primeval revenants long enough to go spelunking in their secret caves with scary rock monsters, find the Exile, wake him, round up a hundred willing bleeders, and transport a terrifyingly old revenant to the Bitter Pass. No problem for a pro like me, right?

      I was definitely going to need coffee first.
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      On our way to the shore, I called Nyquist three times, but he wasn’t picking up. I’d done a quick online search to see what the boggles ate, in case I had to feed them as Ludovic advised. As Nyquist’s notes had said, Blind Shale Boggles hunted their favorite prey, Mud Goblins, by following vibrations in the ground, like goblin-munching aardvarks or woodpeckers. Their usual fare being in short supply in Mr. Merritt's pantry, I made Malashock stop at a gas station to grab a few packs of turkey jerky. All boggles grow stones and pebbles on their skin, but Blind Shales supplemented their natural armor by affixing coats of shells with a sticky secretion. If the local boggles got their coat supplies from Lake Ontario, they were liable to be razor-sharp Zebra mussel shells. I hoped they wouldn’t cut through my gloves in the case of a tussle, but I wasn’t confident.

      A term caught my eye on the last page I checked: a group of goblins was called a gang and a group of boggles was a riot, unless they were swarming — the swarm was called a boil. Let the pot boil over. Ludovic was trying to tell me something about the creatures in the cave. I sat back and chewed on that, just as a soft evening rain began to patter on the windshield. Soon, the pavement became a black, reflective pool as we headed down towards the lake.

      My phone rang, and I swiped before checking the number display. I hardly recognized the voice, but to be fair, I’d only heard it once before. If I was hearing it now, it meant that Umayma had taken the reins and cured her curse of silence again. A while back, I had accidentally helped cure her of the muteness spell that had been placed on her by her revenant companion, Jeremiah Prost. She had decided at that time to return to her silence until she was ready for speech. The accidental spell had been relatively easy to do, and the choice to do it again had been left in her hands. Maim had quickly become one of the most independent people I’d met after her revenant was staked; she didn’t take the loss badly, and was flourishing on her own.

      “Didn’t want you to worry,” she said. “We’re bailing. Going somewhere safer. We’ll be back when we feel it’s okay.”

      We. Umayma and…? Thunder rolled overhead and the rain began to pelt hard enough for Malashock to turn her wipers to high speed. “Uh, Viktor? Maim, you’re leaving with Viktor? Big guy, perma-scowl, voice like a gravel truck, built like a mammoth? That guy?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Sorry, I’m just…” I’d told Rob Hood to trust Maim, but now I wasn’t. I felt like an overprotective heel. “You’re right. Do what you need to do. Has something changed? You okay?”

      The Blue Sense told me she was unsure about how to answer. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I couldn’t argue with her. She owed me nothing. Her revenant had been a Seer, and though her own precognitive abilities were fading after the loss of her Bond, maybe she'd had a glimpse of an ugly future event and was shifting gears to face it from a stronger position. “Thanks for keeping me in the loop, Maim,” I said. “Be careful.”

      She hung up without any further chitchat, and I was left with an even deeper sense of unease. Malashock cast me a lot of side-eye but didn’t ask, which was good, because I didn’t know how to explain that my mute employee had just told me she was running off to Dark Lady knew where in the company of an undead ogre.

      What would I tell Wes? I put that out of my mind immediately. One worry at a time. Step one: get in and out of this cave business without getting drenched. Or broken. Or murdered.

      The tunnel without a campfire lay near Jones Beach, closer to the marina, where the sand disappeared, and we parked as close as we were able, because the wind was picking up along with the cold, squalling rain. I took a quick inventory of my fanny pack for turkey jerky and put on my headlamp as we paused near the shoreline. Malashock checked her gun and stakes. I noted they were smooth, uniform — machine-made, not hand carved — and remembered how Batten had always kept his grandfather’s kit, and the hand carved stakes it contained, in the trunk of his car.

      I checked my phone, saw I had one message, and brought it up. Sheriff Hood had left it an hour ago and I’d somehow missed the beep.

      It said: Got an I.D. on your trespasser. The name Mike Harvey mean anything to you?

      It didn’t, and I was in no position to research right now, so I put my phone away. Glancing at the sky, I saw the moon peeking through deep purple clouds, and my scalp prickled with warning — this was the moon at her most bewitching, full and flirting in and out of cloud cover, bashful in the starlight, and I wasn't the only one who felt her pull. The lake was restless and wild, and all life beneath her shifting silver glow was drawn under her influence. I prayed the lycanthropy wouldn’t awaken at a bad time.

      Liv grabbed the bolt cutters and we set off, cold and wet in under a minute. We’d barely made it to the cave mouth before I noticed engineered efforts to stabilize and shore up some minor cave-in areas along the entrance.  Malashock’s Mag-lite played over the mud and shale walls inside, catching glittering flecks in the stone.

      “We’re violating five or six federal wildlife protection laws,” she told me, even as she examined the shiny spots on the barred gate where the lock had been pried away, taking unknown months of rust and dirt with it, “and it looks like someone violated one more before we got here.”

      “So did whoever who put those posts against the walls. Besides, we’re wildlife, too. We’re being violated by something. Or is it just me?” I’d felt drained and sloggy clambering along the rocky embankment at the end of the beach to approach the cave, and was huffing and puffing by the time we found the grate the feds had put on the tunnel’s entrance.

      Tunnel was a wild overstatement. What we found upon slipping inside was barely a slit in the rock face at first, a jagged crack no more than eight feet across at its widest. There was a pile of driftwood, pale limbs digging into the sand, smooth as bone, algae brushed clear. I knelt down and tried to make sense of the jumbled footprints in the wet, gritty sand, using my phone's flashlight to cast them into sharper relief. “Why isn't Nyquist answering his damn phone? Where the fuck did he go this time?”

      Malashock turned on me. “Why did Ludovic Nazaire leave the theater when Nyquist came in?” she demanded. The moonlight softened her pale, severe face. “There’s something you’re not telling me. What went wrong at the casino?”

      “The revenants didn’t trust Nyquist,” I said simply.

      “Why?” She glanced behind her at the tunnel, then back to me. “No info-hogging, remember? We're supposed to be sharing everything.”

      “I can’t share everything with anyone,” I said on a sad laugh. “That would be disastrous.”

      “Is this?”

      I considered Malashock's record with the preternatural and put a knuckle against my pursed my lips. “Probably, yeah. But if things get bad enough that telling you won't make it worse, I will.”

      “That's not exactly reassuring.”

      “We should decide on a plan. What’s Plan A? What’s Plan B? We should have ten plans, just in case.” I did some counting on my fingers. “I'll take the vowels, you do the consonants. We only need to come up with stuff up to Plan J.”

      She jingled her overloaded belt at me in answer. “Our plan should be: contact the feds and get paperwork signed and stamped before entering a protected zone, then dust the vamps. I don’t know why the fuck that’s not the plan.”

      “Because I promised Ludovic. No dusting.”

      “I should call the PUC.”

      “You mean like this?” I cupped my hands around my mouth and stage-whispered, “Hey, Nyquist, I’m being a very bad girl. Come out and spank me with a rolled up Form A-6409-slash-J.”

      “Hush,” Malashock said suddenly. “Did you hear that?”

      I was familiar with a whole variety pack of darknesses, but something was unusual about this one. It was more than the weight of the stone and earth above or the close, moist air. The shadows had opinions here. Eyes that calculated from a distance, mouths that parted to taste our passing like cats drawing more scent. I turned on my headlamp, but all that did was highlight the hanging mist that choked the space. Nyquist said that boggles lurked just below the surface of the mud — were they seeing us through it? Were boggles causing the ripples in the walls? Something let out a long croak, like a toad stuck in a vise. I was engulfed by unease, followed by the rush of cold fever-chills and sudden faintness. My heart galloped, and I forgot how to breathe.

      Hood’s training kicked in, and without thinking I turned to bolt. I only got a two steps before Malashock snagged the strap on my fanny pack.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded.

      “Helping!”

      “That’s running away. There’s no running away in monster hunting.”

      “There is when I do it!” I cried.

      “Freeze!” She pointed her Maglite at me, momentarily blinding me. “Monster hunters never flee.”

      “I’m a rebel, though. I do it my own way. And my way is currently in that direction,” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder as I squinted through the rain and the glare of her flashlight. She didn’t look like she was buying it. “My methods have saved my life a hundred percent of the time. I know people who can’t say the same.”

      Her answer was a long sigh.

      “Fine, we’re going in,” I said. “But if I get goobered on, you’re washing my hair when we get home.”

      Malashock approached the crack in the shale for a second time, leaving me waddling behind her across the rolling, muddy pebbles and gritty sand in my Keds like a kid sister tagging along.

      “I didn’t mean to flee,” I whispered at the back of her head. “It was an accident.”

      She shot back, “Sounds like you have that accident a lot.”

      I let her get a little further ahead of me so I could make faces at her in the dark. We returned to the sour mist emanating from the mouth of the crevice in the rock face. I poked Malashock in the lower back to indicate that she should go ahead and take point.

      “I’ve got your back,” I whispered.

      “You’ve got my nothing.”

      “Fine. Play hard to get.”

      She sidled towards the breach, not making a sound as she slipped through. In the spotty moonlight, the fracture in the shale glittered with crystalline speckles. I didn’t hear or see any sign of the thing that had made that guttural, hair-raising croak, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t still lurking within the rift.

      I was just about to suggest we leave and come back never when my cell phone buzzed in my pocket, startling me into a high-pitched squeal. Liv stepped out of the cave again and let her head fall back as she scoured the night sky for her patience. Fumbling for my phone, I turned off everything, so that wouldn’t fuck with us in the caves. I thumbed the screen to check the message.

      Wes. Have wtf-type visitors. Glen & Ghaz. Rum Runner disappeared. No Z. Ghaz asking Harry for sanctuary; scared shitless. Glen says trust no one — you’re being led down the wrong path. More than one person lying to you

      Harry had a full house. Glen and Ghaz? If Ghazaros was faking vulnerability and a need for sanctuary to get close to Harry again, both Glen and Wes would know it. Where the hell were his buddies Zorovar and Rotten Roy? Wes could suss that out, too, if Ghaz knew the answer. The urge to rush home snagged me in the gut, but I reminded myself that Harry was older than Ghaz, and if he needed to haul out some preternatural whoop-ass, he could manage his own fights without me. Led down the wrong path.

      I refrained from flicking my gaze to Malashock, but on the inside, my suspicion ratcheted up a notch.  I knew Nyquist to be a liar, but if he wanted to work for the PUC, he had to be; lycanthropes weren’t trusted in the workplace. There was every chance Malashock and Nyquist were both lying to me. I could only afford to trust Malashock to a point. When I put my phone away, I also removed my gloves and put them in my pockets.

      If the source of the revenant shenanigans was in this cave, and I was getting close enough to panic House Sarokhanian, and Strickland was safe with Harry, then I needed to go forward, not back.

      I looked up to find Malashock scowling impatiently. Then she made a series of mystifying hand gestures. I supposed they were SWAT signals, but I didn’t speak that language. I showed her a few of my own flittering hand motions, none of which meant a thing. I might have been calling for a sacrifice bunt for the office softball team.

      She mouthed, watch my six.

      I gave her a double thumbs-up. She shook her head at me and stepped into the dark rift.
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      A few steps further along, and the sound of rocks falling brought us to an abrupt stop.

      “Just... hold on,” she whispered, turning off the Maglite. My headlamp was useless, serving only to brighten the mist and muddy our view; reluctantly, I turned it off as well. We waited, listening. Thunder rolled in the distance, but when it faded, the silence was filled with soft noises. There were weaker croaks now, and some moist clicking noises, and deep within the cave another light flickered, illuminating moisture and mud.

      “I’m warning you,” I whispered, “one jump-scare and I’m gonna pee down my leg into my shoes. Then we’re trading shoes.”

      “They won’t fit me.”

      “All the more reason for you to turn on the fucking flashlight.”

      Malashock set our unused bolt cutters down to keep her hands free. “Let’s keep going, nice and slow.”

      When goosebumps tripped up the back of my neck, a sudden invasion of cold discomfort, I knew better than to slow down. Skin crawling, I slipped my compact out of my back pocket with an economy of cautious movement, peeking into the glass. About twenty feet behind us, the shadows were thicker along the rock face, shifting without noise. Boggles and goblins and ghoulies, oh my. My heart hammered and my hands felt clammy, and though I tried to control my physical reactions, not wanting to give any nearby revenants a reason to salivate, my body was reporting that when it came to the fight, flight, or freeze options, it wanted to flee. It very much wanted to flee. I am being hunted, it told me.  My fear cast chills through my chest, but in typical Baranuik style, it also awoke a far more dominant reaction. In spite of my fear, I felt a spike of stubbornness rush in to push back against the dark unknown.

      I am the fucking predator, I told my body, forcing myself to stop in my tracks. I turned to face the shadows.

      Nothing. Just the slit in the rock and the sand and the rainy night beyond. It was probably just my imagination that the crevice looked narrower than it had before. I turned and caught up to Malashock at a three-pronged fork in the tunnel.

      Behind us, the storm was building, but muffled now by distance and stone. To the left, twenty feet in, a lantern flickered on the ground next to a pile of plain grey rocks. Ahead was nothing but pitch black. From the right, there was a soft noise and a row of doorways that seemed familiar; it looked an awful lot like where Rotten Roy had taken my hand and led me to the windowless cellar speakeasy of the Blind Tiger.

      I stared down that hall for a long beat, reassured by the fleeting familiarity of it. But that was a trick of the mind; I had felt safe, but I had never truly been safe. I was only remembering the feeling of security that Roy had manufactured, and not the truth. I had been lulled, seduced into trusting him, and too easily at that.

      Malashock gasped, and Roy was promptly forgotten.

      The thing that slunk out from the dark corridor ahead made my brain stutter and stall. Sleek grey skin covered it from sagging jowls to folds of belly. I swallowed the dread that wanted to rampage through my veins, narrowly avoided wetting my pants, and studied each detail closely with a biologist’s eye. Mud Goblin, my brain offered, recalling Nyquist’s notes, but I didn’t have time to process my first sight of that before the next creature materialized.

      This new shape, hulking, rose from behind the goblin. Mud cascaded from its haunches and sluiced down the wall it was emerging from, sucking around the emerging limbs. Covered in grey and black layers of pebbles and shells which clicked together as it moved, the thing kept rising out of the mud, bigger than I’d expected. This was not the dull, stony species of Blind Shale Boggle that Nyquist had described, but a much larger and gnarlier variety, bull-headed and broad-shouldered, with massive jaws; it was something I had no name for. Maybe nobody did. It opened its huge, frog-like mouth, shot forward with startling dexterity, and latched onto the slimy goblin head-first. The Mud Goblin flailed its arms wetly, hanging from the creature’s mouth. The goblin's cries sounded like sandblasting and wet gravel being stomped on.

      “That thing looks like an appetizer,” I warned. “I hope we’re not the main course.”

      Liv grabbed me by the elbow and hauled me down the lantern-lit corridor to the left, choosing light as if it promised safety. Shaking, we bolted behind an empty, moldy shelf. “Quick, shape-shift into something more useful.”

      “What? Shape-shifting wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “We didn’t have a plan beyond finding this Exile phantasm and moving him,” she said, and the Blue Sense nailed her as a liar. I did my best not to react on my face, even as my heart hammered. Moving him was not what Malashock had in mind, but I would deal with that after she helped me find him. Liv glared at me. “Now shift.”

      “Pardon me, your royal fuckness,” I whispered harshly in the near dark. “I can’t just shift on command.”

      “Well, try.” She squinted to look beyond me, her Maglite playing down the tunnel. “And hurry up, that thing back there looked hungry.”

      “Probably powering up on another goblin-kabob.” I unzipped my fanny pack and threw a few handfuls of turkey jerky back down the tunnel the way we’d come. Hopefully, that would distract the big whatever-it-was for a little while. Feed the sightless shale.

      Ludovic and I made a good team, I thought. I should have brought him in here, not that he would have ever agreed to that level of involvement without a serious promise of major gains. Would have been cool, though.

      I sniffed the air. The tunnel had a faint fragrance of sour milk. I added distractedly, “Hey, do you smell something?”

      “Mud. Animal shit.” She scowled. “I dunno. Something.”

      “Yeah, we definitely took a turn down Bad Shit Happens Boulevard, here, bestie,” I told her, keeping my voice low, spinning in a full circle. “I don’t think that’s boggles, though. Sulphur and sour milk.”

      “More smuggled cheese?” she murmured, double checking the hall behind us to make sure the big, ugly boggle wasn’t coming. Then she pointed with the light. “Look at this.”

      She aimed her flashlight at the ground near the wall, where the lantern sat by a wooden board covered with black mold propped up the crumbling edge of a mud shelf. There was a wooden crate full of clear plastic bags tied tightly resting atop it. In the dirt were several lustrous chunks of gemstone, black and crystalline like the ones on the big boggle-thing — which, until someone else named it properly, I was going to call a Big-Ass Boggle.  I wasn’t sure what minerals recrystallized in shale-heavy environments like this boggle cave, but the color of them made me think dark ruby.

      A noise from the opposite direction of the boggle revealed a figure shuffling from the shadows, arms full of plastic bags. When he spotted us, he stopped dead, some of his treasures spilling from his grasp. For a moment, until the gears caught, I was relieved to see a friendly face. Then I remembered he’d not been much of a team player lately, and realized why.

      “Oh, there you are.” I stuck my thumbs in my belt loops and rocked back on my heels, showing him a cheery smile. “Look, Liv, it’s our old pal, Nyquist. Our harmless, innocent, very human friend Nyquist. Whatcha got there, Indy? Research materials? Samples? For the government? For the human government?”

      Malashock shot me a look. Nyquist gazed worriedly down at the few gemstone-encrusted rocks that he’d dropped from the bag, and the ones he still held.

      “You should get a fanny pack like mine,” I suggested. “Probably, when you steal gems from boggles in a federally protected preserve, you shouldn’t use clear plastic bags. Not exactly stealthy.”

      “I’m only collecting samples,” he started, eyes wide.

      I shook my head. “You’re only involved in a smuggling ring. A smuggling ring with a family of revenants that you pretended to know nothing about. And your cut involves gems. Right?”

      Nyquist gave no indication he was going to move, and then his hand was a blur, but the gun was clear enough. “Now you show me yours,” he said, his voice and hand shaking. “Nice and slow.”

      I saw something new and pale and completely unexpected moving quietly in the shadows behind him. My belly quivered in response, though I couldn’t tell if it was in excitement or fear. I also wasn’t entirely sure the pale figure was a good thing, but I felt the need to keep Nyquist distracted until I could figure out how to deal with it.

      “You’re going to kill two people for a handful of rubies, Nyquist?” I asked.

      “They’re storm-garnets,” he corrected. “Very rare.”

      “Whatever.”

      The pale shape behind him hunched down.

      “Not whatever. Be precise. It matters. I thought you were a scientist,” he said to me, then bringing the gun around to point at Malashock, who was admittedly the bigger threat.

      I nodded. “Sure, I took a geology class, sophomore year at University. The easy one. Rocks for jocks.”

      “Guns,” Nyquist said. “Out. Now.”

      Malashock showed him her empty left hand while her right hand slowly un-holstered her gun and put it on the ground, bending smoothly and cautiously, then straightening back up at the same speed. “What the hell, Mickey?” she said softly. “This isn’t you.” There were still two stakes in sheaths behind her back but she made no move to reach for them.

      “You, too, Rocks for Jocks,” Nyquist said, motioning at me with the tip of his gun.

      “Didn’t bring one,” I said, monitoring the pale movement behind him.

      “Then what’s in your fanny pack?”

      “Turkey jerky.”

      “Where’s your gun?”

      “In Colorado, in my night stand, next to my new vibrator. It’s still in the package so the spriggans won’t hump it — the vibe, not the gun.”

      Nyquist glared.

      I asked Malashock, “You know why Indy smokes so much pot? It’s to cover the smell of fur.”

      “Shut up,” Nyquist insisted, his pointy teeth flashing.

      “I smell sour milk,” Malashock said, clearly baffled.

      “Nope, that's unwashed fur. I bet dogs can smell him.” I felt an easy calm come over me. I was in a bad place, that much was true, held at gun point with a Big-Ass Boggle lurking behind us in the tunnel, but thanks to the pale shape behind the twitchy geologist, there was a good chance that the danger for Nyquist was much higher. “Dogs. Wolves. Foxes… other canid lycanthropes.”

      The shaggy white werefox slipped from the shadows behind Nyquist and towards the meager circle of light cast by the lantern on the dirt floor.

      “Ignore her, Mickey,” Malashock said, focused entirely on him. She was speaking in a low, steady negotiator’s voice. I recognized the tone. “Let me help you end this peacefully. It can all be undone, no issues. Nobody has to die. We can work this out.”

      “This is not a negotiation,” Nyquist told us. “I win. I’m taking my treasure.”

      “Those belong to the boggles,” I said. “Do they know you’re stealing their rubies?”

      “Storm-garnets,” Nyquist snapped.

