
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents
Front Matter
1
2
3
4
5
Also in the Lost Falls Series
About the Author



BLOOD MONEY
A Lost Falls Short Story
by Chris Underwood
 


Copyright © 2018 Chris Underwood
All rights reserved.
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, and locales are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons is entirely coincidental.
 
 


Sign up to my mailing list to grab your FREE copy of Crooked Foundations, the prequel novella to the Lost Falls series—exclusive to subscribers!


Click to read for free!



  1 


We found the woman’s car a few miles outside Lost Falls. It lay overturned on a stony riverbank about thirty feet down a steep slope studded with brush.
I couldn’t be sure how many hours it had been there. To anyone driving along this winding, lonely road, there was no sign that a car had gone over the side. If it hadn’t been for my tracking spell, we never would’ve found it.
We stood at the roadside in the waning afternoon light, staring down at the overturned car. Behind us, on the other side of the road, the hills rose up and away from us, thick with trees. And in front of us, at the bottom of the gorge, the river gurgled and rushed. Birdsong filled the air. Nothing else made a sound.
“Well,” I grunted, breaking the silence, “that’s not an encouraging sign.”
“No,” Early agreed. “No, it isn’t.”
We stood there a couple more seconds, not speaking. Then we began to clamber down the bank toward the river.
Early was pretty sprightly for a man of his years. He made it down to the bottom without snapping any of his brittle old bones. ’Course, I beat him there. Mainly because I slipped onto my ass halfway down and slid the rest of the way. Groaning, I picked myself up and dusted myself off.
“You all right, Ozzy?” Early asked as he scrambled down beside me.
“Having a great old time.” I rubbed my aching tailbone. “Who said working for vampires couldn’t be fun? You’ve got leaves in your beard, by the way.”
“Hmm? Oh.” The old man combed his fingers through his long wizardly beard, shaking loose the detritus he’d collected on the way down.
I looked around, found a safe place to put my feet, and carefully made my way to the riverbank. The ground crunched behind me as Early followed.
It had been a nice car before it took a tumble off the road. A black sedan, tinted windows, not more than two years old. More a limousine than a personal run-around. As I approached, I could smell the faint scent of oil and rubber and leaking gasoline. It sat balanced on its roof at the edge of the river, water lapping at the stones a few feet away.
The driver’s side door was no longer attached. It lay a couple of car lengths further along the riverbank, the window shattered and the metal twisted and buckled. Taking a deep breath, I crouched down and peered inside the car.
She wasn’t there. The air bags had gone off, making the interior of the car look like a deflated bouncy castle. The driver’s seat belt was torn out and hanging loose. There was some blood on the seat and the steering wheel—the only sign that anyone had been inside when the car had gone over.
As I backed up, my shoe nudged something caught in the rocks beside the car. I crouched and picked it up. A pair of thick-rimmed glasses. The frame was bent and one of the lenses was cracked.
“Well?” Early asked as he came up behind me.
I turned and showed him the glasses. “She’s gone. Trail ends here.”
He nodded, casting his gray eyes about. They settled on the driver’s side door lying beside the river. His mouth twitched behind his beard and he went to examine it more closely.
“What is it?” I said.
“Looks like something tore it off. See here, these dents? They look almost like a hand print.”
He didn’t need to speak the obvious: that would have to be a hell of a big hand.
I grimaced, glancing around. Anything that could do that to a car door…well, let’s just say I wasn’t keen to stick around and find out what it was. I’d had plenty of experience with the things that lurked in the woods outside Lost Falls. I wondered how quickly we could scramble back up the bank and get the hell out of here. I wondered if it was already too late.
This job kept getting better and better.
I should’ve known it would go like this. Vampires usually dealt with their problems themselves. I didn’t know what it meant that one of them had hired us, but it couldn’t be anything good.
Early had gotten the call this morning. An hour later, the two of us had been standing outside a hideous brick McMansion on the outskirts of one of Lost Falls’ more ostentatious suburbs. We both looked wildly out of place. Big, scruffy guys like me and old vagabonds like Early didn’t really belong next to topiary and Greek statues. But there we were, just the same.