      “Do the vampires know?” I asked, hearing the V-word slip out again. “Do the other smugglers know? Did Shakespeare know? Did he tolerate you? Did one of them make you some kind of deal? This is where you disappear to, when you’re not picking up your phone? You’re in here, but who else knows you’re here? Did you pay Shakespeare off? I saw you eating grapes out of his dumpster.” I cocked my head. “What’s that all about?”

      “Shut. Up.” Nyquist waved the gun in the air to remind me of its presence.

      “Are you all in it together?” I asked. “Or — ha! Oh, no, dude, are you clueless enough to steal from undead bootleggers? Maybe the vampires don’t know about the rubies.”

      “Storm-garnets!” he shouted, aiming the gun at me briefly then swinging it back at Liv.

      “Don’t listen to her, Mick. We can settle this,” Malashock assured him.

      I interrupted her attempts. “Try not to take this the wrong, Mickey, but you’re probably gonna die in a second. I’m not confident I can save you. I don’t think this is gonna be a bite-and-run situation.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Malashock demanded.

      “There are only a few types of lycanthropes this good at fooling other humans, Malashock,” I said, “and only one type that has gets pointy teeth and ears from living with the virus, and absolutely reeks of unwashed fur.”

      “Who are you, Jane fucking Goodall?” Nyquist ground out, clenching his teeth. He pointed the gun at my nose; he remained blissfully unaware that a werefox crept closer to the back of his legs, sniffing.

      “No, I’m Marnie Baranuik, DaySitter to Lord Guy Harrick Dreppenstedt, servant of the Raven of Night, and hey-ho, vixen of the Folkenflik skulk.” I said, drawing myself up as tall as possible.  “And I smell you. I see you, werebat. I see your clipped ears and your translucent skin under that cheap drugstore bronzer, and I smell your balls-nasty cave-stink. Next time, if you survive what’s coming, splurge for a proper theater-grade concealer. It’s only about thirty bucks more, and fewer people will see through it.”

      My gaze shifted as I spoke past him. “Your turn, werefox, let’s get this over with. Kinda curious as to what happens when a werefox bites a werebat. Do you become double-were? Is that a thing?”

      Nyquist gurgled.

      I nodded. “Same, yeah. Gurgle with a capital GUR, am I right? Look, I’ve got a more important job to do in these caves, Nyquist, then I wanna go home, have a good cry in the shower, and eat all the pizza in Niagara.”

      Malashock finally spotted the pale shape in the darkness and whispered, “Oh, what the fuck?”
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      You never forget the lycanthrope that bites you; their infection changes your whole life. I remembered every detail about Gunther Folkenflik. I could still picture with painful clarity the scrawny, twitching blond man in the straightjacket walking across the marble floor at Skulesdottir behind Sayomi Mochizuki, representing House Sarokhanian before the UnHallowed Throne. Gunther was only sane in his fox form, now, and even that was a stretch. My belly gave a little flutter of sympathy. Still, we were skulkmates, kin of sorts, and though I hadn’t seen him since my official diagnosis, I was pretty sure he recognized me. Those all-too-human eyes of his were full of clear intentions.

      I thought I should introduce Nyquist to Gunther, since the latter was about to get munched on.

      “Hey, Mickey? Canines probably find you as tasty as boggles find goblins, and with that in mind, there’s someone you should meet. Gunther Folkenflik, meet Mickey Nyquist, your evening snack.”

      Nyquist kept the gun on us, presumably in case Malashock and I were doing some bizarrely-improvised bluffing, but shifted sideways and pressed his back against the mud wall so he could take a quick look. He did a goggling double-take at the white werefox that would have been comical if his trigger discipline wasn’t worryingly terrible.

      “Listen to me, Nyquist,” I said. “We can try to resolve this, but you’re right — there won’t be a negotiation. You’re either going to be eaten, or you’re going to slide over this way and be arrested by officer Bizarro-Me.” I spoke out of the corner of my mouth at Liv. “That’s what you’re gonna do next, if I don’t live long enough to guide you through the aftermath. Go easy on him. I think he’s just caught up in a little temptation, here. Nothing Shakespeare wouldn’t have done. Right, Mickey?”

      Nyquist’s bottom lip quivered for a second and he nodded rapidly.

      “Uh huh,” Liv barely whispered, focused on the werefox. She had come here expecting to deal with me, boggles, goblins, and an ancient vampire — V-word, Marnie! Holy smokes, what’s your damage? — but she probably hadn’t expected warring lycanthropes on top of all that.

      “If,” I raised a finger imperiously, “Nyquist hasn’t bitten any humans.” I caught his eye again. “Or killed any endangered species of boggles or goblins in here.”

      Nyquist clutched at his bag, eyeballed Gunther, and snarled impotently at anyone who would listen.

      “No,” I said, “no more sending rubies home.”

      “Storm-garnets!”

      “Whatever!” I bellowed. “Stop yelling! I’m trying to help you, but you’re getting the nice little werefox excited!”

      Malashock had been slowly edging closer to her abandoned gun, but Nyquist spotted her and made a warning noise. Folkenflik echoed this noise, a growl snagging in the back of his throat.

      “Gunther,” I said slowly, holding up a piece of turkey jerky to entice him and keep his attention on me. “Listen to me. We’re going to let the nice lady take the Bad Ideas Bat outside and arrest him for stealing gems from the boggles.” That’s gotta be a crime, right? “Then you and I need to have a chat. Can you shift? Can we talk?”

      Gunther sat on his haunches and blinked at me, his gaze glimmering with lycanthropy. One shaggy, torn ear flicked. I wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but jerked my head at Nyquist.

      “All right, Mickey,” I said, wary of the shadows shifting now in the mud wall and the unsteady light cast by Malashock’s Maglite. “Nice and easy, now. Drop the bag. Drop the gun. Go slowly to Malashock and let her take you out. You’re under arrest, but you’re alive. That’s the best offer on the table at the moment.”

      Nyquist stared at the werefox, then down at his gem bag miserably. “I didn’t bite anyone,” he spat. “Not a single person! And I didn’t hurt the boggles.”

      “Happy to hear it,” I said.

      “I’m… ” he wilted in resignation, “I’m a fruit bat.”

      “What you are is werefox enrichment if you don't start taking my advice. Go with Liv.” We both shot Folkenflik another wary glance, and when he twitched and began to drool, I heaved a big sigh. Taking two cautious steps forward, I put myself bodily between the werefox and Nyquist, dropping the turkey jerky near Folkenflik's muzzle and forelegs. What the hell; he can’t infect me twice, right? “I’ll keep this fuzzy butt-biter company. And, fur-face, that was cheeky sass, and not an invitation to munch my haunch.”

      Nyquist’s grip tightened on his gun.

      I sighed. “Listen, fruit bat, you’re still having Bad Ideas, capital-B, capital-I. I can see them in your beady little eyes. If you shoot in this small space, that’s going to hurt your ears even more than it’ll hurt ours, and then Gunther, who, I will remind you, is not a vegetarian, is gonna flip his shit.”

      Nyquist dropped the gun and the gem bag in a sad, sloppy slump, and the last indignant stubbornness went out of him as he shuffled to Malashock’s side. She picked both guns up and then hesitated, giving the werefox an uncertain look. “You going to be okay?” she asked me.

      I threw her some turkey jerky to distract the Big-Ass Boggle if it was still between us and the cave mouth. “Leave me his gun, just in case. And some zip ties. Don’t worry about this foxy fella, he and I go way back.” I drifted off as the Blue Sense hit me with Folkenflik’s worry. Trouble, Lassie? Someone down a well?

      “Go,” I told Malashock. “Just move slowly.” I slid closer to Gunther, and he lowered his nose to my shoes for a sniff. I held my bare hand down for him to check out. He gave me another sniff, then ate the turkey jerky off the floor. “Are you in there, Gunther? Remember me? In Egypt? The Bitter Pass? Yeah, I’m not holding a grudge, here. How about you? We good?”

      I really wanted him to look at me when I said his name, or give me some indication that he was sane enough to help. He just sat there, trembling and drooling, his torn ear flicking.  He looked a bit worse for wear, dust-streaked, greasy around the muzzle, his skin hanging like he’d lost an alarming amount of weight too quickly for his flesh to keep up.

      “Where’s Sayomi, Gunther?” I asked.

      He head-butted my knee and yipped.

      “You said it, buddy,” I agreed. “I am assuming you’re here because your lady friend is, too. Does she still want my soul sucked out after she kung-fus the crap out of me?”

      The mud wall shimmered next to us and something black pressed against it, reminding me of the many times Asmodeus had shoved his three heads out of my bathroom mirror to sass me while I was naked. Without a hint of preamble, Gunther bolted down the fork to the right, splashing through puddles, spraying his grubby white fur with more mud. I hollered and took off after him, because I am still, beneath all the bad-assery, a doofus.

      He passed doors upon doors and a moldy shelf covered by brown bottles dusted by years of grit. My light hit limp cobwebs, fresher webs, and, beneath both, beetle husks. Carrion beetles, their hard carapaces carpeting my path, crackled under my step. There were revenants at rest nearby. I had the right tunnel this time. Either that, or I was in the very worst tunnel I’d ever been in.

      I paused for a moment, considering waiting until morning, but Wesley’s text came back to me — Rotten Roy was missing; Zorovar too. Ghazaros was seeking sanctuary at North House, having apparently relinquished Glen Strickland to our care and protection as part of the deal. Presumably, if any of it was a lie, if Strickland was a Trojan Horse-style offering to get the bad guys invited in the door, Wesley’s telepathy would have shown him the secrets of their deception. I hoped.

      “Dark back there,” I said companionably to the werefox. “Bet you can see just fine. Bet I could, too, if I shifted, right?”

      There was a cost to that, though, as both the creepy Doctor Delacovias and Finnegan Folkenflik had warned me — the more often you let the virus change you, the less capable you are of denying its sway. That’s why the older lycanthropes tended to travel as the motorcycle club — they needed Finnegan’s assistance and the rest of the skulk's support during the full moon to remain fully human, or at least human-ish.

      Gunther darted into the distant shadows, and I had a moment alone in the dark to doubt my plan. “If Sayomi is here,” I said to myself, hoping Gunther would circle back to escort me, “then Aston may be here. And… is Aston here, Gunther? Are you still here?”

      I promised Batten I would gather info, so I got to gathering. Moving deeper into the tunnel, where cell reception probably sucked, was almost certainly a bad idea. I heard scrambling paws on wood from further ahead. Sure, Marnie, follow a bitey lycanthrope deeper into a cave to find a hella-old revenant who hates you and your House, just so you can fail to tell your dead ex-lover that he’s here when your cell phone gets no bars. Brilliant plan.

      “What fucktrumpet decided this was a good idea?” I asked aloud, knowing full well that fucktrumpet was me. “Dark Lady, I need an espresso,” I said on a sigh, looking around as if a café was going to appear down one of the tunnels.

      “Gunther?” Scratching noises continued, not too far down the darkest branch. The cobweb nearest me swayed in an imperceptible breath of wind, and since the cave was well away from any outside breezes, that probably wasn't a good sign.

      Disturbed and feeling exposed and vulnerable, I dug out my phone and checked reception — one bar. Maybe I should wait until I had something definite to report before summoning Batten close to whatever this was? I didn’t want to expose him to danger for nothing. I looked down at his fake name and the number of his burner phone. I had given him a candle for an avatar, a tiny light in the darkness, though it was an image of irony — when had Kill-Notch ever left a light on in his heart for me?

      Well, I will fight the darkness, with or without him, I vowed. Goodbye Norma-Jean my damp, denim-clad ass.
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      Keeping my phone in hand, I ventured further after Gunther, and as the scratching got louder, I could see him as a pale, bounding flash of barely-lighter grey in the darkness.

      The wood of the door bore numerous, deep scratches; he’d clearly been trying to get in for quite some time. Here, a void bloomed for the first time, cold and dark and empty of sanity. My heart hammered hard in reply, and I felt a wash of nausea and dread. I took another look at Gunther’s dirty muzzle and hanging flesh. Maybe he had been at it for days, weeks, worrying at the door. Why hadn’t he shifted back into human form? Was something stopping him? Had he forgotten how? Sadness swept through me. I wondered what Gunther had been like before, and why Finnegan, his own brother, who'd offered me help and support, hadn't been able to keep Gunther, well, Gunther.

      He scratched again and leapt on the door. I tried the handle. It rattled, but the top was sticking and the door didn't budge. I aimed the flashlight upwards and saw a bolt, locking something in. The bolt itself had a cross stamped in it, and looked to be made of silver so revenants who dared touch it would get burned. Looking more closely at the door, I found more crosses, hundreds of them — crosses stamped into the doorknob and hinges, and carved into the wood where Gunter's efforts hadn't obliterated them.

      “Oh, buddy,” I said to Gunther, fishing under the cuff of my jeans to draw a stake from the ankle sheath there. “I am so gonna regret this.” I reached up, mindful of cobwebs and anything that moved, unbolted the door, and then stopped to listen to whatever was within.

      Something stirred, the quiet crunch of dry dirt grinding under somebody’s weight unmistakable.

      I placed my warm, tingling palm on the door. Hunger. More than just hunger, the sensation bordered on crazed, desperate ravening. Someone had been stashed in this room without sustenance for I had no idea how long. The Lord of Exile, I guessed, but that didn’t explain Gunther’s presence or anxiety.

      I closed my eyes and focused past the scent of the dirty werefox and the mud and the foul, stale air. “How does my life suck this much, that I’m hoping it’s just one corpse behind this door?”

      The breath-stealing blast of psychometric input was sudden and fierce, and now I smelled it — dry bones and burnt molasses, but faint. Hungry. So cold and hungry.

      The ache was jarring. I’d Felt it once before, in Ruby Valli’s cellar, trapped with Gregori Nazaire, her own companion gone mad with hunger. My heart hammered sympathetically and my metaphysical protectiveness surged. One revenant, old and starving. Made vulnerable by it. Vulnerable and dangerous.

      Lich.

      I took my hand away and looked down at Gunther, who had gone quiet, looking up at me expectantly with those very human eyes. Fuck. The identity of the revenant within occurred to me slowly and terribly. Fuckanut. There was only one person it could be, really.

      “Fuck a whole bucket of nuts,” I told Gunther, but I couldn’t just walk away. I had to know what to tell Batten. If I put myself in danger here and left without checking to see who this was, he’d call me careless and, worse than that, he’d be right.

      I checked my cell reception. Still one bar, thank the Dark Lady.

      I texted Malashock, Nyquist cuffed?  Wait for hottie from casino, show him cave entrance then process Nyquist. Promise?

      She texted back, You know I can’t promise.

      I made a face at Gunther and thought he understood my pain. “Why can’t people let me do my job?” He yipped. “Right. Let’s do this.” When he whined, I agreed with a nod. “This is going to be such a pain in the ass.”

      I dialed Batten’s burner. I heard him pick up but he said nothing. “Listen up, you self-impressed dillhole,” I said to the star of my unfortunate Marnie After Dark fantasies. “If you get butthurt at me for what I’m about to say, I’ll shoot you in that fine ass twice as much as I did the last time, capisce?”

      “Trouble at the spa, Snickerdoodle?” He chuckled, a gruff soothing sound, and I closed my eyes and let it wash through me.

      I huffed to blow cobwebs away from my temple, ducked, and swatted at them uselessly. “Worse. Much, much worse. Like… Marnie-worse.”

      “Afraid to ask.”

      “I need you to grab your kit and come to Jones Beach — ”

      “No.”

      “To overpower a vampire hunter and slap her in her own cuffs — ”

      “No.”

      “Double-check that the werebat is securely in custody — ”

      “The what?”

      “Come into a boggle-, spider-, and beetle-infested cave — ”

      “No!”

      “And find me.” I listened to the unhappy silence on the other end of the phone, looked down at the company I was keeping, and added, “I’m with Gunther Folkenflik.”

      He drew the silence out another long beat. “The werefox.”

      “Uh.” I looked down at the lycanthrope. He blinked.  I scuffed the toe of my Keds in the dirt. “Yeah. Pretty sure Jim-Jam Slurper is in here, too. And, uh, other bad things. So many other bad things.”

      I could barely make out the swear words under his snarling, but the ones I heard were both inventive and savage. I was impressed. “I told you to let me deal with it.”

      “And I told you to disappear up your own ass. Guess we’re both disobedient.”

      “Get the fuck out of there,” he ordered.

      “I’m info-gathering as promised.”

      “Now.”

      I rested my hand on the door. “Be nice to me, jeez, I’m about the get murdered. Do you really want ‘now’ to be the last thing you say to me? After everything I’ve done for you? That’s cold, Kill-Notch.”

      “If I say I’ll be there, will you swear not to do anything dangerous?”

      “Of course not!” I hissed angrily into the phone. “Haven’t you met me?”

      “On my way. Don’t move.”

      “How fast can you get here? Where are you?”

      The Blue Sense reported his frustration. “Just stay where you are and don’t die.”

      “There, was that so hard? Hurry up. There are bolt cutters by the gate, bring them in. And bring me a fucking coffee. Dark roast double-double. And a doughnut, you cheapskate. Maple dip!”

      “You’re a maple dip!” he bellowed, hanging up.

      Constable Schenk had made the same astute observation. Maybe their unflattering, doughnut-focused stereotypes were warranted — I think I’m pretty sweet.

      I put my phone away, promising Gunther, “Okay, okay, let’s see what we can do here.” I cracked the door half an inch and braced myself, readying my stake once more.

      Gunther yipped hopefully, pawing and nosing at the door. When nothing lunged out of the dark at me, I swung it open all the way, wincing at the squeal of the hinges as they echoed down the tunnel. I waited, my focus sharpened. A high, limp, whistling sound escaped a pair of very human lungs, and I knew without seeing her that Sayomi was within.

      I'm never going to be on anyone's list as the kindest, most forgiving person in the world. Probably, I’m a bit shittier than your average gal. Definitely, I’m small and bitter. Still, I take no pride in admitting that my flashlight casting Aston Sarokhanian into sharp relief, chained to the wall, his nasty, high-iron bitch DaySitter Sayomi near dead at his feet, shackled to his ankle by her wrist, was a teensy bit satisfying. It's petty, it's cruel, and it's vengeful, but after all she’d done to me, goddamn it, it still felt good until my conscience kicked in.

      Gunther’s desperate forward lunge startled me into a reality check. He sniffed all around Sayomi, nudging at her shoulder with his muzzle. I bent to check her restraints, but her chains were locked tight.

      When she stirred and rolled her head to squint up at me, she looked about as happy to see me as I expected –  like the Grim Reaper had come to collect her and she was, at long last, resigned to go.

      “How…?” she rasped.

      “Gunther led me here.”

      “And you came?” She drew a labored breath as her eyes rolled behind nearly-closed lids, her weak hand trying to rise against her shackles.

      “I know, right? After you blocked me on Facebook? Guess I can’t take a hint,” I agreed. “Take it easy, don’t move too much.”

      “I can’t… can you save Aston?”

      Gunther nuzzled at the side of her face, and I very much didn't. “I am a dual-Talented forensic psychometrist with secondary clairempathy. I held a very prestigious job working for Gold-Drake & Cross and the FBI’s Preternatural Crimes Unit. I have a PhD in preternatural biology, and am very well versed in the dark arts. And,” I paused, waiting for her eyes to meet mine, “I've got a fanny pack chock-full of turkey jerky.”

      “Is that a no?” she wheezed.

      “I am not the Breaker of Chains. You’re thinking of that hot dragon chick from Game of Thrones.” I put my gloves back on and ran my hands over her head, neck, and shoulders, checking for signs of injury. I gave her a quick pat-down just in case, but figured if she’d ever had weapons, they’d been taken away, or she wouldn’t be here. “Life sucks, shit happens, we do what we can. Hold on, though. Help is coming.”

      “Is that why you came?” She paused to cough, dry and hacking, followed by more wheezing that sparked a worry in me that she might have a respiratory infection. Cave air loaded with mildew, fungus, and mold spores, could have easily infected her if she'd been here as long as I suspected. Hopefully, it was just that, and not one of the crypt plagues from beetles or spiders. “To help us?”

      “Technically, no,” I admitted. “I'm snooping. Answers, Sayomi. It’s time. Look at him. Look at your companion. He can’t hurt anyone now. What harm could it do to tell me the truth?” I slipped my glove back off to check her forehead temperature with my wrist, and found it clammy and hot.

      “I know about the Lord of Exile, Sayomi. I know Aston isn’t the eldest Sarokhanian. Tell me why Aston is pretending. Tell me why Aston is chained in this room. Tell me who did this.”

      “And then what?” she demanded, her fervor causing her to cough hard enough to coil up, her spine curling inward. Then she shot me an accusing, suspicious glare. “You can’t protect us. We’re paying the price. Trespass at your own risk.”

      Trespass. Someone else had warned me not to trespass. “Who's Pascal?”

      A sound from the wall, grating and raspy. I flashed my light at Ashton again. His face was a rictus of pain, and his terrified, unseeing eyes rolled in their sockets. He’d been spending every ounce of his remaining power trying not to drain his DaySitter to the point of death, but it was close now, anyways. She stank of it, sour and desperate.

      My heart lurched — everything about this was wrong. I knew without a doubt that Aston had never left Niagara, as Ghazaros had claimed. Aston had only been walled in, his essence hidden and sapped. I was so close to the truth that my guts were quivering nonstop. Aston had left Vlastimirova, come home to Niagara, and gotten bamboozled and chained up; tarved the whole time. If he was powerful enough to manifest a phantasm, he would have been less emaciated. Instead, he survived on what he could scrounge from his starving DaySitter. The cords in his neck stood out like wires, and his skin was papery on his high cheekbones.

      When I reached for Sayomi again, she jackknifed back, using her last energy to scramble away from me, making soft wounded-animal noises. I replied with even softer noises, soothing sounds to reassure her.

      “You want him dead,” she gurgled. “They’ll stake him. They’ll end him.”

      “You’re in luck, Sayomi. I’ve sent for the one person on this planet who can’t afford to have Aston die yet.” I smiled uncertainly. “Though he’ll be sorely tempted.”

      “Just kill me,” she spat. “I don’t want to live without Aston. Kill me.”

      “You say that like I commit murder willy-nilly. I'd be insulted if it weren't kinda true.” I unzipped my fanny pack and pulled out the jerky, and tore off a corner. “Here, go slow. Don’t wolf it down.”

      Gunther snorted and snuffled, and I snapped off a hunk of jerky for him, too. “Don't fox it down, either, you mangy stole.”

      And then I felt Kill-Notch’s metaphysical ping through the house Bond, pinpointing his location. No wonder I was dropping the V-bomb left and right. Batten was already close. Too close for it to be a coincidence. On the phone, when I’d asked how close he was, how long it would take him, he hadn’t answered.

      Because he was already here. He already knew which tunnel the Lord of Exile was in. How was that possible? My mouth went dry. My eyes fluttered shut and my gloved hands balled into fists.

      Batten was working with Malashock.
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      Batten told me Malashock would stake him. I shook my head, even though my enemies were the only ones there to see it, and they weren’t likely to sympathize. That’s the wrong path I’m being led down. Wes was right, I was being lied to by more than one person — Nyquist, Malashock, and Batten. Fucking Batten. He’d told me not to discuss him with Malashock, because it was putting him and Harry and Wes at risk. That had been a lie. Batten had lied to me. Again.

      Kill-Notch didn’t want me discussing him with Malashock because he knew the Blue Sense might let me cut through her lies, see their secret alliance. The vampire hunters were working as a team behind my back. When Malashock dropped me at Kimberly’s, she must have known I was there to see Batten. How had Wes not picked any of this out of Malashock’s head when she showed up at North House?

      The cross she wore. It had worked to ward off his Talent. I thought he’d been shying away from temptation, but Wes was still new dead, and while the cross had made Harry smirk, perhaps Wesley had been successfully repelled.

      My heart squeezed hotly, half rage and half hurt. I closed my eyes and hung my head. The hunters would work together to take out the whole of House Sarokhanian, exactly what he’d always wanted. This was Mark Kill-Notch Batten’s end game, the boss fight. What had the deal been between them? Get Batten’s answers about Colonel Jack and then team up to stake the immortals? And where did I stand in all this? Once again, I’d helped lead him to his prey like the sucker I am, and once again, I would get tossed to the side when I was no longer needed.

      Together, the Stake Squad would make me break my promises. They would destroy dozens of entirely uninvolved revenants as collateral damage. Ludovic had tried to warn me. Don’t trust the cooks. Plural. Harry had always called Batten a “cold cook” and I'd never bothered to ask what was supposed to be getting cooked. Or who.

      My anger spiked. How long had Batten been going behind my back, whispering in Malashock’s ear? How long had she been giving me misleading advice about my man troubles, knowing it would all be over soon? The worst part was, neither of them were doing anything illegal, and in order to stop them, I’d have to kick both their asses.

      Hopefully, not at the same time. I swallowed hard at that thought. Batten was immortal, and squaring off with him was a ridiculously bad idea, but Malashock, I could take… No, actually, that was also absurd. Unless I ambushed her with a perfectly-placed kick and broke her kneecap, there wasn’t much I could do to stop her, either. Busting up a federal law enforcement officer was not a smart plan.

      “Are you really thinking about standing between two armed vampire hunters and at least one underfed undead guy?” I whispered angrily at myself, tasting the bitter frustration on the back of my tongue.

      I crammed my eyelids tighter and pictured the two of them meeting outside the mouth of the cave, plotting against me, trading hand signals, sharing their secrets like a couple of assholes, two bad-asses in dark leather with heavy weaponry. And what did I have? A gun, which I couldn’t very well use against Liv unless I wanted to wind up in prison. I supposed I could shoot Batten again. “Nothing would make me happier,” I admitted aloud, and Sayomi made a questioning little noise that I ignored.

      I flashed back to one of Sheriff Hood’s lessons, when he ran me out to the woods on the other side of Shaw’s Fist Lake and then pop-quizzed my self-defense reactions. (“What you got?” he’d challenged, dismissing my witchcraft, chiding my choices, and then failing to catch me.) I had borrowed speed from the Morrigan, swapping life essence for raw power, boosting my speed and agility.

      My eyes slid sideways to the lich on the wall. “Swapping life essence for raw power... or war power.” Aston was now quite insane, and there was a definite predictability to his future behavior — if released, he would feed. That would be his instinct. He would have zero control, even if I tried to reason with him. And since his DaySitter was too weakened, and Gunther was small, furry, and unappealing, I would look like a nice, juicy, number-one option.

      Divide and conquer, I thought. I had to get rid of Malashock, split them up. I gave Sayomi’s shoulder a reassuring pat and scratched behind Gunther’s ear before standing and moving to the door to listen. Scratching and mud sounds, clicking noises, probably the shell-coated boggle hunting goblins. I moved a little closer to the door and felt Gunther’s nose bump the back of my leg. Looking down, I found his very human eyes staring up at me.

      “Wanna give me a hand, pal?” I whispered, looking over my shoulder at Aston. “I need Batten in here with the bolt cutters, but I need his back-up chased off. Can you do that? Do you know what I’m saying?”

      He clearly didn’t. Sniffing my shoes some more, he abandoned my side and went back to Sayomi.

      “Maybe I’m wrong,” I told them softly. “Maybe I’m paranoid. Maybe he’s not betraying me again. Dear Dark Lady, please let me be wrong. Please don’t let Jerkface be a…. jerk. Blerg.”

      I went back to the dying DaySitter and was cradling Sayomi’s head in my lap while she ate bits of jerky when I finally heard soft footsteps. I opened the House Bond fully, sent strands of hopeful energy zipping through it, found Batten’s familiar signature — he didn’t Feel shady as fuck, and that gave me a little hope. When he crept close to the room, I only heard one set of boots in the dirt.

      The ache in my heart broke in a hot rush of shame and guilt and relief. His confused face slid around the corner, alert and wary. He had the bolt cutters, and he was alone. I’d never been so happy to be wrong in my life.

      Batten stood for a long time staring at the room, looking stunned. His dark gaze went to Aston, and began to glisten with a cold, dead light. For a moment, I thought he was going to use the opportunity to strike at Aston — the tension in his shoulders ratcheted up, his jaw clenched, and his eyes flashed an eerie greenish-blue like Remy’s.

      Before he could act, I held up a hand. “Slow your roll, Jerkface. Can’t get answers from dust, remember?” I glanced at Sayomi. “Do you know what happened to Colonel Jack Batten?”

      She looked from Batten — obviously astonished that Kill-Notch was still above ground — to me, clearly desperate for the best outcome for her and her revenant. At least one person had believed Batten’s faked death, and she was uncertain about how to proceed. Whether or not she should tell the truth, and which would be the end of her, or the way to salvation.

      “It doesn’t matter what you say next, I’m still going to get you out of here and to a hospital.” I motioned to Batten with the bolt cutters, and he reluctantly bent to work on her cuffs.

      “I don’t see a cup of coffee or a Maple Dip, Kill-Notch,” I muttered at him. “I'm leaving you zero stars in my take-out app.” I rethought that, since he hadn’t betrayed me with little miss hot pants to work against me. “Okay, one star: didn’t entirely disappoint.”

      The cuffs fell away from Sayomi’s wrist and she sank closer to me in relief, reaching for more jerky.

      “Feed him. Please,” Sayomi said at last. “My Master is the only one who knows the truth about Jack Batten.”

      “Who put you in here?” I asked. “Where is the Lord of Exile?”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t see. I don’t know anything.”

      The Blue Sense reported that she was telling me the truth, and she was so desperate for rescue that she would have spilled nuclear launch codes if she’d had them. I turned my face up to Batten. “Malashock still out there? White van, dark windows, werebat gem-smuggler in custody?”

      “No. I had to wait for her to leave. I wouldn’t have gotten past her without something happening,” he said. “She’s fired up and ready to stake anything.”

      The Blue Sense all but bellowed. Truth. Holy shitballs, he’s telling the truth. I willed myself not to get teary-eyed and resisted the urge to kiss him right on the lips. “She’s taking Nyquist in. I told her to. She told me no, but respected my wishes and did it. Wow. Okay. That’s fucking unexpected. Let’s go two-for-two, eh? You get Sayomi out of here. Call an ambulance, get her medical attention.”

      “I’m not leaving you in here. Especially not with – ”

      I cut him off. “I’ll start feeding Aston and get him semi-coherent, see if he’ll give us some answers in exchange.”

      Batten’s eyes bulged, and he reminded me, “Ghazaros Merzyan is responsible for his care.”

      “Ghazaros is hiding under Harry’s coattails.”

      “What about Borodian?”

      I considered the lich on the wall. “It’s possible that Zorovar and Rotten Roy are the ones responsible for Aston being chained and drained. Maybe even in cahoots.”

      “Why isn’t Aston feeding by phantasm?”

      “I don’t think he can,” I said, eyeing Sayomi. “I think we were right about him. There’s a lot of things Aston can’t do. Maybe he can't send out for jim-jams to slurp.”

      I gazed up at the lich again, and Aston’s eyes swept the ceiling madly. “You'll have to carry her out of here. I’ll keep Gunther with me, in case the boggles come sniffing around.”

      “You’re not feeding Aston Sarokhanian, here, alone. That’s not happening,” Batten said firmly, with no room for argument.

      I saw the sense in it. “All right. I’ll wait until you come back. Prop Sayomi in a safe spot and call an ambulance. If you see Malashock, do not bring her back in here, no matter what anyone says.” Before Batten could collect Sayomi into his arms, I touched her forehead again under the guise of checking her temperature once more. I let my bare palm rest flat against her clammy skin, and opened my mind to my psychometry, drawing the faintest vision from her — a vault door, propped open. A vault full of kegs marked with white writing.

      It didn’t make sense, not in a muddy old tunnel, but there it was. She knew of a vault, and the vault was top of mind right now. I pressed deeper into her vision to look at the rock surrounding the door. Shale. When I pulled back, I couldn’t see anything else, but got the impression of a blend of scents — beeswax, rum, sulfur, and smoke. Rotten Roy.

      Batten gathered her up and swept out of the room, and Folkenflik popped to his feet, vibrating with concern under my hand. I told him softly, “She’ll be okay. Stay with me, Gunther.”

      It was a long ten minutes of doubt and worry alone with the werefox and the maddened vampire. Revenant, I thought stubbornly, even though it was Aston, and until I saw him vulnerable like this, he’d been the big bad V-word of my nightmares. “Who did this to him, Gunther?” I asked, scratching behind his ear.

      One of this paws started scratching air as I found an itchy spot. I tried to ignore the tug of kinship I felt with him, and wondered whether I would get trapped in my furry form someday like him, and hoped Harry would scratch my ears for me. I made a mental note to have him practice when we got out of this. Maybe naked, in front of the wood-burning stove back at Shaw's Fist.

      Batten’s figure filled the small door frame again. “All right, Ms. Info-Gather, now what?”

      “Now, one of us feeds this fine fellow.” It was dark, but I could feel Batten glaring at me, and when I swung the flashlight to check, his angry eyes held a hard glint.

      “Or?”

      “Or we release him and hope he’s not crazed by hunger and tears both of our throats open in his zeal to feed.” I shrugged. “I mean, if you’re ready to rumble, we can try it, but I’d rather refill his tank while he’s safely chained up and manageable.”

      Batten shook his head. “He gets a taste of you, all hell will break loose. Remember Gregori?” His voice was accusing and tinged with jealousy, as if I’d known that rescuing Gregori would Bond the old revenant to me, and that I’d done it on purpose to enrage him and Harry.

      Batten shoved a thick finger in my face. “Not happening again. Besides, he's tasted me before.”

      I recalled vividly the gnarled knot of scar tissue high on Batten’s inner thigh, and the first time he’d shown it to me, and how vulnerable he’d been when he spoke of it. There was none of that vulnerability in his voice now, but I Felt it strongly through the Bond. I marveled at how good he was at keeping his hurt off his face. Years of training had forged him an excellent mask, but now, I was privy to his emotions in a way I never was before. I was still undecided on whether that was a good thing.

      Batten continued, sounding like he was trying to convince himself. “I carry the Queen’s nectar in my veins; it’ll be more potent, right? It has to be me.” His stunned expression said he couldn’t believe he was even considering voluntarily opening a vein to save the creature who had thwarted their vampire hunting and stolen his grandfather. He looked at me with disgust and frustration, then shook his head.

      “Okay, I feed him. Then what? Where do we take him? Someone threw his ass in here for a reason. If we set him free — ”

      “He’ll be safe at North House.”

      “If Harry tells Mr. Merritt to invite him in,” Batten pointed out, scowling. “Big if, there.”

      Harry would, though, once he knew what I knew. Aston was a victim. Had he ever had a hand in any of the smuggling operations in Niagara? Maybe. Had he been the one to trap the Lord of Exile, so that he could usurp the status of Crowned Prince of the Blood? Probably. And now, someone else had done the same to him. His ironic comeuppance would have been sort of funny, except for all the death and suffering.

      Before we could solve anything, we needed to find the Exile and get his phantasm out of the neighborhood to free the human victims. Aston could help us with that, assuming we could free him and bring him somewhere close to coherency.

      “Are you sure this is necessary?” Batten asked quietly, and my doubts flared anew until he rolled up the sleeve of his jacket, exposing his left wrist. He didn’t wait for me to answer. The House Bond told him how I Felt about it.

      It was rare that one revenant fed on another, but not unheard of. It was just... complicated. Not the mechanics, the aftermath. I wasn’t entirely sure that Batten feeding Aston a second time, this time as a revenant and in the spirit of saving his immortal life, wouldn’t form a fledgling, metaphysical bond between them. Leaving Aston here to rot was bad. Releasing him without feeding him first was worse.

      “Hold on,” I demanded, stepping between them. I could hear the lich writhe behind me, struggling to reach someone, anyone, in his desperation. “Show me your ankles, waist, wrists, whatever holsters you're packing.”

      “I’m unarmed.”

      “Riiiiight,” I said, wiggling my fingers at him. “Not a stake, not a gun? Nothing?”

      “Un. Armed,” he insisted.

      “Then you won’t mind me patting you down before you approach the dude who gave you the world's gnarliest hickey.” I put my hand on his chest to stop him. “I still have the phantasm case to wrap up. It’s not all about you.”

      Kill-Notch flinched, lifted the hem of his jacket, and turned so I could see that there wasn’t a stake sheath on his belt. He then stood there while I patted down legs and arms and torso with swift, sure, and – astonishing for both of us – chaste hands. I don’t know why I was surprised; he was, after all, a walking, talking weapon now, so I supposed stakes were superfluous unless dusting another revenant was called for. Is it? Does he still think so, and is he able to hide that, even through the House Bond, my traitorous, suspicious mind suggested.

      “So,” I told him conversationally as he moved around me and approached Aston, “we’re back in a tunnel again. Why do we always seem to end up in tunnels together? Kinda Freudian, isn’t it?”

      “Are you talking about your doom chasm?”

      “Yes,” I said seriously. “I’m hoping my mentioning pussy might distract you from the fact that we’re probably-maybe definitely-for-sure going to die this time.”

      “Wow.” He shook his head, staring up at Aston’s sunken, hideous near-cadaver. “Distract harder.”

      “Okay.” I looked up at him adoringly, thinking only the dorkiest, cutest cheerleader thoughts in case he caught them flitting through my brain. “No matter what we run into, no matter what we discover, no matter what explodes from the mud or the rock or the vault, you’ve got this. You can do anything. You’re amazing. At everything. You’re the best, Mark Batten.”

      He was still considering the folly of lifting his wrist closer to Aston when he did a double-take at me. “Wait, what vault?”

      “The one at the end of this fucking tunnel,” I said, exasperated. “The vault I was hoping I could miraculously avoid because you’d quickly devise some magic Plan E for Escape that meant we didn’t have to, what with you being the best and all.”

      “The best,” he repeated as if trying to convince himself. “Right.”

      “But now I see the folly of bringing it up,” I said, “because after we fix Aston’s little red wagon, you’re going to make us go in there.”

      “Obviously.”

      I aimed my flashlight at him as he lifted his wrist to Aston Sarokhanian’s mouth, and he snapped, “I’d rather do this in the dark, thanks.”

      “I mean, sure,” I said, shifting the light out into the hall. “You can see in the dark anyway, I don’t get the big… oh, you don‘t want me to watch. Privacy. Gotcha.”

      Batten opened his mouth to retort and was cut off by a loud, sonorous clang, followed by a splortch and the wet clumping of multiple feet and frantic scraping. It sounded like something big, moving fast, chasing something that very much did not want to be caught. I glanced down at Gunther and saw him quivering and alert, his hackles raised.

      “You should maybe hurry,” I suggested, just before Aston sunk his fangs into Batten’s wrist.
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      Kill-Notch grunted and squared his shoulders, forcing himself to take it. For the first two seconds, this wasn’t too hard. Then the lich flared greedily, and Batten’s sounds of effort became a broken howl of agony.

      A starving revenant is not a tidy eater, and the sound of Batten’s flesh tearing and Aston’s noisy slurping was far more repulsive in the dark than I’d mentally prepared myself for. I tried not to grimace much, but my shoulders crept up around my ears protectively. Through the House Bond, I Felt him struggle with pain and disgust, and I understood the warring emotions sluicing through him — this was an enemy, one he wanted dead, and we were rescuing him from starvation and madness.

      I began to question, not for the first time, our life choices. Feeling around the floor, I picked up the bolt cutters, and I waited with my back politely turned. I tried to ignore Batten's hissing around newly elongated fangs, followed by several long puffs that sounded like entirely pointless Lamaze breathing. When he stopped panting, stumbled back and said my name, I turned and approached the withered thing chained up on the wall.

      Aston’s pale eyelids were closed and his mouth a mess of smeared, inky, light blue gore. But when that mouth opened, a sound came out of it, a long, pleased gurgle, and then his eyes found me, filled with relief, confusion, and a terrified type of gratitude, like he was afraid I had saved him just to stake him.

      I had a lot of things I could unload on him, but none of it felt right. Instead, I fell back on etiquette. “Death Rejoices, glorious elder,” I said, showing him the bolt cutters. “Marnie Baranuik of House Dreppenstedt. Nice to see ya. You remember Mark Batten? Boy, when you imagined being rescued, bet you didn’t think it would be us, eh?”

      If he’d known Batten had faked his death, it didn’t show. Aston’s eyelids slid shut again and he hung his head; I wondered if he was trying very hard to block out my existence, as if he could deny what was happening and with whom. Apparently accepting his fate, he opened his eyes to face me again.

      I nodded. “I know, this isn’t cool. I’d rather be at home watching reruns and drinking butterscotch schnapps in my tea. The good news is, I’m not here to stake you. And I won’t let the vampire hunter stake you either, as long as you behave yourself and be a good little dead man. Just one question, and I’ll release you.”

      “Question,” Aston rasped.

      “Well, yeah,” I said, the duh heavily implied. “We didn’t just help you out of the goodness of our hearts. People don’t have that.” I looked to Batten to confirm my judgment against the general kindness of humanity; though he’d pulled on his cop face, revealing little, I thought Kill-Notch agreed with me.

      Aston asked, “Sayomi — ”

      “Will be fine,” I assured him, knowing he could taste the truth in my words. “We’ve fed her, set her outside, and called an ambulance. Help is coming.”

      Aston’s head rolled to the side against the wall and he let out a shaky sob of relief. Gunther whimpered and wriggled his foxy butt, twining his tail around the revenant’s scrawny ankles. I hadn’t expected to be comforting my weeping enemy, but here we were.

      “Hey, we’ve got her,” I assured him softly, and the muscles in his face twitched as if in pain. “And we’ve got you, too. I mean, I should clobber both of you for your past sass. Sayomi shot at me, and Gunther peed on my Keds.”

      Kicking someone when they were down had never been my style before, and it felt wrong now. Still… “You could have told us the truth years ago, Aston, but you had an agenda. Don’t act like that didn’t happen. We’re not friends. Your punishment is coming, but I won’t be the one meting out justice. I also won’t be riding to your rescue a second time. But here I am, right now, making sure you’re released and fed. I must be out of my mind. No doubt, Harry will call me crazy in six or seven languages.”

      Aston let out a gurgle. As his power surged back to life, raging with the strength offered by the nectar of the queen’s own Younger, I could see the color return to his flesh, and the fire to his eyes. I softened my voice even further, cautious of his preternaturally acute senses and how recuperating from lich form often violated their nerves.