The door had opened before we knocked. A young, blond man without a scrap of a beard was standing there, eying the two of us up.
“Good morning, cunning man,” he said to Early, before glancing at me. “And…?”
“Also a cunning man,” I said. “Early asked me to tag along. Name’s Osric.”
I held out my hand. Blondy didn’t take it.
“Yes, well, Miss Kinfe is awaiting you in the parlor. Please follow me.”
He led us along tiled floors and through wide hallways dotted with vases and artwork. Our footsteps echoed in the empty space. I admit, I was a little nervous being there. On general principal I try to avoid going voluntarily into a vampire’s lair. Gives me that spider and fly feeling.
Logically, I knew we weren’t likely to be attacked here. It would be a major breach of the unwritten laws that kept Lost Falls’ underworld hidden and safe. The supernatural community that lived here under the noses of the Unaware was diverse and fractured, but everyone knew that open hostility would only lead to the whole community being exposed. Vampires could be dangerous, but they weren’t stupid enough to risk drawing attention to themselves. So we were safe here.
Probably.
I glanced at Early to try to gauge his feelings on the matter. His face was neutral, his eyes looking straight ahead. But I’d spent enough time around Early to recognize the tightness in his jaw. The old man had a certain amount of bad history with vampires.
I realized then that he wasn’t just looking straight ahead—he was staring at the young man we were following. More specifically, he was staring at the kid’s neck.
Blondy wore a high-collared shirt, but Early and I both knew what lay beneath that collar. Scars. Puncture wounds that would never fully heal.
The guy was a bloodslave. A human swain dedicated to the service of his vampire mistress. She would feed from him, drain his blood, and in exchange he would receive the kind of euphoric rush most people could only get with the aid of illegal narcotics. It was that rush that kept him addicted, kept him in thrall to the vampire he served.
A real nice, wholesome, symbiotic relationship.
Blondy led us down a set of carpeted stairs. Technically, we were entering the basement, but it wasn’t like any basement I’d ever seen. The high ceiling was dotted with inset lights that bathed the room in a soft, warm glow. No windows, of course—no sunlight would be allowed to penetrate here. The carpet underfoot was thick enough to get lost in. Beyond an L-shaped set of couches and a pair of towering bookshelves sat a grand piano that probably got polished more regularly than I brushed my teeth.
It would’ve been a calm, relaxing place to curl up and read a book, if not for the vampire pacing the floor.
She was a handsome woman. She appeared to be in her mid-forties, but of course that meant little. Her smooth dark skin looked like the result of good clean living, rather than any kind of cosmetic interventions. Her tightly curled black hair was cropped short, and she wore a cream-colored night robe that fit her so well it seemed like the tailor had sewn her into it.
But neither her clothes nor the pleasant surroundings could disguise her true nature. Not here, with her emotions bared.
She was a predator.
Golden brown eyes flicked toward us as we came down the stairs. They reminded me of a lioness I once saw at a zoo. She stopped her pacing, and for a moment I could’ve sworn her nostrils flared. Almost like she could smell our blood.
“Cunning men,” Blondy said, “may I introduce my mistress, Hana Kinfe. Miss Kinfe, this is—”
The vampire twitched a finger and Blondy fell silent. He hesitated, a flicker of jealousy crossing his face. Then he bowed his head and retreated back up the stairs.
Kinfe studied us a moment longer. Then, with a swirl of her robe, she turned and glided over to a large coffee table that sat in front of the couches. She opened a drawer, reached in, and pulled out a stack of cash thicker than a telephone book.
She slapped it down on the table. There was an audible thud. Although that could’ve been the sound of my jaw hitting the floor.
That was the start and end of the negotiations.
“Mistress Lockhart holds you in a certain amount of regard,” she said to Early. Her voice was as soft as a blade cutting through the air. Sonja Lockhart was the leader of the brood of greater vampires that called Lost Falls their home. I’d never met her, and I wasn’t in any hurry to change that.
“As I do her,” Early replied.
The vampire offered a tight-lipped smile. I found myself reaching to my side, where I usually kept my truncheon. It was a good, solid weapon. Wooden, with an iron core and a silver coating at the tip. And best of all, the pommel concealed a sharpened wooden point that made for a pretty decent stake.
Only my truncheon wasn’t at my side. Early had insisted I leave it behind. Good faith, shouldn’t go in armed, blah blah blah. Sometimes I wondered why I listened to the old man at all.
“You cunning folk,” she said, “you find things, is that right? You find people?”
Early gestured to me. “Osric here is the best tracker I know.”
Predatory eyes met mine. My mouth felt suddenly dry. I caught myself before I could go reaching for my imaginary truncheon again.
She made a noise that suggested she was unimpressed. No surprise there. Vampires, on the whole, are an arrogant bunch.
“My favorite swain went missing last night,” Kinfe said to me. “Do you think you can find her?”
“I can find anyone,” I said.
I never said vampires had a monopoly on arrogance.
The vampire gave us the details—such as they were. The swain’s name was Christina Liu. Kinfe found us a picture of her. Mid-twenties, straight dark hair cut into a bob. A soft, round face and bright, slender eyes behind thick-rimmed glasses. She looked awfully full of life for someone whose job it was to be a vampire’s juice box.
Last night had marked the start of a big three-day shindig outside town, where all the local vampires and their swains got together to revel and drink and play laser tag or whatever the hell it is vampires do at parties. Kinfe had sent Christina home around three in the morning, with orders to return before dawn. Only she’d never come back.
The job was simple. Find the swain. Bring her back. Standard cunning man work. And the pay she was offering, well, that was the real kicker. I’d be eating steak dinners until my 50th birthday.
I don’t think vampires really understand how human currency works. I wasn’t about to correct her.
I told Kinfe what I’d need to create the tracking spell. Some part of Christina—hair, fingernails, blood. I half-expected the vampire to bring out a bottle of the finest human blood, aged in an oak barrel to really get that woody aftertaste. Instead, she called for Blondy and had him fetch Christina’s hairbrush. It’d do the trick.
“Work quickly,” the vampire said. “I’m rather fond of Christina. If any harm comes to her…”
“We’ll do everything we can,” Early said. He nodded toward the stairs. “Ozzy?”
We both turned to go, but I paused and glanced back at the vampire.
“Is there a problem?” Kinfe said.
“If she ran away—”
Her eyes narrowed. “Christina did not run away.”
“If she did—”
“Ozzy,” Early snapped. “Let’s go.”
It had been a long time since he’d used that tone with me. It was a tone that brooked no argument. He fixed me with stony eyes. I shut my mouth.
“Just find her,” Kinfe said. “Find her, and bring her home.”
Blondy met us at the top of the stairs and escorted us back to the front door. Early and I didn’t speak until we were outside and back in my van.
“We’re really going to go along with this?” I asked as soon as I slammed the door.
“The girl’s missing. No one else is going to be looking for her.”
“The girl? The swain, you mean. Hell, Early, you of all people should know why this is a bad idea. Maybe this Christina doesn’t want to be found. Maybe she’s tired of being bled every day to satisfy the hunger of that…of that.” I jerked my head toward the vampire’s house.
“Miss Kinfe is right. The girl didn’t run away.”
“How do you know?”
He checked his watch. “It’s been, what eight hours since she was last seen? Eight hours without being bled. You ever see a heroin addict who hasn’t had a hit in a couple of days? She would’ve crawled home across a field of broken glass if she could.”
I crossed my arms and scowled. “I don’t like this, Early. We’re not looking for a person. Not really. We’re looking for the vampire’s dinner. Her property. Her slave. That feels…”
“I know.”
“You’re always the moral one. You’re always trying to teach me right and wrong.” I shrugged. “This is your job, not mine. I’m just tagging along. So I’ll follow your lead. But seriously, Early. You think this is the right thing to do?”
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
He hesitated, just for a moment. Then he turned the key in the ignition.
“Let’s go.”
It had taken a few hours to brew the tracking potion and let it mature. I didn’t argue with Early again, and he didn’t bring the matter up either. We fell back into old rhythms. Early was the one who’d taught me how to be a cunning man. And what that really meant. These days I mostly did my own jobs, but it felt comfortable working with the old man again.