      “Sir…” I felt a low bubble of ripening frustration and stamped it down — it wasn’t Aston’s fault that I was being sidelined over and over lately, and I wouldn’t take it out on him just because he was handy, even though no one in the world would blame me for it.  “I’m here to facilitate a peaceful resolution. I’m suggesting that we settle this mess together.” I chuckled, shooting a thumb behind me at Batten. “Not about to try and save the day alone. Got this undead bozo for back-up, though between you and me, he thinks I’m here to back him up.”

      “You should not speak slightingly of the First Blood of the Queen, DaySitter,” Aston advised weakly.

      “First Blood of the — are you shitting me? You’re giving this Jerkface a title? Oh, fuck that, fuck you, and fuck him,” I said with an explosive sigh. “This jackass ditched me and died intentionally for the sole purpose of living long enough to get answers out of you. What kind of a jackass passes on all this,” I used broad hand motions to indicate the whole me-ness of me, “to stalk you?”

      Batten backed away, exhausted from supplying the feed and still not entirely trusting. He’d wanted answers for so long that he was struggling in the face of actually getting them. Maybe it had happened too fast — he'd given up his mortality for a long-haul chase. But the fact was, the only one who knew what happened to Colonel Jack during that fateful invasion was at our mercy, and he was ready to talk. And he owed us, big-time.

      “Prince Sarokhanian,” I said, reluctantly giving him one last taste of his stolen title, “we know two things. We know that you’re not old enough to cast a phantasm. If you were, you wouldn't be this weak.”

      As if to demonstrate my point, Aston whimpered and swung his gaze back at Batten’s opened vein. Kill-Notch tugged his chain-mail glove gingerly back into place.

      “And we know you’re not the eldest Sarokhanian. You’re not the Crowned Prince of the Blood. I don’t need Maury Povich down here to announce that you’re not the father, do I? House Sarokhanian is led by an ancient immortal. He’s not dead, or you’d all be dust. He’s down here, isn’t he? Feeding in phantasm form. He’s trapped in a vault, and you’re the one who trapped him.”

      Aston’s eyes slunk sideways at the hall, eastward.

      Well, now we know where the vault is. Thank you for having a truly shitty poker face, I thought.

      “You’re not the Soul Caller, are you? You can’t leech souls from one body to another, but you pretend you can to keep everyone in line. To keep the hunters away. Because before Jack Batten attacked your lair, there were others, weren’t there? So many other hunters looking to make their name by getting rid of you. You must have been a spectacular asshole.”

      His head fell, but he remained silent.

      “What happened to Colonel Batten, Aston?”

      By now, I thought I knew the answer. Deep down, Batten knew the answer, too, though I knew he’d have to hear it from the horse’s mouth to be certain.

      “I knew you weren’t dead,” Aston told Kill-Notch, and his eyes flashed with power. “I Saw that much. I Saw you, Marnie, holding my DaySitter, limp in your arms, pale and emaciated. And you, Mark, with your face pale and your eyes shimmering, I knew in that vision that they would turn you. I knew, the first time I tasted you, young and thrashing beneath my lips. I knew before I saw you again, grown to an angry man, before the UnHallowed Throne. I always knew you’d be one of my kind.”

      So there it was. Batten hadn’t fooled anyone. We stayed silent, hoping Aston wasn’t done talking.

      Aston straightened, indignant. “I inherited my maker’s precognition. I inherited his taste for fine things. Alas, when the Master decided that House Sarokhanian would abide by the rules and laws of man, when the law came to Shipman’s Corners and Prohibition threatened him, it turned him into a coward.” Contempt radiated off him, even without the Blue Sense.  "I could no longer support him. Our House needed a strong leader, someone who would find ways around mortals’ petty laws and squeamish ways. Our Youngers deserved steady, powerful continuation in the face of so much change. And so, my maker became the Lord of Exile.”

      “You’re saying you did this all for the glory of your house,” I said wryly. “Usurp power as an unselfish act?”

      “Power needs to be used, not squandered in acquiescence to mortals and their laws. We used to be masters of our own space, not craven cowards, hoping to feed on scraps. Food does not make rules for me. I brought us back to respectability.”

      “That looks like it's going really fucking well right now. If I hadn't come along, Sayomi would die, and you'd die with her, and take all your Youngers with you. That's a hell of a way to make your house great again.”

      “I won’t pretend otherwise, DaySitter,” Aston said, deflating. “I have enjoyed the perks of my status and the luxuries offered by so much wealth. So much so that I ignored too many warning visions of the future. I trusted the wrong words, and heard only what I wanted to. And here we are, where I knew we would end up.”

      I waggled the bolt cutters at him. “Where is Colonel Batten?”

      “Do you know how close he came to killing me?” Aston said, gaining strength as Batten’s blood pumped through his newly fed veins. “To killing every immortal I had offered eternal life? He left me no choice in that moment.”

      Batten’s voice thickened with emotion. “You’re not capable of taking souls, are you? You’ve never had the power to keep souls on Earth.”

      Aston raised his head and looked at Batten for a long, long moment, neither of them blinking, breathing, or moving.

      “No.”

      The word didn't echo in the small, dank chamber, but hung in our ears with utter finality. Batten’s disappointment tore through the Dreppenstedt Bond and spilled into my heart, and I didn’t dare look at him in that moment. I did my part, instead. I closed my eyes and touched Aston Sarokhanian’s cheek with my bare palm.

      I expected him to flinch or lunge and latch onto my wrist with his fangs, but he did neither. He went still and let me Grope him, wasting no energy resisting by putting up psychic walls; he showed me openly the truth of that night. The sights and sounds of the invasion, the shouting, the screams of men cut short by tearing fangs, the copper stink of spilled blood. The death of the elder vampire hunter. The moment Aston had tasted young Batten’s blood. I Felt Batten’s mood spiraling downward, misery and futility and wasted time. Colonel Jack Batten had been dead, truly dead and gone, all along. His soul was never called, had never been kept, could not be salvaged or released.

      “In a petty moment,” Aston admitted, “I had his body cremated, and I kept the ashes for many years as my trophy, as I had done to others. I had a display case full of such urns. And why shouldn’t I? A murderer had violated my sanctuary without provocation, and I had won. It happened many times. I defended my home, and my bloodkin. You may see me as a monster, both of you, but to me, the hunter was the monster.”

      Batten wasn't going to accept that viewpoint anytime soon, but I hoped he could hold his tongue long enough for us to finish. I could practically hear Kill-Notch clenching and unclenching his jaw. Maybe he wanted to tear out Aston's throat and drink the nectar he'd just supplied from his own vein. I didn't want to think too far down that path, in case the idea hadn't already occurred to him.

      I used the bolt cutters to snip the silver chains holding Aston’s ankles, then moved to release his wrists. The flesh beneath his chains had been scarred badly by the contact, and the wounds were angry, wet, and shredded. When he was free, he swayed unsteadily on his feet, and I offered him my shoulder, stumbling as I braced his weight.

      He propped against me, casting me an uncertain look. “What happens now?” Aston asked, though he turned his attention to the angry hunter standing between us and the world, taking up the doorway.

      Before I could suggest a next move, Gunther let out a shrill alarm call. In the small room, it amplified painfully. I dropped the bolt cutters, readied my flashlight, and took out Malashock’s gun, aiming at the door. Scrambling noises filled the hall, jacking up my pulse. The revenant leaning heavily on my shoulder moaned in response, smelling my hot blood pumping wildly. Both he and Batten were at full-fang and ready to rip into throats.

      When the first boggle showed up behind Batten, it was snarling.
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      Gunther sprang forward, yipping furiously, and rushed the boggle until it backed off. Having bullied off the first, he retreated to my side, ready for more. When the next came, it did so from above, scuttling across the ceiling, showering us with torn cobwebs and grit. It chittered and showed green, needle-thin teeth; I pictured those teeth shredding through flesh and bone, and cringed. The boggle’s red, gem-coated flesh trembled with excitement, causing a ripple of clicks. It scrambled forward.

      Batten ducked. I whooped and aimed, reluctant to fire in close quarters. Aston clung to me like a drowning man on a tow line. Another little boggle rushed in, dodged around Batten’s legs and darted straight for my flashlight. Teeth flashed. I swung and missed. Gunther lunged at it, teeth nipping. It fled, howling and screeching into the hall. Another appeared, and another, slashing and biting as they came.

      Blind Shale Boggles, covered in dull rocks, were spilling into the room, the ones Nyquist had described in the diner about a million years ago. Batten dodged the claws of a dozen of them. Their coats clicked as they tumbled and lunged. I kicked out at one and it hissed at me around a forked tongue. Gunther darted back and forth, yapping and biting at boggles that pushed in from the mud walls and clung to his fur. I swung the flashlight like a cudgel and felt it impact something with a wet, meaty schlap.

      Goblins screeched out of the walls, filling the boil with excitement. Batten was shouting something I couldn’t make out, but I picked up the message clearly enough: we had to get out. Wrapping my arm around Aston’s frail form, I pulled him, wading through the surging multitude of mud-slicked creatures. Claws scratched and rocks clattered. I felt something latch onto my sleeve and flapped my arm, dislodging whatever it was before it could get its teeth into my arm, or worse. The jolt flung the gun out of my hand and it was lost beneath a dozen little grey feet.

      Aston shoved me, and in the confusion of grabbing hands, I lost hold of him. He fled into the tunnel, pressing into the throng of biting creatures. Bolting blindly out of the room, I fled the other way, finding a less crowded path.

      I grasped my fanny pack against my belly and ran, trying to unzip one-handed as I did so. Grabbing a wad of jerky from the last package, I yelled, “Come on, boggles! I’m the Oprah Winfrey of dried meat over here! You get some jerky, and you get some jerky, and you get some jerky!”

      I made it rain with dehydrated bird instead of twenties, and when the boil of boggles and goblins pounced on the offerings, I pelted into the clear end of the hallway in the direction of the shale and the vault, with Batten close behind. I slid around a corner, the mud slick underfoot, banging my shoulder against a shelf and sending it teetering over. Old clay pots shattered on the floor. When I over-corrected, I slammed my hip into a heavy timber post. I leapt over a fallen cask, and dodged a keg.

      Something grabbed me by the upper arm and I yelped, trying to pull away, but it was Batten’s cold hand, and when I saw where he was dragging me, I fell into step as fast as I could. When he took the flashlight out of my hand, I let him have it.

      He pulled me into the vault and hauled the door shut, dropping the flashlight with a clank. The door made an unholy squeal as it jammed shut under the pressure of Batten’s immortally-powerful yank. He howled in what sounded like either frustration or victory.

      It was neither. The sharp tang of burned sugar and seared meat assaulted my nose; the inside of the door had been booby-trapped against revenant shenanigans with silver.

      In the hallway outside, rioting creatures scrambled, thumped, and howled. Hopefully, they would give up, rather than tunnel through the walls to get us.

      “Shit,” Batten spat, kicking at the door in frustration. He paced in a tight circle, alternatively clutching and then shaking his burnt hands. “Shit, fuck, shit, shit.”

      “Seriously, that's the best you can do? I trained you how to swear better than that.” I checked the door with the flashlight to see what had hurt him, and found it festooned with dozens of silver chains strung up on nails, dangling like the world’s drunkest decorator had chaotically flung tinsel at it. On either side of the door, embedded in the mud walls, were massive silver crosses. I swallowed hard.

      There was a dull void in the room behind me, at rest but not quite empty, and my worries rose like yesterday's chili burps. The flashlight flickered and I whispered, “Don’t you dare die,” at it as I did a slow, exploratory spin. As it turned out, I was the only thing in the room that required light to see.

      The room was designed for keeping revenants in. Specifically, I noted, the silent occupants of two shadow-engulfed tombs at the far end of the space. There was a weird dripping noise, a gurgling sound, and a plink-plink-plink that sounded like a leaky sink. Kegs lined the back wall, stacked up behind the carved stone sarcophagi. I wondered if the kegs were old remnants of Rotten Roy’s rum running business, or if he still smuggled booze in addition to cheese and who knew what else. But that wasn’t quite right, either, and something nagged me about the kegs.

      Batten was checking out the door, listening, giving a tentative touch then jerking away. He had jammed the steel door shut, bending the edge of it until it crumpled and bent. For the moment at least, it was okay that we were stuck. Trapped, my brain reminded me. We're trapped between two very heavy dead guys and a bunch of riled-up flesh-eating critters.

      Contemplating an escape through a boggle-infested hallway, assuming we could break out before getting drained by the ancient undead, I found myself wishing I smelled as bad as Nyquist. Apparently, the boggles and goblins had ignored the bat-scented geologist. Maybe boggles would ignore fox-scented Marnie? Goblin claws and boggle fists were clattering and banging, scratching at the steel. I had a much clearer vision of how frightened Cordelia Abrams must have been when they tried to grab her. The sound of them squelching and thudding out there was well past unsettling and deep into fucking alarming. Even their feet — paws? — were making awful noises.

      I sank to the floor to catch my breath and clear my mind. I still had so many questions, but at least I’d busted the cheese smuggler and sticky-fingered Nyquist. I checked my cell phone — no bars, no service — but I did have a two-minute-old text waiting from Wes that said, Why are you freaking out? What do you need? Are you hurt?

      I looked down at my arm and found a gash, and couldn’t remember where it had come from. The shelf? An exposed nail? A boggle’s claws? With all the adrenaline pumping, I’d blocked out the pain, but now I was looking at the wound and felt it throb. I might need stitches and almost certainly tetanus shot if I got out of here alive. I hoped boggles and goblins couldn't carry rabies.

      “Well, choke my cherry,” I muttered.

      Batten swallowed audibly. When I glanced up, he was moving away from me, shaking his head. “Put pressure on that.”

      I searched my pockets, found an old, wadded-up tissue, and pressed it to the wound. I could probably fashion a makeshift bandage out of my fanny pack if I had to. He made a dry, rasping sound like a hiccup. “You okay, Kill-Notch?”

      “Cover it, please.” He choked back a wash of hunger that spilled through the House Bond. “What is that smell?”

      I got defensive, folding the tissue into a thicker square. The tissue stuck to the blood. “Shut up. I smell fine. Probably a helluva lot better than these two guys.”

      “Not you,” he growled. “Smells like honey, almost.”

      I lifted my sensitive DaySitter nose to the room. “Beeswax. Candles. Smoke.”

      I did another scan of the vault and immediately wished I hadn’t. Batten turned his gaze where I pointed.

      The two massive sarcophagi were covered in carved symbols, mostly crosses, but some other runes and characters that I didn’t recognize. There were names cut deeply into the lid of each. The closer one read Alvar Hervi; the one by the far wall only bore the word Sirekan.

      “I give you our phantasms. Never heard of those houses, though. Hervi and Sirekan? Wait... Sirekan. Sarokhanian.” I looked up at Batten, who was, to the surprise of absolutely no one, doing the clench-unclench thing with his jaw. I hoped he never did that with his fangs out; snapping a fang probably hurt like hell. “Sirekan. The Lord of Exile, House Sarokhanian’s original Crowned Prince of the Blood. The OG-PoB, you might say.”

      I looked at the nearer sarcophagus again. Alvar Hervi. Harvey. (“Name’s Roy Alvin Harvey, at your service.” That smile, so warm. “I’m everybody’s friend.”)

      “Son of a bitch,” I said. Rotten Roy’s maker, trapped with the Lord of Exile. The nerve, to rename himself after the elder he replaced. I still didn’t know what House Hervi's Talent was, but it seemed clear that Captain Harvey, as Harry called him, had grand ambitions of running it. And if he did, Ghazaros and Zorovar, the eldest active revenants in the region, must have had reasons to allow a loose cannon like Rotten Roy to mutiny, to run wild and unfettered, swinging around his undead balls like that. Could their motives be as simple as greed? Money from an old smuggler doing new tricks? Again, that nagging feeling. I was still missing something. (“You blew nectar all over my walls. Don’t suppose you know what a waste that is?”)

      I scrambled to my feet, following my suspicions to the backside of the sarcophagi, dreading what I might see, remembering Wesley’s anger at Harry for bottling his nectar for my selfish, game-playing family. I found exactly what I’d hoped not to: tubes strung through holes in the stone, holes surrounded by silver rings and crosses, and — looking oddly out of place but making too much sense in a place like this — several cans of bug spray and insect repellent. The tubes, full of the darkest indigo revenant nectar I’d ever seen, ran into filters and more tubes, and down through funnels, and finally into giant glass flasks.

      “Huh,” I said, examining the lab set up on the floor. “Erlenmeyer flasks. Interesting choice. I’m not sure I would have gone with them, unless you’re doing mixing…” I turned around and studied the kegs on the walls. One was labeled “spiked rum.” Spiked, not spiced. I checked a few more kegs but they were all spiked. Spiked with… I turned back to the sarcophagi. “Oh. Oh, no.”

      “Think that again, I’m missing some of it…” Batten said quietly, touching his temple.

      “I’ll do you one better,” I said. “This is how it goes. Step one: lull your maker into a false sense of security. Step two: trap said maker and take over the show. Step three: profit.”

      “Profit how?”

      “By taking over the family business. Smuggling. Aston did it, and Ghaz and Zoro thought it was tight, and copied that shit with help from their bestie, an old rum runner named Rotten Roy. They turned on Aston and let Roy run the back end. Only they didn’t count on Roy being a mixologist of sorts. Roy knew there was much better money to be made if he blended revenant nectar into his goods, and sold that to mortals on the black market.”

      “Vamp blood? It’s too fucking risky,” Batten insisted, his disgust clear in his dark eyes. “Too addictive.”

      “So’s heroin,” I said with a helpless shrug. “But there's ms-lipotropin instead of methadone to deal with the withdrawal. Ghaz knew that we would figure it out. Saw it coming. He’s a Sarokhanian precog. That’s why he surrendered, probably fled to hide with Harry, hoping for clemency. Zorovar is in the wind, so who the fuck knows where he is now.”

      Batten said, “Any of the revs involved with a phantasm injuring humans will be staked.”

      “Not clemency from human law, dork,” I said, and it was my turn to roll my eyes. “From the revenant court. Ghaz’s betrayal of his elders is a crime worthy of being sunk in the Arctic in a shipping container, or maybe worse; his only hope is that he gains some forgiveness by stepping forward to be part of the solution. Turning state's witness, or whatever fancy-ass phrase they use in the Bitter Pass.”

      “Ghazaros knew we'd end up here, exposing everything,” Batten said.

      “I mean, he probably didn’t expect us to end up here like this, all trapped and shit.” I looked around at the room. “If he knew anything about me, he should have, really.”

      Batten fell silent, and I was glad I couldn’t read his mind, though it would have been spiffy if he was still a psychic null for me; he Felt terrible. The chill in the room was heavier than just the ambient frigidity shed by a few immortals, but I chalked it up to the environment. By the time the boggles stopped banging against the vault door, my core temperature had fallen to the point where I was shivering non-stop. The dampness didn’t help. Pacing helped a little, so I tried to keep moving. I let the flashlight scan the walls and eventually the ceiling.

      What I found was a high crevice with hooks; from each dangled lantern of brass and colored glass. There was faint light coming from half of them, and no two lights were the same. Some were crystalline, like butter yellow snowflakes. Some rolled like liquid mercury in the bottom corner, and when I stepped to the left, the liquid rolled in my direction as if attracted to my presence. Some had fingers or feelers, and floated up against the glass containing them like dandelion fluff caught in a windy corner. Some were flat, others active, fluttering against their prison like moths at a lamp. It took me a long, disbelieving stare before I could fully comprehend what I was looking at.

      I tried to point them out to Batten, but my breath caught in the back of my throat, both in horror and in sadness. The Soul Caller’s trophies, not in bodies at all but in lanterns; his collection of victories hung with him in his enforced rest. Aston had imprisoned him, but was this evidence of Aston’s enduring respect for his maker’s legacy? As much as it sickened me, I could see it from that perspective. I hated that I could see it, I didn’t want to see it, but I had no choice. This collection of spirits kept Sirekan reassured that he was safe, kept him placated. Sirekan had lost his freedom, but he hadn't lost everything.

      When Batten caught up with the horror I was currently wading through, I Felt the unfiltered whip crack of his fury and heard him say hoarsely, “No.”

      “Aston Sarokhanian moved the souls here to keep Sirekan sedated. To soothe him. To trick him into thinking he was still in his home, so he wouldn’t fight the long rest until he was too weak to realize anything was wrong. By then, the traitors had the silver chains and the big crosses installed. Sirekan was helpless.”

      Batten shed his chain-mail gloves and dropped them like a snake leaving an old skin behind. Stakes slipped from sheaths and clunked on the dusty floor.

      “Hey, what the ever-loving fuck, man? I frisked you for weapons.”

      “You suck at frisking.”

      “What are you doing?” My question received only the answer of miserable silence. I kicked his boot tip, hoping to stir him back to frustration; an angry Batten was a useful weapon, or at the very least better company.

      “We’re not done. We’re not giving up. You’re not giving up,” I told him firmly. “Kill-Notch Batten doesn’t give up.”

      “Maybe I should have.” He sat down hard, staring forlornly at nothing. “I’ve been chasing a ghost.”
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      Finally processing what Aston had told him, Batten struggled with vocalizing his pain, but I Felt it through the house Bond. “He’s been gone for years.”

      “But you’re still here.” I moved into a crouch beside him, longing to touch him, uncertain that I should.

      “No. I’m dead. I’m a dead man. I died for this.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I unzipped my fanny pack. “Turkey jerky?”

      He stared at me in disbelief. “Do you honestly think food is going to make me feel better?”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that; food always, always made me feel better. It was my go-to. I truly thought it was everyone’s go-to. Why else would they call mac and cheese “comfort food?”

      He was quiet again for so long that I started to get really worried. Then he laid his head back, avoiding any silver. “I became one of them for this, Marnie.”

      This was not the time to remind him that I had been firmly in the don’t-die-for-this camp. He always took too much joy in pointing out my mistakes, so it was super hard not to agree that his decision had been reckless as fuck, not to mention hurtful to everyone around him. I’d do that later, in my bathroom mirror, where I could snarl it alone and not be a dick about it. I thought about how often Harry Felt exhausted by immortality, how bored he got, how lost he seemed some nights. Harry enjoyed a hedonistic lifestyle thanks to the wealth built by years of shady business, but probably that behavior wouldn’t cajole Batten out of his despair.

      “Babe,” he said, shaking his head, “what the hell do I do now?”

      “You start over,” I told him, reaching out to tentatively rest one hand on his knee. “You get to decide what you’re going to do next.”

      “Next? I don't know anything about living like this.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at what was lurking next to us, albeit unconscious.

      The good news is, you have a long, long time to figure it out. I patted his knee. “Listen. You didn’t just go into law enforcement to track Aston and stake revenants. You helped people. Even when you’re being a total prick, you’re saving lives. You’re like a superhero, but without a pulse or people skills.” I showed him my brightest smile. “You’re like… if Dracula bit Superman, and the yellow sun of the Earth made Undead Superman kinda hot but a total jackass.”

      He swung his unholy, glittering gaze at me and said flatly, “I feel so much better now.”

      I nodded for him. “Always here for ya, Hunkypants. Now, put your gloves back on, because you’re not finished. We’re not finished.”

      Batten stared at me for so long that I felt awkward and had to look away. I nibbled some jerky to keep from talking.

      Finally, he nodded. “Okay. What was your plan?”

      I pinched my lips closed and stared at his chest, because sometimes that helps me think.

      Batten said, “You didn’t have a plan,” not so much a question as it was a breathy expression of dismay.

      “Not true!” I cried. “The plan was to come here and find out.”

      “Find out…?”

      “What’s going on,” I said, forcing a pleased smile. Point: Marnie? “So, yeah, plan executed perfectly. We know what’s going on. See? Look.” I motioned to the tombs and back past the door where we found Aston. He still looked unimpressed so I slowed down. “Underground vault, revs smuggling old nectar mixed with rum for black market whoopee-times, Rum Runner and Zoro in cahoots. Old dudes trapped, gross soul lanterns, unintentional phantasm disorder — that’s what I’m gonna call it in my paper — and, drum roll please, mystery solved.”

      Batten stared at me unblinkingly, in that unnerving was only the undead can pull off. He finally asked tightly, “Then what?”

      “Plan A was: then I report it.”

      “To who, Marnie?”

      I resisted correcting him to whom, partly because I wasn’t sure whom was the right word, and partly because his eyes were starting to bulge like they might explode. I didn’t want to be responsible for that. “Report it to someone in authority or some undead jackass. Consider my report complete.”

      “What,” he said through his teeth, “was plan B?”

      “Um.” I scratched behind my ear. “Find the Exile: check.” I searched his face for approval but was rewarded with some jaw clenching. “Remove him from the area and ship him overseas: not yet check, but I’m working on that. And I don’t see why I’m not getting at least half a point, here. I’ve done all the legwork and not a single person has died yet!”

      His bug eyes went away but were replaced by a narrow glare that was just a different flavor of disapproval. “Hardly seems like a Marnie caper without at least one death,” he said.

      “Might be a record for me,” I agreed.

      “No stabbings? No demons? No shapeshifting?”

      “I hardly ever do that,” I said with a sniff.

      “No shootings?”

      “Okay, yeah, I shot someone.  But it was in self-defense, and they were a revenant, so that only half-counts.”

      Batten pinched the bridge of his nose and I swore I could hear his teeth grinding.

      I stared glumly at the inscriptions on the tombs, trying to puzzle my way out of this, and hugged myself to keep the shivering under control and avoid looking at him.

      “No rampaging phantasm? No angry tomb guardia — ” He lurched to a stop, cutting himself off. “Huh.”

      I stood, hoping I’d clue in quicker if I was standing beside him, staring up at the lanterns like he was. His jaw did its thing, and I tried that, too. It didn’t help.

      “What exactly would happen if these two woke, released, at full power?”

      I did a quick calculation. “Do you mean besides me dying?”

      “Say they were fully fed.”

      My eyes cut to the door. “I couldn’t possibly predict. Sounds like a really bad idea, though. Moving them while fully sedated like this is a much safer plan.”

      He cut his eyes at the ceiling and its canned inhabitants. “And what did you say about those things?”

      “The lanterns? The Soul Caller’s company?” I stared at them, pushing aside my emotions about them so I could think clearly. Easier said than done.  “Their proximity to the Soul Caller reassures him that he’s where he belongs. Keeps him snuggled down in wraith state, nice and compliant.”

      “If he didn’t feel safe?” Batten prompted.

      “He’d be restless,” I said slowly. “Unsettled. Uncomfortable. Alerted to a problem.”

      “Even as deep as he is?”

      I wasn’t sure; normal VK-Delta was deep enough rest that revenants required DaySitter protection, but I was no expert on the mechanisms of the Soul Caller or how he chose to feed via phantasm while lying in long term wraith state. It was probable that he cast his phantasm out into his feeding grounds, but never inspected the surroundings of his casket, relying upon the feeling of security and familiarity provided by his soul lanterns and the perpetual company of his buddy, Hervi. “That’s possible,” I told Batten.

      “Is Hervi comfortable because Sirekan is?”

      “They may be something of a couple, yes,” I said, considering the long history of Malas Nazaire and Wilhelm Dreppenstedt, who began as hunting companions several thousand years ago, and who had a longstanding dependence upon one another that went deeper than mortal relationships. “If Sirekan became restless, Hervi might pick up on it.”

      “If we released the souls, what then?”

      I saw where he was going with it. If the Soul Caller lost his security blanket, would he stir to find out why? “We can’t send the souls to Heaven, if that’s what you’re thinking. Only he can do that. All we could do is crack the lanterns, but glass isn’t keeping these souls here, Batten. Magic is. His magic.”

      “You can’t banish them?”

      A jolt of cold horror made my core temperature dip even further and I shuddered hard. “Banishing kidnapped souls of innocent victims with borderline unfriendly magic? Dude, I’m just gonna say it: using dark magic in here seems like something I would fuck up.”

      “You would absolutely fuck it up,” he agreed, but then brightened and turned on me with more enthusiasm than I’d seen in ages. “But,” he raised a finger in the international sign for But wait, there's more! “You’re very annoying.”

      I screwed up my face at him. “Um, wow. Thanks?”

      Batten laughed happily, and put his chain-mail gloves back on, gearing up for renewed battle. I watched him go back and forth, mystified at his shift in behavior.

      “You said that like it was great news,” I told him.

      “Plan B, part two: I break the lanterns, you annoy the souls,” he said.

      I rushed over, horrified. “How do I annoy the souls?”

      “Just be irritating. I have complete faith in you.”

      “Am I dealing with an insane vampire right now? Is that what this is? You're possessed by the spirit of an even bigger jackass, somehow?”

      “Revenant,” he corrected.

      “And I'm the annoying one?” I said with a moan. “Oh, Dark Lady. I’m gonna die in here, aren’t I?”

      “I need you alive as part of the plan.”

      “Oh, good,” I said sarcastically. “I’m super-reassured by that.”

      “Stand clear and let me open this vault up.”

      I craned up at him. “Really? Is this also part of the plan? Gonna hulk out and bust the door open?”

      He nodded once, firmly.

      I put my back to the corner of the far wall. “Hot. Do that. Use the shock-and-awwww-yes. I’d do it, but I’m not sexy enough. I’ll sit back here and ogle you. Make sure to flex your butt to brace your stance.”

      Batten favored me with a dour look.

      “That's what Hood says when we spar!” I objected.

      “Listen,” he said sternly. “We bust open the door. We clean the silver off the tombs. We unhook the tubes and reverse them.”

      I looked at the lab set-up. There were enough flasks and hoses that we could probably rig something up. “You want to put the nectar back into the revenants, like siphoning gas into their tank.”

      “Supplementing an emergency feed, or at least slowing their drainage. Then, I crack the lanterns. You annoy the souls, they alert Sirekan that something is off. He rises, Hervi rises. They can get out, because their tombs are clear, but we’re long gone, because the vault is open.”

      It wasn’t the worst plan, though supplementing them with their own nectar wasn’t going to allow them to return to full waking strength. I wasn’t clear about exactly how I’d annoy the souls, either, but irritating the shit out of people was definitely in my skill set. I nodded hesitantly at him.

      Batten studied the door with determination, then backed up to gain speed, warmed up his hands by making fists, and prepared his neck by turning side to side. It was cute because he didn’t realize he didn’t need to do any of that shit now that he was immortal. Encouraged by his renewed resolve, I did my best not to smile at his preparations, regardless of how adorable they were. He rolled one broad, meaty shoulder. Then he flung himself bodily, blinking through space, a blur before me, colliding with the chain-riddled vault door like a side of frozen beef dropped from the CN Tower.

      The chains rattled but the door didn’t budge. He didn’t seem surprised when he rebounded from it, finding his balance, but I was.

      “What the fuck was that shit?” I barked. “Your damage-per-second is terrible.”

      “It’s heavy,” he said, bristling. “And, in case you hadn't noticed, there’s silver shit all over it.”

      “You yanked it shut easily enough,” I replied. “Harry could have knocked that thing down by rolling his eyes at it.”

      “Not helping.”

      “Seriously, I’m barely exaggerating. He once glared at the bedroom door and it slammed.”

      “Harry,” Mark said tightly, “is four hundred years older than me. He's had time to practice. Besides, he's not a telekinetic, that's the Nazaire Talent.” He smirked. “He probably just shadow-stepped there and back before you saw him close it the old-fashioned way.”

      Point: Jerkface, but I wasn't going to let him win that easily.  “You've got preternatural strength and who knows how many Talents, even if you totally suck at using them. It should be easy-peasy,” I said. “All right, granted, I’m sure the silver is messing you up. Maybe the door is loaded with the same cross nonsense as these tombs? You know, just in case the Exile somehow escapes one barrier, he’s stopped by another. I mean, that would be smart.”

      “Can’t you strip all this?”

      “Strip it?” I scrunched my face. “How are you imagining that I would strip it?”

      He wiggled mystical witchy-fingers in my direction.

      I snorted. “Sure, lemme just get some basil and oregano and I’ll be all over that.”

      “Then shapeshift, for fuck’s sake.”

      “I can’t just do it on command!”

      “Come on, babe, I’ve seen you do some freaky shit.”

      “Are we still talking about witchcraft, or do you think I'm gonna huff and puff and fuck the door down?”

      The realization that I had limits brought Batten up short. He didn’t stop cursing for a solid minute, pacing back and forth in front of the sarcophagi.

      “I can at least take some the chains off.” I strode forward and grabbed the nearest one, tugging hard. The chain dug into my gloved hand, but otherwise, nothing happened. I gave another yank, bracing my feet and leaning my weight backward. The chain rattled against the vault door but held. I grabbed a different chain and pulled. Nada. I stepped back and stared up at the door, studded with crucifix-inscribed nails affixing yard after yard of chain, and frowned, wishing I still had the bolt cutter or at least the gun.

      Batten growled in frustration, and unlike all the other times he’d growled at me, this time it raised goosebumps. I whispered curses, my breath fogging the cold air, and circled back to the raised tombs, examining the engravings.

      “This French?” Batten asked, pointing at an inscription on the sarcophagi.

      “He Will Gather Nations,” I translated. “Well, that’s not grandiose at all, eh? Man, what a cool thing to say about a guy. I wish someone would say that about me. Hey, maybe I did gather nations. After all, I made a Queen. How ‘bout that? I should put it on a t-shirt: This bitch gathered nations.”

      “The Hervi one has an inscription, too.”

      I read, cocked my head, worked it through with my rusty, half-remembered conjugations. “In His Wake Fall the Frozen Tears of Trespassers. Double fucking yikes with a capital Y. Are we trespassers? Is he — oh no.” I thought immediately about Pascal and his frosty pen and his snooty warning about trespassing. Then I thought of how sitting next to Rotten Roy, I had asked about the air conditioning, since it had seemed super-extra mega-chilly. Then I thought of Ludovic’s other warning. (“Fear the cold reaper.” Oh, I will, Ludovic. Trust me.)

      Kill-Notch went hrm but he was miles ahead of me. “We let these guys out, they wreak havoc?”

      “I’m not entirely sure they’ll limit their targets to those who have wronged them,” I said softly. “Worse, I think Mr. Hervi here might be a big concern.”

      “More concerning than a pissed-off, primeval immortal who can suck your soul out?” Batten deadpanned.

      I saw his deadpan and raised him one of my own. “Yes.”

      He scoffed but those sharp eyes of his calculated. “Explain.”

      “Someone warned me to fear the cold reaper. Frozen tears of trespassers. This guy’s frosty.”

      “He’s undead,” Batten said. “Trust me when I say we’re all frosty.”

      “This guy’s ice cold, and not in the white boy 90's hip-hop kind of way. I think he’s cryokinetic,” I said. “Every immortal emanates a little bit of chilliness, but around Rotten Roy, I felt extra cold. I thought the speakeasy had the a/c on. Roy laughed at me.” I paused, frowning at the sourness of the memory. “And that night, I couldn't warm up. And this Pascal guy, with the cold pen… Pascal must be Roy’s DaySitter.” I briefly explained my encounter with Pascal, adding, “If we wake Master Hervi up to release him, he could suck up all the heat like a Hoover and I’ll die of acute hypothermia. As for you, well, I don’t really know what would happen to you, frankly.” I thought of Wes and Harry going feral, and with their last ounce of sanity, throwing themselves into the icy depths of Shaw’s Fist to put themselves in semi-stasis. Would waking Alvar up throw Batten and every other revenant around him into a hypothermia-like torpor?

      “There’s got to be a way of moving these two a safe distance away from the sick civilians, out of this neighborhood, without setting them free.” I heard a dry rustling sound as Batten started to answer me. “Shhh. Listen.”

      I stared at the closest tomb and held my breath until I heard it again. A bony rattle. A linen shift. Overhead, the lanterns swung as if given a shove by a breath of wind, and the chains rattled softly. Some of the lantern lights briefly brightened.

      I shot one finger at the vault door and mouthed to Batten, Work on that. I began a slow circle of the stone tombs, problem-solving while Batten tried to use only the chain-mail-protected parts of his hands to tear down the silver crosses.

      He eventually managed to get one off; it was the first of hundreds. At this rate, we’d be in here longer than I wanted to do the math. My nose was cold and starting to leak. My bleeding arm throbbed. My fingertips were icicles, and when the thought of a hot cup of espresso snuck into my mind, my knees went weak with craving.

      The somewhat reassuring thud of Batten’s repeated attempts to shift the door filled the silence so I didn’t have to think too much about my impending death. At least the racket wasn't bringing the boggles back, or maybe it was scaring them off. That was the only good news at this point. I sulked anyway.

      “All right, Snickerdoodle,” Batten said, “what’s Plan C?”

      “Oh, when the chips are down, I get to decide?” I stared at him. “What happened to Mr. Deathgrip making all the hard calls? A few days ago, you told me to take a fucking vacation and, quote, ‘let the men handle it.’” I made air quotes around it with just my middle fingers to make sure he got the hint.

      Double-Point: Marnie.

      Batten grimaced, chagrined. He muttered as he paced, circling back to thump and grab the door in frustration. He hissed when a cross caught his bare fingers, and like a kid not grasping the concept of a hot stove, he slapped the silver chains away, causing another sizzle. The smell of burning flesh intensified in the small space.

      “You're not gonna be able to jerk off if you sear all of your fingers,” I said. “Give yourself a breather.”

      “I don’t breathe.”

      “Thanks for the lesson, professor. Park your ass for a minute and let me take another crack at the door. Who knows, maybe I can witch it down. Maybe I don’t know my own strength.”

      He stalked off to the side and let me square up at the chains on the door.

      “Watch the magic, Kill-Notch.” I slipped both gloves off and cracked my knuckles. “This is gonna blow your mind.”

      I concentrated on the palms of my naked hands, held in front of me, spilling my focus into scrounging for hints of psi or earth energy in the dirt floor. My fingers started quivering slightly as a weak trickle of power rose up at my command. The silver crosses began to rattle against the door, the small ones jittering noisily. Alas, there wasn’t much down here for me to draw on, what with the ultra-needy dead guys slurping up every ounce of vitality. I drew harder, gritting my teeth, and chains rattled noisily. I closed my eyes and focused with every ounce of strength until I heard something crackle sharply and tinkle all around, like a thousand light bulbs bursting at once. Fuckberries.

      I opened my eyes a tiny bit at a time, but my reluctance to see the bits of glass on the floor couldn’t change the results; the door remained wedged shut, but I’d shattered the soul lanterns.

      “Mind definitely blown,” Batten admitted.
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      “Freezing in a crypt with an undead jackass,” I muttered, shivering. “You were a prick before you died, but at least you had body heat. How long have we been down here?”

      “About an hour,” Batten reported, watching the pin-prick lights of souls float and spin in the dark, while others lay limp across Sirekan’s tomb, drawn close to him. “Any better ideas?”

      “I’m thinking reeeeeally hard at Wes, hoping he'll bring me some espresso. And, you know, maybe drag Harry along for a bit of light rescue. Boy, wouldn’t that be dreamy right about now? Caffeine and Harry. Then we could move on to our next case.”

      His eyes were flat and unreadable as he stared past me at the pair of crypts and the big, rusty vault door. “There’s no we, Snickerdoodle.”

      I ignored the hot sting in my eyes. I jammed a finger into his chest, feeling the movement of chain mail beneath his shirt. “There’s been a we since you dickrolled into my life and we shared our first sneer. And thanks to Remy fucking Dreppenstedt, there will be a we until I die or you’re dust.”

      We stewed in silence on the edge between anger and weary truce, having vented enough for the moment. It made me think of all the times we’d simmered with frustration and hurt and lust and need and want. Through the House Bond, I could feel similar memories, and the feelings they invoked bouncing around inside him, too.

      “Half as alive and twice as annoying. That’s the guy you love?” I aimed a glare down at my left boob, behind which, my heart thudded innocently. “Verrrrry funny, you traitorous blood-pump. Give it up, already.”

      “Why haven’t you given up on me yet?” he asked, casting me a surprisingly vulnerable look through his lashes.

      If that look had come from Harry, I’d have known it was manipulation, some shiny bait to draw out my protectiveness, my need to defend his good side and extol his virtues, to buoy his low spirits. But from Batten, it was genuine curiosity, a shield drop, leaving him raw and exposed. He expected me to take the shot. He was showing me a hole in his armor and bracing for the strike. Maybe he was hoping for a shot. He and I were always more comfortable in rage than in despair.

      What I wanted was to kiss him, to tell him he was a jackass and I loved him. Or maybe tell him that I was the jackass, and I loved him. My alarm bells reported this was a disastrously bad idea that could set off a cascade of other bad ideas, ending with attachment and possible Bonding of a metaphysical nature. Batten was undead now, a revenant not linked to a DaySitter, living without proper feeding and maintenance. It would be a long time before he had the power to offer anything like that to whomever it ended up being. In the meantime, Bonding accidentally to another revenant’s DaySitter was an extraordinarily monstrous possibility.  It was also really fucking rude. I’d already toyed with Gregori Nazaire accidentally. Harry would be irate if I did it again.

      I’d gone too long without answering his question and Batten jumped to the worst conclusion.

      “Seriously?” he accused. “That’s why you’re still following me around? For fuck’s sake, Marnie, you’re thinking about my dick?”

      “I’m not! I didn’t for once!” I did a double-take at his zipper. “Huh, how about that, I really didn’t until just now. I must be coming down with something.” I put the back of my hand to my forehead. “Do I feel feverish to you?”

      “Let’s talk about something less disastrous than our relationship. You do know what Plan C has to be, right? I have to crack these tombs and stake these vamps.”

      Back to the V-word for Kill-Notch. My mouth went dry.

      “You’re joking,” I said. “Are you insane? Do you know how old this Lord of Exile guy must be for Gold-Drake & Cross not to have heard of him? For there to be no records of his existence? Even weakened, he’d have you for breakfast. Hell, if he even casts his phantasm out at full force, he’ll fuck you up six ways to Sunday. You’re not getting anywhere near him with a stake. Besides, what would that accomplish? We’d still be stuck in here with two piles of ash and their entire bloodlines snuffed out as a result?”

      After a long, angry war of silent glares, Batten said, “I’m sorry.”

      “Which apology is this? You owe me about a thousand,” I said suspiciously.

      “A thousand?

      “Fine, seven.”

      “Seven?”