Once the tracking spell was ready, we got back in the van and headed out again.
And here we were. Standing on the riverbank next to Christina Liu’s crashed car, praying that whatever monster had torn the door off and ripped her out of the car wasn’t coming back anytime soon.
Then again, maybe Early was wrong. Maybe there was no monster. Maybe that wasn’t a hand print on the car door. Maybe the door had just been knocked off in the crash. Maybe Christina Liu had crawled out of the car and stumbled off down the road. Maybe she was suffering from amnesia, and that was why she hadn’t gone home. Maybe she’d been swept downriver and drowned.
Nice thoughts. Trouble was, in Lost Falls, the monster theory was a hell of a lot more likely.
The trail ended here. Wherever Christina was now, she had to have crossed the river, or at least spent a little time in it. Running water played havoc on my tracking spells. It was even worse than rain.
There was a slim chance I’d be able to use the blood in the car to brew up a fresh tracking potion—blood spilled in trauma had an extra power, and blood spilled in violence was even better. If it was fresh enough, I might be able to pick up the trail again.
But I wouldn’t know until I brewed the new potion. That would take hours. Assuming she was still alive, I kind of doubted she had hours to spare.
“Ozzy,” Early said, interrupting my train of thought. He nodded toward the river. “Look.”
I followed his gaze. On the opposite side of the river was a mossy tree trunk that’d half fallen over, sending branches out to dangle above the gurgling river. Something was hanging from one of those branches.
I moved to Early’s side to get a closer look. It was a woman’s satchel bag. Dark brown, so it blended in with the bark of the tree. It twisted slowly in the breeze.
I got out my wallet and fished around for some change. “Heads or tails?”
“Heads,” Early said.
I flipped the coin, caught it, and slapped it down on the back of my hand. I had a peek.
“Well?” Early asked.
Scowling, I shoved my wallet into my bag and started rolling up my jeans.
The river here looked pretty shallow—no more than knee height—but it was fast-moving. A couple of boulders further upstream had turned the water into a swirling torrent of white froth. Still, I thought I’d be able to manage it. I left my bag with Early and grabbed a broken tree branch to help me steady my feet.
“Watch the stones,” Early said. “They get slippery.”
“Yeah, thanks for the advice, old man. Just watch my stuff, huh?”
I stepped into the water. In an instant my shoes and socks were soaked. My toes just about curled up and fell off. Hell, it was cold.
I waded in, the current tugging at me. Early was right—the rocks underfoot were pretty damn slick. I used my broken branch to test the ground before each step. I wasn’t going to fall into any goddamn sink holes in front of the old man. He’d never let me hear the end of it.
The satchel bag was dangling down about halfway across the river. The water was soaking the bottom of my jeans by then, even though I’d rolled them up past my knees. The water was deeper here than I’d thought. I’m a pretty tall guy, but when I stretched up I could only brush the bottom of the satchel with my fingertips.
“Careful,” Early called from the riverbank. “Don’t let it fall in the water.”
I glared at him over my shoulder. “You want to swap places? Either get your bony old ass out here or keep quiet and let me do this.”
I turned back to the hanging satchel. How the hell had it got up there, anyway? Had it been thrown from the car during the crash? Possible, maybe, but damned unlikely. I lifted up my broken branch and tried to hook the tip carefully around the satchel’s strap.
“Ozzy!” Early called.
I gritted my teeth, focusing on not dropping the satchel into the river. “I’m getting there, old man.”
“Get out of the water.”
“What?” Something in his tone made me stop what I was doing and glance back at him.
But he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring upstream, eyes wide. “Get out of the water, Ozzy. Now!”
The water around me suddenly became more agitated. There was a sound like the clatter of falling rocks from further upstream. I spun around to see what Early was staring at.
One of the river boulders was waking up.
Of course, now that it was moving, I saw it wasn’t a boulder at all. Stumpy legs that looked like they belonged on an elephant slowly unfolded, lifting the creature out of the river. Water cascaded off its gray, moss-covered back. Its hide still resembled river-smoothed stone, but as the thing turned I could see muscles bulging beneath the skin. It had two gargantuan arms that ended in four-fingered hands—fingers that were thicker than my wrist.