      “Five-ish. Give or take two,” I said. “Almost definitely seven, though.”

      “You know what you’re going to get seven of?”

      “I already told you to stop trying to distract me with sex.”

      His lips tightened. “I meant, I’m sorry about Ireland. I’m sorry about Skulesdottir. I’m sorry about hiding the truth. I’m sorry about all of it.”

      I saw what he was trying to do and appreciated the effort, but I couldn’t resist. “But that’s only four things,” I whispered.

      His serious face cracked a rare smile, a real Mark Batten smile just for me, and it lit up his face. “Why the fuck do I like you?”

      I remembered Carrie’s advice. “Magic vagina?”

      “That can’t be it.”

      “Probably, you also swoon for my winning smile,” I suggested, like it was bad news. I demonstrated for him, beaming.

      He ducked behind the nearest sarcophagus. “You look like you're going to chew your way through a cord of timber or start ranting about fava beans and Chianti.”

      “Harry probably has those at North House. Along with some espresso.”

      “It's too bad he can't send you a shot of that through the Bond.”

      “Oh, man, that would be awesome.” I returned to dreamy daydreams of Harry, visions of him as my own personal bedside barista, boots freshly shined and everything, until Batten derailed me.

      “Hey,” he said, his dark brow furrowing. “Maybe you can’t do it with coffee, but can you draw enough power through the House, through Wilhelm, to bust us out of here?”

      “And kick all the boggle ass between here and the beach,” I added, catching up with an excited nod. “Bitchin’. There’s only one problem with that.” I pointed tiredly at the two caskets. I could feel them passively draining my energy. Anything I called through the House Bond would go immediately into the two primeval revenants already sapping my strength and vitality. I didn’t doubt that the Exile knew we were there — I felt his awareness as a cold thrum in the air. He was stirring and he wanted to be truly and physically fed.

      More than that, the release of the souls had done exactly what Batten expected. I had annoyed them. Sirekan sensed a problem. He was alert.

      And he wanted out.
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      The growing weight of the Exile and his companion in the room triggered in Batten a riptide of psi, and as it washed through him and splashed over the edges of the House Bond, it threatened to drag me off my feet. He had moved to place himself between me and the tombs as some sort of breakwater, buffering the rising tide, but it wasn’t going to hold back the surge long — Kill-Notch talking about stakes wasn’t a particularly friendly feeling in the room for these two, and they ached to reach past him to the heat and security they sensed in me, the closest DaySitter and a possible ally. I was their first hope of a hot, solid feed in who knew how long, and they would have me, even if they had to shred Batten to get to me.

      Sometimes, being wanted sucks right out loud.

      I felt one of them shed wraith state fully, a primeval force that thundered through the room as he summoned energy from all directions. The second awoke at the metaphysical hoopla, plowing back to life from the deepest of sleeps, the rest of ancient kings. The flashlight did less than I’d hoped to illuminate the room; it didn’t relieve the darkness so much as push into it a little, nudging it aside briefly. But there was the sense that the darkness here had not been disturbed for decades and was only barely tolerating our trespassing — any second, it would rush back in, filling the space like a thick tide, and drown us.

      “Crapnoodles. It’s time to level up, bro. Knock this door open. Come on. Get it,” I told him, shaking my boobs like pompoms for him. “You’re hard as fuck, let’s get this done.”

      Kill-Notch showed me a long blink. “What happened to you, in your life, that made you like this?”

      “Shit, give me a break, eh? These guys sense me now. They’re stirring. We gotta get out.”

      “Then we need a plan D.”

      “Fuck Rotten Roy,” I whispered. “He said he was everyone’s friend.”

      Batten swung me a look full of suspicion and misery. “Let me guess. Marnie Baranuik done trusted her a vampire.”

      “You mock the trust, but that does work once in a while. I have charm, you know.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “And this is where you trust me, and hope my charm is as… charming as I think it is.”

      “I’m so afraid to ask.” He moved to the tombs.

      “Well, the way I see it, it’s the only thing left to try. We crack these bad boys open and ask them to pretty please help get all of us out of here.”

      “You said that was too dangerous.”

      “Yep. Waaaaaaay too dangerous. So I wish there was another option, but it’s this or wait around here until I starve to death or you get hungry enough to eat me.”

      “Malashock,” Batten said desperately. “Malashock will tell someone you’re in here. They’ll send in a search party.”

      “Maybe. Maybe the search and rescue people won’t get shredded by boggles, and we’ll get out of here without a scratch in a few days. But how long until you start eyeing me the way I ogle a big, juicy steak?”

      “Stop talking about it,” he growled, and I could see the tips of fangs behind his canine teeth. He acknowledged with a frantic nod that the stirring of immortal power in the room was making him thirst, too, and it was only a matter of time before he lost control. He was new dead, and it hadn't been long since he chased off Mitch Dunlop, likely by vamping-out unexpectedly. It wasn’t a stretch to think he might rip my throat open; whether he wanted to admit it or not, he had become the kind of monster he had always hunted. That came with a price and he was paying it now. “What do you want to do first?”

      “This is the part where I die,” I said, “so we should kiss.”

      “What?” He laughed in astonishment. “That’s not going to help.”

      “I would like a goddamn smooch on my fucking lips before I get torn to pieces without even getting coffee first,” I told him, pointing at my mouth. “You’ve kissed me eighty-four times before this, you’re going to play hard to get now? Holy hell, you think I’m the annoying one?”

      “Fine,” he exploded. “Come here.”

      “Forget it, I don’t need your pity smooch! I expected enthusiasm. You’re crazy about me. You should be hurrying your sorry ass over here to get the sweet stuff while I’m still warm and wriggling.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Kill-Notch said with a steady stare. “If you pull this off, I’ll give you eighty-four more kisses. The long slow ones that makes your toes curl.” His dark brow darted up knowingly. “Wait, eighty-four? You counted?”

      “No,” I lied, scoffing. My cheeks flushed hotly. “Pfft. Shut up, you’re not special.”

      “Sure.” He used his thumb to indicate the tomb of the Soul Caller. “Sarokhanian first?”

      I shifted the silver chains link by link up the length of the tomb while Batten waited at the foot, gripping the edge of the stone lid. I Felt the unmistakable void within and, worse than that, the alertness of that void fixated on me. I focused on my goodwill toward the being in the casket within. Easy does it, boy. Be a nice vampire, I thought. Shit, V-word. Dammit, Kill-Notch.

      The chain links rolled under my finger, pinching my bare hands several times, as the links had been wrapped tightly enough that they were tricky to shift. Every time I touched the stone, I got whispers of psychometric visions from within, and Felt his longing to be free, his ache for touch. His intimate brand of hunger had my core shivering already; it reached past the silver and crosses to taste what was being offered by my proximity, and my DaySitter heart hammered hard in reply. I could hear Harry’s warning in my head about the Fourth Canon: Safeguard oneself chiefly against the dead, for the mind of a DaySitter is far more vulnerable to the call of the grave than is the mundane mind.

      “Right,” I heard myself say aloud. “Here we come, Sirekan. You play nice.”
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      We had to work together, Batten avoiding the crosses and me trying desperately to hold onto the meager psi boost flowing from the earth, and trying not to touch the souls lingering near to their Caller, to shift the lid of the sarcophagus aside slightly. I expected the casket inside to have a lid, but, apparently the ancients were into convertibles and exhibitionism. I peeked inside.

      The Lord of Exile remained still, and thank goodness for that, because I think if he’d made any sudden movements, I’d have peed myself while enjoying my first heart attack. The body within looked like the cover model of Forensic Exhumation Monthly, with one notable difference — this one’s eyes were open, active, bright, and shining with intellect and awareness. The sound of his hunger, rumbling in his throat like a jungle cat’s low growl, vibrated through me, shaking bones I didn't even know I had.

      I practiced my manners. I knew that was what Harry would advise in this moment, and as long as the tension was coiled so tightly on both sides, all attempts would have to be cautious, tentative, and extremely polite.

      “Death Rejoices, Glorious Elder,” I said, barely above a whisper, but putting a heavy dose of reverence in my tone. “Cherished master of the grave, keeper of the gift of immortality. I am here at your service, Lord Sirekan, to help you. To free you. May I have your permission to continue?”

      “DaySitter,” was his reply.

      “Um, yes,” I said softly. “I’m going to pull this lid off. Okay?”

      I didn’t get a no, so I nodded at Batten and we tilted it enough for the weight of the stone to snap the few silver chains still acting as a deterrent to the weakened revenant within. Once he was fully uncovered, I asked Sirekan, “Do you know where you are?”

      Sirekan’s eyes drifted up to the broken soul lanterns first then cut to his left, and though he was not in a position to see the casket and stone tomb of his immortal companion, he got the message across — he wanted his buddy released.

      Batten and I worked at the next set of chains diligently, as we were under silent scrutiny, and though the first revenant didn’t exactly monitor us, the feeling of anticipation had my spine tingling. Upon finally shifting the lid, we found crystals of ice inside. The second revenant was frost-slicked and more decayed than the first, with lips drawn tightly against pale, anemic gums and browned teeth shaved to points. Behind human canines, long fangs protruded, ready to feast. Alvar Hervi tried to speak through a leather-tongued mouth, dry throat clicking, but if he was speaking English, it was too heavily accented for me to understand. I repeated my soft greeting, and attempted a not-too-terrified smile.

      Sirekan was still staring at me, and I fixed my eyes on his chin, just to be safe.

      “What have you done, DaySitter?” he rasped, reminding me a lot of Malas Nazaire and his dry, rusty, grating voice.

      “So many things,” I admitted. “Let’s focus on the good stuff, though. I’m here to unhook these tubes, because I’m sure…” I reached down and examined the needle stuck in his withered, grey arm. “You aren’t consenting donors.”

      Sirekan made a tired gasp as I withdrew the needle from him and hurried to do the same to Alvar. I wrapped the tubing up, keeping it above the flasks, and resolved to deal with that mess later. First, the revenants.

      “Lord Sirekan,” I continued “You’ve been moved to a vault, and kept in wraith state for many years. My companion and I are trying to release you just as soon as we can figure out how.”

      Several of the limp souls were wriggling across the fallen lid of the tomb like worms on a rainy sidewalk, and I forced myself not to look at them as they sought out the Soul Caller. Sirekan’s fangs slid from their hiding place and his entire body shuddered once, hard, in response to his growing need to feed. “My maker… is cold.”

      “Ah, yes, the king.” I chewed my bottom lip. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but King Den went mad. Queen Remy now sits the UnHallowed Throne.”

      Alvar Hervi found his voice. It wasn't any more melodious than Sirekan's, and he struggled with his English, but he got his point across. “Your hunter means us harm.”

      “He just has Resting Grump-Face,” I promised them.

      “Your hunter hunts his own kind,” Sirekan said, “yet our new Queen’s power flows through his veins. You will explain this.”

      “Remy turned him,” I confirmed. “It’s a long story. We should get you out of here before dawn, or we’ll be stuck down here another whole day, and I don’t think I can go a whole day without espresso.”

      “The Queen’s good nectar has revived my Younger,” Sirekan observed, closing his eyes, seeking Aston Sarokhanian through their Bond. “The hunter can revive us, as he has revived the other.”

      “I'm going to what?” Batten hissed coldly at the back of my head, and his words rose prickling goosebumps across my nearly hairless scalp.

      “I think our sleepy new friend here,” I said slowly, emphasizing friend to keep Batten’s tone in check, “could assist us with the door issue if we help him wake up a bit. Isn’t that a lovely idea? We help them with the lid, and then you feed them, and they help us with the door, and we all waltz out of here just as cheerful as can be.”

      Batten choked on his tongue, and gestured to the casks of spiked rum. “Like hell I will. I’m not a keg to tap. I already did my bit.”

      “Well, sure, I guess saying no is an option,” I said, “but I don’t think starting a brouhaha is the smart choice, Hunkypants, do you?”

      “Your turn,” Batten said. “You’re used to bloodsuckers, you’re a DaySitter.”

      “I am one DaySitter, and, you know, mortal. These guys need turbo-charged vein juice. And, while I may be a total snack, I’m hardly a meal.” I eyeballed him pointedly. “It’ll take two minutes, Kill-Notch. I know you can usually last at least that long.”

      Batten wasn’t listening. “It’s licking its lips.”

      “He, not it,” I reminded. “Also, he can hear you.”

      Batten forced his thoughts into my head, a loud, clumsy version of what Wes could sometimes accomplish, without my brother’s finesse. It’s disgusting.

      “Pretty sure we all heard that,” I said.

      “Enough,” Sirekan snapped. “I grow tired of this. Feed me the Queen’s nectar, DaySitter, and fulfill your promise to release us.”

      I was fully prepared to continue convincing Kill-Notch but I didn’t need to. Batten strode to put himself between the two tombs, seething with the perceived injustice of it all. I was never going to be able to convince him he was doing the right thing — frankly, I wasn’t entirely sure of that myself, and Batten knew it.  Still, lacking a better option, here we were.

      “Look away,” Batten said, shedding his chain-mail gloves, glaring at me the whole time he rolled up both his sleeves with rapid, furious twists. The marks from Aston’s feed hadn’t healed yet, and the fang marks were an angry red.

      I was so relieved that he was going along with it, I didn’t even sass him. “I’ll keep sending Wes a mental S.O.S.”

      Batten’s answer was a grunt, followed by another, and then a low moan. I did my best to once again ignore the sounds of feeding in the room, and the oppressive, palpable weight of so much infernal influence, fed by the Queen’s own nectar, adjusting to vigor and full health loomed like an invisible tsunami. I could sense the revenant power balance changing in a House that wasn’t even mine, between the ancient revenants' presence and Batten's Bond to Remy. The snap-spark of burnt sugar in the room was nearly suffocating. The souls in the air above flared hotly, and the wash of cold power from Alvar Hervi’s side of the room strengthened.

      Batten’s eyes were the bright, eerie blue-green of Remy's, ringed with the gleaming chrome tint so familiar in House Dreppenstedt. He swallowed reflexively, and his jaws clenched and unclenched. They won’t hurt us, they won’t hurt us, I tried to convince myself. We freed them. We’re not their enemies. But I couldn’t entirely believe it. Revenants were only predictable until they got their blood up, and then any manner of atrocity was fair play with the undead. I knew it, they knew it, and by the slow, wary extension of Batten’s fangs, he knew it, too.

      Hervi continued to feed noisily on Kill-Notch, and if I thought the sound of Aston’s feed had been disgusting, this was worse. Massive, eons-old fangs opened deep wounds from which Batten’s inky nectar flowed freely and sloppily into his sucking mouth. The Exile latched on for more. Batten cried out as fangs invaded again. They were either unable or unwilling to satisfy themselves without causing their volunteer pain.

      As Batten howled in agony, head whipping back and forth, the door to the vault gave a massive thump. It creaked and groaned, shaking as if the boggles had learn to yank on it. I didn’t know where to look. Bang-clink-bang! Grit sifted down from the ceiling, showering my nearly bald scalp with grimy dirt. Something powerful was coming in, and no silver chains or wedged steel or mighty crosses were going to stop it. The burnt sugar smell was coming from all sides now, and the familiar skin-crawling sensation of telekinetic power was overwhelming.

      “What the fuck is that?” Batten demanded, his voice strained.

      My body shook in response to the climbing panic around me like a willow in a hurricane. I backed up until my butt pressed against the crucifix-laden door.

      A chain-rattling thud on the opposite side almost made me wet myself as I screamed across the room, diving behind the tombs, and putting the undead and their sarcophagi between me and whatever was in the hallway. “Rotten Roy? Zorovar? Big, angry boggle? I don’t know!”

      Batten’s voice was ragged. “Marnie, what’s going on out there?”

      I met Batten’s eyes and put what he was feeling into words. “Something’s coming.”

      Wham-ching! That something jerked at the vault door, rattling the cross-chains on our side. The smell of rum and beeswax swelled, mixed with fur and the warm scent of the Folkenflik skulk. I went to the door, swallowing hard, clutching my sweaty palms in fists. The scratch on my arm was throbbing hotly and making my sleeve sticky. If Rotten Roy is trying to get in, we’re in big trouble.  I didn't like where that chain of supposition was leading, but I was helpless to stop sprinting along it.

      I listened at the door, hearing scratches and growls. The memory of that giant, gem-coated Big-Ass Boggle eating the goblin came back, and I wondered if I was supposed to be dessert.  I knew Batten would try and protect me, but I was less certain about the ancient dudes’ willingness, if not their ability.

      “That’s not Roy,” I said to Batten, who was succumbing to the effects of heavy feeding and in no condition to hear me. I grabbed Batten’s stake from the floor and backed up to the very corner of the room and started assessing my other weapon options: flasks, tubes, needles, fists, knees, teeth, feet… magic. Shifting. Could I expel the spell I’d done to suppress the moon’s sway and shapeshift if my life depended on it? I ran out of time all at once.

      When the vault cracked, hinges snapping, sending slivers of metal flying through the air. I swung the flashlight to the dim figures standing there, my eyes confused by open flames and many pairs of legs. I readied my arm to chuck my stake at them if I needed to. My vision adjusted to the shifting light.

      The last thing I expected to see was Ludovic Nazaire with my brother and sisters, holding torches, tire irons, and stakes.
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      “Did someone order a mob of angry villagers?” Carrie asked.

      “Holy shit!” Rowena cried, pointing her stake at the primeval revenant latched onto Batten’s wrist. “What the unholy frig are those things?”

      “Shut up, both of you,” Wes ordered, then shoved them behind him. He reminded me of a sheepdog puppy learning to herd. His one good eye flashed that sickly wilted violet in the near-dark. “You’ve done your part. You scared off the boggles. Get back to the beach. Marnie, come on, let’s go.”

      “I need to — ” I gestured at Kill-Notch.

      “You need to do nothing, DaySitter,” Harry said, coming out from behind Wes with Ludovic Nazaire, removing his grey felt hat and tucking it under his arm. Mr. Nazaire moved deeper into the room, already rolling up one sleeve.

      “Harry!” The name squeaked out of me. I could have wept. The sight of my Cold Company made my knees weak with relief. Even knowing Harry was no superhero, I was perfectly happy to allow myself a moment to pretend that he could fix anything and everything.

      “You have done your part,” Harry said, “even against our wishes, and done it well. I will expect that you'll be wanting to deliver a victory speech over... brandy and scones, perhaps?”

      “It's gonna take more than that and admitting I'm right to get you out of the dog house, dead guy,” I said with a goofy overwhelmed smile. “But it's a start.”

      “Of course, my determined dove. Now, if it pleases you, will you kindly allow us to do our part? Thanks ever so.”

      Uncertainly, I stepped protectively closer to Batten, who still had one elder latched onto his wrists, but Mark ground out, “Go, Marnie. We’ve got this.”

      Claire shouted at me, “Gawd, stare much? Let’s go, dork.”

      “We brought back-up,” Rena said, shifting her bulk sideways so I could see the crowd behind her. Some faces I didn’t recognize, a few I did.

      My mouth fell open in disbelief, and my heart lurched. There were more Nazaires in the tunnel, Youngers I’d seen at Ludovic’s home. Ghazaros and his two undead blonde friends. Glen Strickland. A weak but apparently grateful Aston Sarokhanian, willing to face the music. Noticeably absent were Rotten Roy and Zorovar.

      Leaning forward, Schenk motioned for me to step out of the vault, and though I was glad to see him, I hated that his mortal bod was surrounded by revenants on the edge of a feeding frenzy; knowing he was here got me moving as much as anything else had.

      Rena swiped mud off her forehead with the back of her hand. “Gawd, it fuckin’ stinks in here.”

      “Not my idea to bring them,” Wes admitted, pulling on my elbow. I let him push me along, and we hurried down the hallway against passing streams, revenants going into the vault, mortals coming out. “Malashock called Schenk, Schenk called North House, Mr. Merritt called Harry. Schenk said Nyquist had disturbed a boggle nest and you’d found the trail of the phantasms and needed extraction. Harry and I were in Virgil, visiting Mom. You know, fixing things? Except I think we fucked up again, because Harry rounded up four out of five sisters and brought them here.”

      Carrie snorted. “Four out of five sisters say: Extraction! Ding ding.”

      “Mom was not happy,” Wes said, “but Rena said it was ‘Baranuiks Against the World,’ and you're still a part of the Baranuik side. Go that way. I got something to do.” He turned back to join the rest of the dead guys in the vault. I opened my mouth to stop him, my breath catching with worry, but made fists and forced myself to shut up; he was part of the revenant crew, and he belonged in there with Harry and Glen Strickland, doing what needed to be done next.

      Back on the pebble-strewn beach, the lake noisy in front of me, I sank to the ground to gather my thoughts, listening to my sisters excitedly talk over one another about the boggles they’d seen and “those things” in the tomb. From the sound of it, none of them realized that everyone they'd formed a posse with were also “those things,” as they were well-fed, breathing, and totally passing for mortals if you didn't look too closely.

      A long pair of legs in dark denim stopped near me, and I knew without looking up that it was Schenk coming back to check on me. He let out a noise of discomfort and got down on the ground beside me, removing a clean, white handkerchief from his pocket and handing it to me. “Whichever sister that was, she's right; it smells awfully foul in there. You good, Cinderblock?”

      I unstuck the bloody tissue square from my forearm and pressed on my wound with the handkerchief. “Nyquist is a lycanthrope. Bat-type.”

      “So I heard.” He nodded, letting me evade his initial question. “You knew all along?”

      I nodded slightly as I gazed out at the dark, noisy lake. “Almost. Wasn’t my place to share his secret until he became a problem. If I thought he was a danger to you, I’d have said so.”

      “I believe that,” he said amicably. “Nyquist have anything to do with Malashock’s phantasm?”

      “No. He was taking gemstones out of the boggle preserve. Garnets. I think one of the species of boggle, the big one, grows them.”

      “Was he taking them for scientific study, or…?”

      I snort-laughed. “Doubt it. But his defense lawyer might consider that explanation as a way to side-step some prison time. I believe he started out genuinely interested in his geology and cryptobiology study. Lied about his nature to keep his employment status. Maybe temptation got the better of him or he got caught and had to strike a deal with Rotten Roy and Shakespeare. It could have happened to anyone, and had nothing to do with his being a lycanthrope. He's just another greedy dipshit who got caught.”

      “Malashock said Nyquist pointed a weapon at you.”

      “Meh,” I said. “He had a rough day.”

      “Rough day or not, he’ll have to face weapons charges.”

      “Sure. But I won’t hold it against him personally. I’ve seen and done worse than a little gun flailing, let me tell you.”

      Schenk looked nonplussed, and I had a feeling a lecture from Rob Hood on firearms safety was in my future if he and Schenk compared notes. “Liv called me to come help you, then Nyquist said something I couldn’t hear, and she immediately took it back, told me they were coming back, told me to wait on the beach. I got a bad feeling while I was standing around, and called North House.”

      One of the revenants was slipping away in the shadows behind Schenk, and I tracked him with my eyes as he stopped near all the flashing lights of emergency vehicles, beyond the trees. Aston, I guessed, checking on Sayomi.

      “Thank you. That was a damned good call,” I said, despite the fact that my sisters were here and being used as boggle-whappers. I blamed Harry and Wes for that, not Schenk. “I guess Harry called in the rest of the cavalry?”

      “Wasn’t me,” Schenk said, showing me his clear, empty hands in a gesture of innocence. He looked over his shoulder past the cluster of my sisters at the cave entrance. “Does all this seem unfinished to you?”

      I’d had a gun shoved in my face, rescued Aston and Sayomi, run from snaggle-toothed, carnivorous boggles, had my vitality drained by old phantasms, and I’d watched Batten feed his oldest enemy and a pair of wizened up immortal geezers while we were trapped in their Chamber of Suckness, but... now that he mentioned it, it did feel unfinished. Everyone was accounted for except for Zorovar and Rotten Roy, and their respective DaySitters, Steve and Pascal, both of whom were definitely assholes in my book. They must have known the jig was up and bolted. Where are you, my shanty-humming frenemy?

      “You and Malashock can go, now,” I told him.

      “Lots of injured people here,” Schenk said.

      “They’re undead, Longshanks,” I stage whispered. “You can’t help them unless you're gonna offer to be a short-lived juice box. They’re here to support each other.”

      “And the other DaySitter?”

      “Her companion is free, so he’ll make sure she recovers. Everything is going to be…” I looked over to the shape of Aston lingering by the ambulance and noticed Gunther Folkenflik had joined them. Aston’s pale hand rested fondly on Gunther’s ragged neck fur. “Well, I won’t say ‘okay,’ but it’ll be better now.”

      “And what kind of legal mess are we looking at here,” Schenk started uncertainly.

      “There have been breaches of a whole shitwhack of undead social niceties,” I said, remembering the first time I’d seen Malas Nazaire use his awesome telekinetic power to physically, forcibly translocate someone against their will to appear at Skulesdottir in front of the UnHallowed Throne. “There is no hiding from the long fang of the law, now that we've exposed them.” I thought about it a bit more. “I mean, there's the kidnapping and imprisonment and torture, and taking someone's blood without permission is probably some kind of crime.”

      “So, does someone need to get st— ouch!”

      I kicked his boot hard and gave him a frantic shut-up face before he could say staked. “We do not want to say any word that might sound threatening on this beach right now, Longshanks. You, the medics, and my very squishy human sisters are in the crosshairs, so let’s not get everyone killed tonight, okay? I’ve got a good thing going here. Zero deaths. That’s a win.”

      It could have been a trick of the moonlight off the lake, but I thought he shifted and wilted a little, like he’d been looking forward to a rumble but was reluctantly accepting my advice. I was beginning to recognize the look.

      Behind us, I heard a sharp laugh and glanced over to see Wes leading Batten out of the cave, Kill-Notch sagging against him, looking miserable about needing help but amused by something he’d seen out here.

      “I recognize that look, too,” Batten told me wanly, pointing at Schenk’s grimace. “That’s the look you give me when I stop you from doing something you really, really shouldn't.”

      “Did you just read my mind, Jerkface?” This time, it was Batten’s boot I kicked.

      He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “That’s the second time you’ve kicked a law enforcement officer tonight. You wanna spend some time in lock up?”

      “You can’t do shit. You retired when you died. You're just an undead civilian asshole now.”

      “Fairly confident that Constable Schenk would be overjoyed to slap you in cuffs and charge you with assault. Probably been daydreaming about it since the day you met.”

      I glanced over Batten’s head to check Schenk’s reaction; he did a little lip pucker and shook his head to assure me that Batten didn’t know what he was talking about. “Took most of a week.”

      “Hey!”

      No doubt, Kill-Notch’s health and energy would rebound quickly enough, but for now, he seemed shrunken and sickened. My DaySitter urges double-teamed me with my traitorous libido, and I was barely able to keep myself from shoving my neck in his face.

      Wes picked up on my thoughts and cast me a sharp look full of both warning and the urge to barf, and shook his head. Tempting Batten with a feed now would be one of the worst ideas ever. “We have some Shield at the house,” Wes snapped. “Oh my God, I sound like Mom refusing to stop for a Happy Meal.”

      Schenk laid a massive hand on my shoulder and patted me twice. “If things go sideways, holler. I’ve got officers up and down the street, keeping the curious people back. I’d better go wrap things up. Get your arm looked at, eh?”

      “If you promise to call that number if you're still having trouble sleeping. If that doesn’t work, call me, and Harry will fly back and help you out.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he promised with a nod.

      I watched Schenk lumber off, noticing that my sisters parted for him and watched him go with curious eyes. I tried not to engage in any mischievous matchmaking fantasies, though I was sure that, of all my sisters, Carrie in particular would delight in trying to get a rise out of the stoic officer. I wasn't going to put the bug in her ear unless Schenk did something to earn some torture.

      Wes sensed my irritation about the Sisterhood of the Traveling Torches, and he brought Batten to flop in the sand on my other side. “I’m sorry, Marnie. Harry said they were necessary.”

      “Our sisters don't know anything about monster fighting,” I whispered.

      “Rena does this stuff up north at the mines. She’s always whackin’ gremlins, she says. She figured boggles would be the same way, and she was mostly right.”

      “Mostly?”

      “Hitting them with torches worked better than sticks.”

      “Pretty sure nobody likes getting set on fire, dude.”

      “And Claire is a good runner. Rowena insisted you were going to die horribly if you didn't have her to look after you. I think she was in favor, actually.”

      “Self-centered and wrong as usual, but touching,” I said. “How many times have I only almost-died without her help?”

      “She wasn't going to stay home once she heard,” Wes said, “so I gave up trying to talk her out of it.”

      “And Carrie?” I asked. “Please tell me she didn't magic vagina any of the boggles. No, wait, tell me she did. The blackmail possibilities are too good.”

      Wes smirked. “She wanted to get a look at Batten. She insists you promised to show her dick pics, but in lieu thereof, she was gonna check out his butt.”

      The only sister missing was Margot, but she had the flu and wasn’t on speaking terms with the rest of us, so I wouldn’t take her absence personally.

      Batten lifted his head. “Wait, what pics? I didn’t send you — ”

      “I know,” I said. I tried not to sound disappointed when I reiterated, “Trust me, I know. It’s all in Carrie’s imagination, I swear.”

      “Harry’s plan wasn’t all bad,” Wes said. “Ludovic is in there now, managing the needs of the elders.”

      By that, I assumed he meant further feeding, this time by the Nazaire Youngers and maybe even Ghazaros and Glen. “Ludovic isn’t the part of this plan I object to.”

      “They had to scare off the boggles,” Batten allowed tiredly. “I can’t think of anyone who makes me wanna get the fuck out more than Baranuiks.” He nailed me with a knowing look.

      Carrie cleared her throat behind him and he flinched.

      “Fuck. How many of you are there?” Batten demanded, staring up at her.

      “Enough to save your sorry ass, I guess,” Carrie said. “Is this him? Your FBI fuck-buddy? Ooooh, let’s call him your fuck-Fed.”

      “Can I please die now?” I groaned, mortified. “I’ve changed my mind. Put me back in the vault.”

      Rena strolled over to look Batten up and down as he lay in the sand, and she seemed mightily unimpressed. “This is him?” She rolled her eyes over at me. “Really?”

      “Hey, he has his charms,” I said. “Can we focus on the business at hand?”

      “That you've got the hots for an average-at-best lump of beefcake who doesn't even send dick pics?” Carrie asked.

      “No, the distressingly large congregation of undead and recently-deeply-resting undead assholes who are now up, awake, and probably wanting to go on some kind of fucking rampage against their captors,” I said. “My questionable sex choices can wait.”

      “The Nazaires have offered to transport them safely to the Bitter Pass,” Wes said. “Ghazaros will stay to dismantle the smuggling ring and encourage the remaining Sarokhanians and Borodians to find legal ways to amuse themselves or move to Svikheimslending, where the Lord of Exile will support them at Vlastimirova. And if they're dinks about it....” I didn't need Wes' psychic ability to picture Malashock with a fist full of warrants and just as many stakes.

      “How will Ludovic manage the Lord of Exile’s hunger on the journey?” I asked. “Ludovic himself said Sirekan is insatiable.”

      “Hey,” Wes said suddenly. “How did you even begin to wake two super-old immortals from wraith state?”

      “I bet she-” Carrie broke in, eagerly.

      “I did not fuck the primeval undead back to life! There was zero magic bahookie action. ”

      Batten chortled weakly. “She has a very special skill set.”

      “I thought we agreed to keep that part between us,” I told him tightly.

      “Aw, come on, Snickerdoodle,” Batten said low, “Be proud of your accomplishments.”

      “Wait. Wait.” Wes hooted. “You accidentally broke lanterns and were generally annoying? That’s how you solved the problem?”

      “You read his mind wrong,” I said, tempted to smack him.

      Wes assured me, “No, that’s exactly what Batten was thinking.”

      I noticed that everyone had fallen silent and was looking behind me at the cave entrance, so I twisted to see Harry emerge, looking more pale than usual. He acknowledged me with the slightest dip of his chin and a quick wink, then dropped to one knee in the sand. Ludovic came next, the spitting image of Malas Nazaire, skin stretched over bone, yellowish and waxy. He also fell to one knee, as did his Youngers in a wave of bowing heads. Alvar Hervi came next, his tread slow but sure, his mouth softly open to wonder at the freedom outside the tunnel and the black night sky. Ghazaros escorted the Lord of Exile from the tunnel then, and when Sirekan was steady on his feet, Ghaz sank to his knee. Everyone held their collective breaths — those of us who still breathed — to brace for his reaction.

      I wondered how long it had been since he’d been free, outside of that vault, walking on his own. I still felt the draw of him on my energy reserves, milder now, and probably not intentional on his part, and I was suddenly ravenous, picturing all the cookies in the world spread in front of me. And cheeseburgers. And poutine. And cinnamon rolls. And Harry’s special roasted potatoes.

      The silence thickened as the air behind the Exile began to fill with a pale, icy mist, the pinprick lights of souls dotting him like a glittering aura. I frowned, staring at it in confusion, but I caught the hint of Harry’s satisfaction and approval through the Bond and knew he’d cut some kind of deal with the elder. Streaming upward like frigid fingers until they took form behind the Exile, faces pressed from the fog. Hardly more than outlines and vague profiles, the captive spirits began slipping free of their attraction to the Soul Caller. Released from uncountable years in his company, a steady column of souls lifted clear into the sky, some clumped in bundles, sticking together in swirls, while others seemed to be fighting to remain apart, swimming against a current no one but the Soul Caller could control. The Blue Sense roared to life, but all I picked up was the overwhelming sense of relief.

      Wesley made a sound I hadn't heard since he was a kid, a shaky whimper, and I thought he was channeling Sirekan’s pain and the blessed relief of all the souls freed. Wes pressed his fingers to his scarred temple above his bejeweled eye patch and squeezed his good eye shut.

      I reached for Batten with one gloved hand, making contact with a splayed leg, and patted him, both for his comfort and my own. Witness to the release of so many trapped souls had Batten longing, helplessly searching the mist for sight of his grandfather — but the Soul Caller hadn’t taken Jack Batten. Still, that last ounce of hope withering in Batten came through our House Bond loud and clear, and my heart ached with his.

      I was so, so glad Malashock missed it. I was equally glad when Batten passed out. I just wish he hadn't landed face-down in my lap.

      At least Carrie's cackling didn't wake him up.
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      It was painfully late, the dry-eye hour, and I had been awake without the support of coffee for longer than I could guess, but at least we were back at North House. Batten reminded me of a humorless bodyguard as he lingered between an unmarked Shield truck parked behind Mr. Merritt’s hearse and the bus beside it. The caskets of Ludovic Nazaire, and new ones for Sirekan, Alvar Hervi, and Aston Sarokhanian, also supplied by Shield, were safely tucked in the back of the van, in crates packed with earth for added protection. Volunteer DaySitters from House Nazaire had arrived en masse in accordance with Ludovic’s offer of consanguinity.

      It was still barely enough; regular DaySitters, even willing, bleeding, well-fed volunteers, couldn’t hope to satisfy the hunger of a primeval revenant the Exile’s age for an extended time. Batten’s immortal blood, flowing with the power of the Queen, had not only revived Aston Sarokhanian but had satiated Alvar Hervi and the Exile for the moment. The Nazaire DaySitters, twenty-three in all, would be their traveling rations. If Alvar and Sirekan didn't want to go back to feeding on mere mortals after getting a taste of Batten's high-test, brood-of-the-Queen, go-go-Inspector-Dead-Guy juice, well, that was going to be someone else's problem, preferably at Skulesdottir. Come to think of it, Kill-Notch was going to be someone else’s problem now, too. I was having a hard time feeling like that was for the best.

      Batten must have heard or seen a flicker of what was going on in my head as I flashed back on the memory of the wizened ancient, a dusty, reaching, clawing figure, bare greying skin stretched over bone, attached to his wrist. He grimaced, and squinted up at Harry’s porch lantern, a black wrought iron affair with a bulb shaped like a candle's flame and made to flicker like the real thing.

      “So,” I said, watching the DaySitters in the bus talking animatedly about their upcoming trip, changing seats, leaning over the back of a seat to chat, swapping snacks. “Back to the other side of the pond?”

      “Back to the other side,” Batten said, nodding. “What happens to the elders?”

      “Malas and Declan will meet you in Paris. From there, they’ll take the elders to the Bitter Pass. Her Nibs will decide what should be done with,” I waved my hand at the assembled forces of darkness, “all this.”

      “Including Aston and Ghazaros?”

      “Not up to me, dude. But I bet if you asked Sirekan, he probably has some thoughts. Everyone's lucky they aren’t facing human justice here. Malashock could have a bundle of warrants by morning, if she doesn't already.”

      “Zorovar,” Batten said, “watched Aston’s hostile takeover of the house, saw that it could succeed, learned from Aston’s mistakes, and then made his move. He had all the right business connections through Rotten Roy to solidify his hold. But something still isn’t right.”

      I noticed that Batten had made no mention of his grandfather since we’d left the cave, and moved to take his hand. I stopped myself. His face was hard and cold, blue eyes distant. The pain of his mourning was visible in the sharp crease across his brow and the tightness of his jaw. Trying not to break down in front of me was giving him a headache, and he had a long trip ahead without any measure of privacy; even on a private, chartered flight, he would be surrounded by DaySitters and the older, more powerful revenants, and wouldn't be able to wall off enough to avoid his grief spilling in such close proximity. I knew Batten too well — if he had tears for his grandfather, they would have to wait. Wearing a mask of stoicism, he would return to his maker at Skulesdottir, where he would feed and convalesce. With Remy. With Wilhelm and Carole-Jean. With House Dreppenstedt.

      Not with me.

      Harry, ever mindful of my uncertain emotions, remained inside. He could — and no doubt would — rant and rave at me later for my conduct in the caves. I thought about blaming the moon, but, since I hadn't turned into a were-anything, that probably wasn't gonna fly. I couldn't even go all Milli Vanilli and blame it on the rain, since it was just overcast and kinda breezy now.

      The bus started its engine, rumbling and coughing exhaust, and Batten’s moody discomfort flooded through the House Bond. I gurgled with disgust. “I wish you’d learn to block that.”

      “I’m trying,” he said.

      “I liked you better when I thought you were an emotionless dickhead who hated me.”

      “Feel free to continue believing that,” Batten grumbled. “It’s not far off.”

      “Liar.” I smirked. “You really dig me. Like… a lot.”

      Batten ran his hands over his face like he was scrubbing it clean. Though he’d been fed a few times with Shield’s finest O-neg, he still looked drained and hangry, and would likely need to feed again soon. “I need a long vacation from you.”

      I gestured at the van. “Then make with the fucking-off.”

      “I’m going,” he assured me.

      “You’re not going, you’re standing there like a dork, thinking about kissing me goodbye,” I accused. “Guess I’m not the only one who has bad ideas, eh?”

      Batten cut his eyes at me. “Really bad idea.”

      “Probably you shouldn’t. Kiss me, I mean. Maybe just one last feverish bedding?”

      His forehead must have cramped because he started massaging it. “How is that better?”

      “Knowing you, it’d be faster,” I reasoned.

      “Are you saying I fuck too fast or I kiss too long?” he demanded.

      “Both really,” I said with a shrug, “but I was trying not to be indiscreet about it. Premature ejaculation is no joking matter.”

      Batten’s voice climbed the octaves. “I do not — ” he clammed up, his lips thinning in a tight line, his eyes sliding to the bus windows then right back down at me.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said cheerfully, “did I just blow your chance to hook up with some hottie on the bus, there, Kill-Notch? My bad.”

      Batten just stared at me, unblinking.

      “What?” I stifled a chuckle. “It was an accident.”

      Batten continued not blinking. His jaw clenched.

      “I don’t care if you get laid,” I lied smoothly. “Go! Fall in love! Stay away forever! See if I care. See if I even notice. Good riddance. I’m totally over you.”

      Batten stuffed his hands in his pockets and a smile bloomed slowly but surely across his lips, a smile that said he knew better. “You are.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “If you say it’s okay to get on with my life, off I go.”

      “I shooed you once, but you seem determined to be un-shoo-able,” I pointed out. “What are you waiting for?”

      Batten looked past my shoulder and I turned to see Harry lounging in the doorway, and Wes close behind, listening to us.

      I squirmed in my Keds and asked Kill-Notch, “You’ll be safe?”

      “Malas will be there,” Wes added hopefully.

      “Well, that’s better than a cuff upside the head with a limp dick, isn’t it?” I laughed bitterly.

      Harry touched my elbow. “I assumed Ludovic’s contribution to this evening’s endeavors would illuminate that the Nazaires have, at times, been solid allies, ducky.”

      “Okay,” I told Batten, who had be cautiously quiet through the whole conversation. “Declan will be there. You’ll be careful?”

      “That’s the plan,” Batten agreed.

      “Upon no account is Our Lad required to seek your permission to leave, my Own darling,” Harry reminded me.

      I turned on my Cold Company slowly. “I. Know. That.”

      “Do you?” he asked, examining his fingernails. “Splendid. It’s such a pleasure to witness personal growth, though I hope I know better than to call you agreeable by any stretch of the imagination. As it happens, however, Our Lad is obliged to request my consent.”

      “Yours?” I blinked rapidly.

      “Technically, Our Mark belongs to House Dreppenstedt.” Harry was beginning to look smug, though he considered himself far too dignified to smirk outright. “As the only Dreppenstedt in the new world, I am also the eldest, and therefore it would be proper etiquette if your Cold Cook were to present himself to me for permission.”

      Good luck with that. I spotted movement on the street and held up my hand to the guys. “Hold that thought, you stuffy stiffs.”

      A familiar white van pulled into the drive behind the bus and the other truck, and I was more than a little surprised to see that Malashock had a passenger. He’d abandoned his hat and his disguise; having been unmasked, there was no point in further subterfuge. He’d pay for the laws he broke, and I expected an apology for the gun-pointing business, but if I didn’t get one, I’d live. Strolling over, I met them at the bumper.

      “Didn’t expect to see you two together,” I said.

      Malashock sighed impatiently at me. “Needed his directions, had to get my gun back. You tossed it in the caves.”

      “Oh. Right. Welp,” I said, offering a gloved hand. They both shook in turn, “Guess this is good-bye for now. Indy, it’s been… weird. Thanks for not getting fuzzy on me or giving me rabies.”