The creature turned toward me. Its mouth was open, revealing yellowed teeth made for grinding and crushing. I found myself staring into a pair of eyes that resembled deep pools filled with algae. The monster blew a spray of river water from its nostrils.
I swallowed. I’d never seen a creature like this in the flesh before. But the moment I saw it, I knew exactly what it was.
“Troll,” I whispered.
I stabbed the broken branch into the riverbed and tugged my truncheon free of my belt. It felt like a toothpick compared to the troll. The creature was more than twice my height and easily three times my width. It raised its arms and started lumbering toward me.
“Ozzy!” Early yelled.
Out of the water. Right. I spun toward the riverbank and began to move. The stones beneath my feet shifted and rolled as I staggered through the surging water.
“My bag!” I shouted at Early. “Troll bane. Inside pocket!”
The old man dropped to his knees beside my bag and started to rummage.
“No, no,” I yelled. “Other inside pocket! The one on the right. No, my right!”
My shoe slipped on a river-slicked stone. I went down hard, elbows and knees scraping across rock. White water rushed around me, filling my mouth and nose, blinding me. I pulled my head out of the flow of the river, spitting out water and dragging my sleeve across my eyes. The troll bore down on me.
Something caught my eye. I threw out a hand to Early.
“Wait!”
Early paused, the vial of troll bane in his hand, ready to throw. I kept my hand outstretched, urging him not to act.
The troll staggered to a halt in front of me and dropped to his knees, one massive palm splashing into the river not two feet from my head. His other hand clutched at his right flank. Between his fingers I could see a web of black blood vessels pulsing beneath his stone-colored skin.
I looked into the troll’s eyes. He looked back at me. It wasn’t anger I was seeing in his shifting green eyes. It was pain.
Slowly, I pushed myself to my feet. The troll just watched me. Trembling, I reached out and wrapped my hand around one of the thick fingers clutching at his side. His skin was as hard and cold as rock. I pushed at his hand and he allowed it to fall away.
I saw what I’d glimpsed a few seconds ago. A fist-sized lump bulging out from beneath the troll’s skin, like a knot of blackness pulsing within the creature. And from the lump, finger-like vessels stretched out, carrying the darkness through the troll.
I looked back at the troll’s face. He opened his mouth, damp breath washing across me.
“Help,” the troll said. It was a rumbling, rolling voice, like a rock slide.
And then he rolled over and collapsed in the river with a spray of water.
“Early!” I yelled.
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I was the tracker, but Early was the medicine man. When it came to trolls with supernatural illnesses, I deferred to his judgment.
He rushed into the river, took one look at the black, pulsating lump in the troll’s side, and got to work. He delivered instructions to me while pulling out vials and jars from his own bag of tricks. I did my best to follow along.
Let me tell you, the middle of a goddamn river is not the best place to treat a sick troll. I couldn’t feel my feet anymore. Freezing water was slowly creeping up through my jeans to places that really didn’t want to be subjected to those kinds of temperatures.
But we didn’t have a choice. It wasn’t like we could drag the troll to the riverbank. The big bastard probably weighed more than my van. I ended up using the creature’s shoulder as a workbench for me to grind herbs while Early wafted incense into the troll’s nostrils.
“What the hell is that thing?” I asked, gesturing to the black lump with my chin.
Early just shook his head. His jaw was set in that way that meant he was deep in thought. “I’m not sure yet.”
“That’s not troll blight. He’s been cursed.”
Early grunted and said nothing. He knew I was right.
Curses could take a lot of forms. And breaking them was part of the job description for cunning folk like us. This, though…this I’d never seen before. This wasn’t witch’s work. This was something else.
The troll gave a sudden snort, his eyes snapping open. Early tossed me the incense and put a hand on the troll’s shoulder as he tried to rise.
“It’s all right,” Early said. “No one’s going to hurt you.”
The troll let out a groan like rocks grinding together. His eyes swiveled to look at Early.
“Cunnin’ man,” the troll rumbled.
Early raised his bushy eyebrows. “You know who I am?”