      He dug the toe of his shoe into the stone edging the driveway and had the grace to look away. “Maybe next time.”

      Malashock eyeballed the van. “No more phantasms, eh? I hear you got the responsible parties out without loss of life?” Her words made me swell with pride but then she added, “Is that a first for you?”

      “You know,” I said, rolling with it, “it might just be. No, wait, a couple of the Mud Goblins got eaten and I don't know if anyone whapped a boggle, but you can’t argue with the end results.”

      “I’m not sure that…” Nyquist thought better of it and backtracked. He raised a weak fist in the air and shook it in a little cheer. “Go you.”

      I smirked over at Malashock. “If I don’t see either one of you again, it’s been a blast. Mostly. Some of the time.”

      “You’re a nightmare,” Liv told me, eyes twinkling. “Please stay in Colorado.”

      “I intend to,” I promised her with a smile. “Stay safe.”

      “I intend to,” she promised back, and cast one last look over my shoulder to the front door at the trio of dead guys. Mr. Merritt had come out with a small silver tray to offer up to his master and guests, upon which three copper Moscow Mule cups sat, polished to a high shine. I saw something soften on Malashock’s face, and it gave me a little hope. She took a moment to catch my eye; the unspoken shift in her opinion might have been tiny, but it was written there – the unadulterated hatred had fallen away at some point, hopefully because of me, and the monsters had started to look more sympathetic. I doubted Malashock would stop staking naughty revenants, but she might stick to assignments and issued warrants, rather than seeking them out.

      Nyquist didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands.

      “We good?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I’m always good.”

      “Ugh.” He shifted uncomfortably, hanging his head. “I’m sorry. I’m so screwed.”

      “Dude, you fucked up. We all do, me more than most. You’ll be fine,” I told him, lowering my voice so Malashock wouldn’t hear me. “Get a good lawyer. Don’t nibble on anyone in court.”

      “I’m going to get fired. They're gonna call me the Caveman when word gets out. Or Boggle Bandit. Or worse.”

      I smirked. “I don’t want to be the Great White Shark of psychic investigations, but what are you gonna do?”

      “You did look really funny in that centerfold.”

      “You’re gonna be an overnight sensation in the cryptobiology world. Dude, they're gonna call you Fruitbatman. They’ll want you for talks about gem-toting boggles and werebats and just what you saw in that smuggler’s vault — let’s face it, that’s big news here. Even if you have to consult from a cell via Zoom or something, like a low-rent Hannibal Lecter.”

      Nyquist squelched a pained grin and went to the passenger side, disappearing inside. Malashock waved one last time and ducked in.

      The bus rumbled and farted and jerked, then started rolling. Malashock’s van pulled out, as did the Shield van and the bus, and it was only then, when I caught sight of the familiar back of Batten’s head through the bus window that I realized what just happened.

      Flabbergasted, I could only gesture silently and wildly and confusedly as the bus drove away. Batten did not look back. I flipped him off anyway. With both hands.

      Wes came to join me to wait by the curb until Malashock and Nyquist were also out of sight, and then we stood stunned by the sudden, empty peace and quiet for a few minutes. Halloween was right around the corner, and Mr. Merritt had been diligent with his landscaping. Though North House was home to many evergreens, the few red maples that dotted the front lawn were already bare of leaves. The garden had been winterized, shrubs carefully wrapped in burlap and roses pruned down, old annuals pulled, an extra layer of mulch laid in.

      “He left without saying goodbye, Wesley,” I fumed, hurt and furious. “Batten got on the bus, and — did he say goodbye to you and Harry?”

      Wes just nodded, wary of my mood.

      “Why the hell? What the actual? How could? That fuck!”

      My brother waited patiently for me to form an entire sentence, but that wasn’t going to happen. I was far too shocked. “He’s a… he’s just…”

      Wes reached into his pocket and handed me a cell phone. Batten’s burner.

      “Said he wasn’t gonna need it,” Wes said quietly.

      Holding it in my hand, I scrounged helplessly for a curse word strong enough to express to my baby brother just how furious I was. Again. I ended up settling on a horrified, confused gurgle noise, followed by an angry bull-snort. Though serious snow was still a few weeks off, my breath fogged the cold night air.

      Wesley’s noticeably did not.
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      Sheriff Hood’s phone rang once, and then shunted me to voicemail. The car cut through late night fog on our way home from the airport. I called again, and it went straight to voicemail, so I left a message to let him know that Harry, Wes and I were on our way to Shaw’s Fist, and we hoped he could stop by soon to check in. When the headlights hit the familiar crooked fence and the painted mailbox at the end of my driveway, I felt the knot in my belly finally begin to loosen. Home. As nice as it had been to be back in Niagara, I’d been homesick for the sight of my ramshackle old cabin, and now, with its single window spilling warm light into the dark yard, it was the most beautiful thing I’d seen in weeks.

      Inside, someone was house-sitting, and cat-sitting, and (if they were brave enough) spriggan-sitting. When Harry parked beside the black SUV and I opened the passenger door, the crisp scent of wood smoke tickled my nose, and I gazed up at the sky to see a curl of heat billowing from the woodstove pipe. It wasn’t as cold here in Colorado as it was in Niagara yet, but my house-sitter had decided on a fire this evening regardless, which told me a lot; this was someone who knew two revenants were coming home tonight, so it was someone familiar with the singular needs and desires of the undead. I hoped it was Umayma, that she was back from her retreat with Viktor the ogre, but once I opened the front door and saw two sets of shoes, one of them sensible brown Oxfords, I knew it was her and SSA Gary Chapel both.

      I kicked off my Keds, came to the threshold of the sitting room, and sagged against the door frame, grateful for the sight of Chapel and Maim, and the promise of their combined, sturdy-if-silent company. They were hunched in front of the fire playing chess, a bottle of wine open on the coffee table between two empty glasses. Maim looked up and smiled brightly — mostly at Wes, I thought. My brother’s dorky, twisted smile crooked up in reply, and I knew they had no need to exchange words. He would telepathically read my mute assistant’s mind with her help. They exchanged knowing looks and bashful eye rolls of relief that they were both safe and together again. It was too cute for words.

      I elbowed my brother. “Go hug her, dork.”

      “I’m gonna, jeez,” he said, flapping at me before slouching shyly into the room and slinging an arm around her. She jumped up to hug him. After briefly exchanged, meaningful stares, they strolled out the back door together holding hands.

      Harry sighed. “How charming. Oh look, you were three moves from checkmate, Agent Chapel. Such a shame the game was called on account of young love. Shall I hot the pot? Are we all having tea, then?”

      Bob the cat heard Harry’s voice and sprang out from under the chair, his collar bell jingling madly as he dashed over to his favorite person in the world.

      “That would be nice, thank you,” Chapel said.

      Bob was promptly scooped up in Harry’s cradling arms and given the requisite ear rubs, chin scritchies, and adoring baby talk while Harry drifted into the kitchen to put the kettle on.

      He didn’t know about Batten being alive, so I wasn’t going to be able to tell Chapel about my adventure, but boy, did I want to. “The cat was no trouble?” I asked him, plopping down in Umayma’s spot on the couch. Chapel shook his head, pushing his tortoiseshell glasses up his nose with one finger.

      “The spriggans gave Sheriff Hood a bit of a scare, I hear,” Chapel said. “The people who broke into the office and tried to break into the cabin have been identified as DaySitters belonging to House Hervi, particularly a Mike Harvey, linked to a revenant named Roy Harvey. Just thought you’d like to know.”

      I nodded but left it at that. “You didn’t run into Viktor here, did you?”

      “Umayma texted me when it was time for Viktor to go, and I came to spend evenings here at her request,” he explained. “Everything back home went well?”

      “Well, that depends entirely on what you mean by well.” Carefully avoiding any mention of Batten or his grandfather, I ran down the cheese smuggling case, and Rotten Roy, and the trapped elder immortals, and the phantasm feeds. I described Malashock as honestly as possible without sounding demoralized by how awesomely badass she was. I told him about my family visits, my sisters, and Wes finally facing my mother. Though most of it was settled, there was enough left undone that I couldn't reach that final state of relaxation I’d usually been able to do after a case wrapped up. There were too many questions unanswered, and that shoe would drop someday. With my luck, it would drop right on my lady-balls.

      I didn’t know what I could do or say to comfort myself. “At least I tried.”

      “You made tentative amends with your family, and set two trapped elders free,” Chapel said, his tone even and encouraging. “You stopped a deadly phantasm feed. You saved mortal lives. That's not nothing, Marnie.”

      He was right. It wasn’t nothing. But it wasn’t everything, either. I got up and went to the kitchen, where the kettle was beginning to softly titter and whistle right before shrieking. Harry had drifted off downstairs. I whisked the kettle off the burner and poured piping hot water into the teapot. Chapel followed at my heels and sat at the table. I unstrapped my fanny pack and tossed it on the table, spilling the last few remaining wrapped peppermint candies and my last pack of jerky.

      As the tea steeped, I got cups down. “The bad guys got away, Bossman. We know who they are and we know what they did. They’ll be taken before the Falskaar Vouras for a trial if and when they're caught. But old dead guys move slowly. In the meantime, I’m not entirely sure they won’t seek revenge. It’s unfinished business and it feels wrong. I’ve made an enemy, and I can’t imagine a universe in which they wouldn’t come back at me. I screwed up their shitty plan. I exposed their smuggling ring and their attempt to grab power. I released their makers, and confiscated the revenant nectar-spiked rum.”

      Chapel sat quietly studying my face. He took the teacup I set before him and sipped. Then he unwrapped one of the peppermint candies and rolled it into his mouth, crinkling the wrapper into a tiny ball and tucking it neatly in his pocket. For a long moment, he let me alone with my thoughts.

      “You couldn’t have seen this coming,” he said gently.

      “No, I should have seen this coming.” I slid my gloves off, picked up my cup, wrapping both hands around it and holding it close to my chest for comfort. “Or I should have seen something, anyway. That’s the point. I know nothing comes without a cost.” I shook my head. “I thought I could solve a revenant problem without bloodshed. That’s an impossible dream, so I have to assume the bloodshed’s coming.”

      “You don’t know that.” Chapel looked over the rims of his glasses at me. “You’re being too hard on yourself.”

      “I’m out of my league. Again. For the millionth time. I always have been,” I said with a disgusted, exhausted gurgle. “Fuck it. At least Jerkface has his answers now about Colonel Jack. Batten’s safe, even if he’s left us again without saying goodbye, probably forever this time.”

      Chapel froze, and then I heard what I’d said, the enormous secret I’d just blown, and I froze, too, staring at the way his face had suddenly gone hard.

      Cursing my big mouth, I hung my head, and from the pantry, I heard Harry’s soft, “Shruff and cinders, my pet. What have you done?”

      The Blue Sense picked up an overwhelming mix of confusion and broken-heartedness and resentment and shock from poor Gary, who was just now realizing with unhappy clarity that we’d all lied to him about Batten’s fake death for months. I gathered myself up, ready to defend myself, when Chapel stopped me by standing slowly, placing his teacup down carefully with a shaking hand, and clearing his throat.

      “Marnie, please stop blaming yourself for Mark’s misguided behavior. You do this every time.” His tight lips tightened further. “I have no doubt this was his doing. I watched you mourn him. Your suffering was not false. If he faked his death, and roped you into keeping the secret, that’s on him. I can almost understand why he didn’t involve me in the plan, though I’m nowhere near able to forgive him for it. I was forced to settle his estate, to plan his funeral.” He cut himself short, reigning in no small amount of anger. “I mourned him, genuinely, deeply. As a colleague and a friend.”

      “Oh, Gary,” I whispered, my eyes filling. Hating myself, I wished I could go back three minutes and watch my words more carefully. “I’m so sorry.”

      Gary’s chin dipped and I knew he was trying to avoid showing tears. “Is he safe?”

      Harry cleared his throat and swept forward from the shadows in the pantry.

      “Our Lad will be cared for, this I swear.”

      “Did he find what he was looking for?” Chapel asked.

      “It wasn’t the answer he wanted,” I said, “but at least now he knows.”

      “Will you share the details?” he asked, his voice breaking, and then raised a hand. “Not tonight. I don’t think I should stay just now. I think… no, I need to be alone. For a little while. I hope you’ll both understand if I excuse myself.”

      “If you’ll allow me to walk you to your car,” Harry said softly, “I would enjoy the opportunity to say a proper good-night.”

      I knew what that meant. Harry wanted to touch his friend, if only briefly, to draw away some of the man’s pain if he could. Gary Chapel had once bonded himself to me as dhaugir, a metaphysical whipping boy, stealing away my own pain and absorbing it himself so that I could continue to work. Harry would summon whatever lingering effects that bond might have, and work it in reverse to comfort and soothe our very special Special Agent.

      Chapel nodded wordlessly and then managed to choke, “Thank you, Lord Dreppenstedt. Good night, Marnie. I’m glad you’re home.”

      Fuckanut. I need to stop fucking everything up. “Night, Bossman,” I said, attempting to push lightness into it, to return the mood to normal or at least normal-adjacent.

      Chapel slipped on his shoes and laid his jacket over his arm. “You’re doing your best, Marnie, given the situation.”

      The fact that he was still trying to bolster my confidence despite my springing the ugly truth on him made my eyes well up again. “I’ll check on you in a few days, okay?”

      “Perhaps it would be best if I call you,” Chapel said, and left before I could say another word.

      Harry avoided my eyes. This time, if I was lucky, a lecture might not come; irrelevant, really, since I’d be punishing myself for the rest of the night, and probably longer.
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      The last thing a girl wants to see when she’s in the bath, especially after the kind of week I’d had, is a three-headed demon king leering from inside her foggy mirror. Asmodeus, Prince of Lechery and Overlord of the Falskaar Vouras, pressed forward from the glass, straining the silvery reflection, cocking His human head and flashing His broken piano smile.

      “Boy, you really hosed that up, Toots,” He said cheerfully.

      I gripped the soap bar and rubbed it on my little yellow bath puff, vigorously making suds. “Well, hullo to you, too, Chicken-Legs.”

      The furious, revengeful shriek of seventy-two legions of lesser demons blasted from the mirror, causing a hot, Sulphur stink that stung my eyes before He shushed them. “Is that any way to greet your beloved Lord and Master?”

      “I’m not in the mood for any of your twattery, so make it brief.” The scar around my neck throbbed hotly as if to remind me it was there, or maybe that was my traitorous imagination. I started exfoliating my elbows, refusing to look at Him as His ram face brayed over His deep, infernal chuckle. “What. Do. You. Want?”

      “Falsefeather,” He said. “She is not amused with you tonight.”

      It took me a minute for my gears to click. “Who, Remy? Why the hell not?”

      “You set the charge, Toots.”

      “I’ve done a lot of things, Azzie baby,” I admitted, “but I'm pretty sure that wasn't on my list, so go blame some other fool.”

      His tone became condescending. “House Dreppenstedt and House Sarokhanian have been in a cold war for a very long time.”

      “And when a demon king says ‘a very long time,’ I guess that’s really, reeeeallly long, eh?” I surmised blandly, rinsing my arms and reaching for my shaving cream and razor.

      “You have shaken up the power balance in the new world, and have released Old Hervi.”

      “I liked him,” I said lightly. “He was a bit frosty, but nobody’s perfect.”

      “Toots, Toots, Toots,” He clucked one of His tongues. “You set the pot to boil.”

      “I thought I lit the fuse.”

      “Set the charge,” He corrected.

      “What-the-fuck-ever,” I said with a sigh. “You’re mixing your metaphorical bullshit. I didn’t boil nothing, because Alvar Hervi isn’t a pyrokinetic revenant. That’s not a thing. He’s cryokinetic, so if anything, I froze the pot.” I added under my breath, “Think you know everything.”

      “You should have left it alone,” Asmodeus told me. “You should have taken the advice of your elders, known when to butt out, and walked away. You have unbalanced power in the New World, and returned old powers to stand before the UnHallowed Throne.”

      I propped one bare, wet foot on the edge of the tub, calf dripping. I craned my head around to look at Him, aimed the shaving cream container, and shot foam at my leg without looking. My foam-aim wasn’t great but my pointed nonchalance was dead-on.

      “In case you missed it, Rotten Roy and his flunky, Pascal, double-crossed Aston Sarokhanian after he double-crossed two elders, and were ultimately responsible for phantasm feeding causing illnesses and deaths. If you think I’m the sort to walk away from that, you haven’t been paying attention.” I showed him an exaggerated shrug. “From where I’m sitting, seems I left things better than they were when I got there. That’s a win.” For the humans, anyway.

      The demon king stared at me from within the mirror. His bull head snorted and snapped at the battered fishing hat atop His human head. “You stuck your cute little ass smack dab in the middle of a vampire war.”

      “You said the V-word,” I said with a scandalized gasp. “Shame, shame. That’s awfully saucy.”

      “I made ‘em, kid.”

      “I am assuming that old Alvar Hervi will deal with Rotten Roy, and Sirekan will punish that naughty Aston Sarokhanian, and Ms. Fancybritches will in turn handle all of them, including Ghazaros, who should have rescued his maker instead of suckling on the teat of Aston’s moneybags. And whatever Zorovar gets, he's got it coming. They’re all Remy’s mess to clean up. I figure my part is done, but if they want me to fuck shit up even more, I can do that. No problem. I’m ready to be a total disaster day and night. Did you tell them that?”

      “You didn’t meddle to save humans. You meddled out of your undying lust for the hunter, Mark Batten,” Asmodeus accusing laughingly. “You meddled for love of a mortal.”

      “Nu uh! A: he’s not a mortal anymore,” I reminded Him. “And B: I didn’t do it for some ass who keeps leaving me without saying goodbye.” I held his gaze for a long beat. “Go ahead, roll the replay, Prince Pervypants. Zero dickings.”

      “This whole mess started with the vampire hunter, Toots,” Asmodeus reminded me, to my ever-increasing discomfort. “If you examine the facts impartially, I think you’ll see I’m right.”

      “Oh, you demon kings think you’re sooooo smart. Gotta be right about everything,” I snarled, shaving my left leg with swift, angry swipes then giving the right leg the same treatment. I aimed my creamy, stubble-specked razor at the mirror. “But guess what? You’re wrong this time. And anyway, that’s over. Mark Batten is gone for good.”

      Asmodeus threw back all three heads and laughed and laughed. “I’ll let Her Majesty disabuse you of that notion.” He said, and vanished in a puff of foul, tainted smoke that greased the mirror with an oily residue. Harry was gonna be so pissed about the mess. Windex didn't do shit against infernal demon snot.

      “Her Majesty, my ass.” I snorted at the now empty mirror. “She can keep Mark Batten. Good riddance. Him and his jerky handsome face, his love bullshit, and his annoyingly hot ass. Who needs him?” I asked, immediately answering, “Not me.” I went back to scrubbing, perhaps a bit harder than was necessary. “You’ll see. You’ll all see. Even if he did come back, I wouldn’t care one bit.”

      Is that so? Remy purred in my head, causing my inner ears to itch something fierce. I tried to scratch by jamming both forefingers behind my ears and pressing and rubbing, but nothing relieved the strange sensation.

      Harry appeared in the doorway of the bathroom, ending his cold shoulder treatment with a sniff of concern. “My Own? Your appointment is over? What did He want?”

      I rolled my eyes at “appointment” and grumbled one of Harry’s own favorite admonishments at him. “He has a name, Harry, He’s not the cat’s mother.”

      “It is always best not speak His name, pet, especially this soon after a visit. Why are you shaving your ear?”

      “I’m not,” I said, trying to jam the safe end of the razor in the hollow behind my left ear the scratch the unreachable itch.

      “You’re not sprouting wild tufts at long last, my lycanthropic vixen?”

      “Behind my ears? Dark Lady, I hope not.” I dropped the razor, still feeling the queen’s voice tickling my inner ear in the most irritating fashion. “Are you ready for your nighttime feed?”

      Harry seemed to consider this for a long minute, then slipped into the room and claimed his usual perch on the bathroom counter. He did a double take at the oily smudges, and pursed his lips to express his disapproval. At long last, he asked, “Will you not mourn Our Lost Lad, angel, not even a little? Now that he is forever absent from our lives?”

      “The first time I mourned Batten, it got ugly. I think I’ll pass on that this time.” My ear itched savagely, and Remy’s insistent whispering tickled. My heart ached briefly with the memory of losing Batten at Skulesdottir, but the fact that the pain was blessedly brief was a testament to how hard I’d worked to heal, how far I’d come. “Forever absent. Yes. That’s just how I want it. I intend to spend the next year right here in this cabin, bored out of my skull, happily, blissfully bored.” I used my tongue to dig back against the inside of my mouth, trying helplessly to relieve the unbearable itch of the queen’s prodding whispers. “I’m tapping out. No more Batten. No more mess. No more wayward adventures. He’s Remy’s problem now.” I spoke to my itchy ears, swatting at one. “Hear me? I’m moving on. You made him, you keep him. I’m out.”

      Is that a fact? Remy repeated. And it felt like I had dropped a gauntlet, only to have it picked up by the worst possible opponent.

      Harry leaned forward to peer at my head. And then, as if sensing Remy Dreppenstedt through the House Bond, “Oh, love. Now what have you done?”

      

      
        
        THE END
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