The troll nodded. He moved his giant hand to his side. “Hurts.”
“I know.” Early grabbed the troll’s hand by the finger before he could wipe away the unguents we’d smeared on the black lump. “Don’t touch it. Can you move? We need to get you out of this river.”
With a grunt, the troll began to push himself up onto his hands and knees. Early and I waded quickly out of the way before we could be washed away by the sudden wave the troll had created.
His eyes turned to me. Eyebrows of green moss crept low as he furrowed his brow.
“You cunnin’ man too?”
“That’s right.” I said. “Name’s Ozzy.”
“Ozz…zzy.” He tested out the name, then nodded to himself. With slow, drunken steps he stomped toward the riverbank. The riverbed rumbled beneath my feet with every step.
“I’ll be there in a second,” I said to Early. Turning, I pulled the broken branch I’d been using as a walking stick free of the riverbed. Using the forked end, I reached up and hooked it around the strap of the satchel still hanging over the river. Carefully, I worked it free of the half-fallen tree and grabbed hold of it.
It was a relief to get out of the river. I stripped off my shoes and socks, setting them aside to dry off. My toes had started to go a slightly concerning shade of blue, but the fiery tingling that tore through the soles of my feet was enough to assure me that I wasn’t going to lose them.
Early made the troll lie against the bank where he’d be out of sight to anyone driving past on the road above. The troll’s face didn’t move very much, but I could see him breathing heavily, his teeth grinding slowly together. Despite our administrations, the blackness in his side was spreading. He was in a bad way.
Early shot me a look as I approached. He gestured and stepped a few feet away from the troll, lowering his voice.
“It’s bad. I don’t know how bad, but it’s bad. We need to know what that lump is. I have to open it up.”
I nodded. “What do you need me to do?”
“Distract him. It’s not going to be pleasant for him.”
I licked my lips and glanced at the troll. Despite my initial impressions, he seemed gentle enough. But trolls weren’t known for their rationality. If we started hurting him—even for his own good—well, I didn’t want to end the day being crushed to death by a troll.
“Okay. I’ll try. Early,” I added as he started to turn away. “What about the girl? What if the troll…you know…?” I dragged my finger across my throat.
The old man exhaled and glanced at the troll. “Whatever happened to Christina Liu will have to wait. He’s the one who needs our help right now.”
We turned back. The troll lay slumped, his eyes glazed. He seemed to be having trouble focusing on us as we returned to him.
“I have to do something,” Early said to the troll. “It’s going to help us find out what’s made you sick. But it’s going to hurt.”
The creature let out a low rumbling moan. I went and sat down on the bank next to his head. If I could keep him looking at me, he wouldn’t be able to see what Early was doing.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said to the troll. “Let Early do what he has to do. Look at me. You got a name, big guy?”
He rolled his head to the side to look at me. “Hider.”
“Hider?”
He laid a hand on his chest. “Hider good at hidin’.” Even with the pain, he sounded pretty proud of himself.
“Yeah, well, I can’t argue with that.”
At Hider’s side, I saw Early pouring a thin, colorless potion over the blade of an oak-handled dagger. I turned my attention back to the troll.
“Hider,” I said, “I think someone cursed you. Do you have any idea who it was?”
The troll made a low, thrumming sound that I felt more than heard. His muscles tensed and bunched beneath his stony skin.
“Hey, hey, easy,” I said, putting my hand on his shoulder.
He exhaled. “Goat man.”
“What?”
“Goat man. He came down hill. Said words. Words Hider not know. Then…then hurt.”
“This goat man, he cursed you? He was here? You saw him?”
Hider grunted, nodding. He turned to look at what Early was doing, but I spoke again to keep his attention on me.
“Why do you call him goat man? Is that his name?”
“His head was bone. Goat head bone.”
I frowned, trying to puzzle out what the troll was saying. “A skull, you mean? He was wearing a goat skull on his head?”
“Mmm,” he grunted in confirmation. “He hurt Hider. Hider fell. And goat man took her.”
“Her? Who?”
“Lady,” he said. “Car lady.”
As the troll spoke, Early touched the blade of his dagger to the lump in the troll’s side. He swiped it along the troll’s skin, and some kind of black, oily muck began to pour forth. Hider groaned in pain and tried to sit up.
“Hider!” I said, grabbing him by the jaw and pulling with all my might. “Look at me.”
“Hurts,” he moaned.
“I know. Tell me about the car lady.”
He blinked a few times, teeth grinding together. Early grabbed a small silver bowl and gathered some of the stuff dripping from the troll’s side. A foul, metallic scent wafted up. I started breathing through my mouth. It didn’t help.
“Hider was sleeping,” the troll said, pointing to the spot in the river where he’d been hiding before. “Then lots of banging. Hider woke up. Car was there.” He pointed again, this time to Christina Liu’s overturned car.
“You heard the crash?” I asked.
“Hider waited. Hider good at hiding. Then Hider saw car lady. Car lady hurt. Hider couldn’t just hide. Hider got car lady out of car. Lots of blood. Car lady hurt bad. Hider wanted help her. Then goat man came. Goat man came and Hider fell down and goat man took car lady away.”
The troll let out a deep breath. That was probably the most words he’d ever spoken at once.
I put it all together in my head. So the troll had been fast asleep when Christina Liu’s car went off the road. He’d heard the crash, and when he realized Christina was hurt, he’d gone to help. He’d ripped off the door, pulled her out of the car. Tried to help her.
But then this “goat man” had come. Had to be a witch or sorcerer of some kind. He’d cursed Hider and run off with Christina.
Hell. Poor fucking troll. All he’d tried to do was help the girl. Now he was paying the price.
I patted the troll on the shoulder. “You did good, Hider. You did the right thing. That was brave.”
His chest swelled, but a moment later he curled in pain again, his brow creasing. I glanced over at Early.
The old man had lit a candle on top of a large, flat stone. He held the silver bowl above the flame, and as he swirled the black muck inside he sprinkled a vial of wood ash into the bowl. There was a hiss and a screech, and the black liquid began to bubble. He looked up and met my eyes.
“Hell,” I muttered.
“Hider…” the troll said. He was looking at Early. “Hider is dying?”
Early hesitated. “You’re very sick.”
“Hider scared. Hider not want to die.”
My stomach twisted. I’d been through too much to think that fairness had a place in the world, but this just wasn’t right. I shook my head.
“You’re not going to die, Hider,” I told him. “We’re going to break the curse.”
“Ozzy…” Early said warningly.
I stared at the old man. “We’re going to break the curse,” I said again, harder this time.
With a sigh, Early jerked his head at me. I gave Hider a reassuring pat on the arm, grabbed Christina Liu’s bag, and went over to Early.
“This curse,” Early whispered, “it’s—”
“I saw what it was.”
“Then you know you’re promising the impossible.”
I shook my head. “Not impossible. Not completely.”
He stared at me hard, catching my meaning. “No, Ozzy. It’s too dangerous. And even if we pulled it off, the vampires wouldn’t allow it.”
“Since when do we answer to them? The troll’s cursed. Cunning folk break curses. It’s our job, Early.”
His mouth formed a line and he dropped his eyes, pausing. “We already have a job.”
“Seems to me one should lead to the other.” I swung Christina’s bag off my shoulder and unzipped it. “Let’s see if this gives us any clues.”
I pulled the bag open and started to empty its contents onto the ground. Most of it was barely worth a glance. A thin scarf, a tube of lipstick, a compact mirror, a small bottle of water. A collection of mismatching pens, some of them broken. Faded receipts from several weeks ago.
I dug out a black wallet and had a flick through. No cash, but there was a driver’s license and a couple of credit cards. All were in Christina Liu’s name. The photo on her driver’s license showed Christina as a younger woman, her hair longer. She wasn’t wearing a scarf or a turtleneck or anything that covered her throat. This was a photo from before she’d entered into Kinfe’s service. Before she’d become a junkie bloodslave.
I put the wallet next to the rest of the stuff and reached into one of the side pockets of the satchel. My fingers closed around something hard. A phone.
I slipped it out of the bag and switched on the screen. It opened immediately on her photo gallery—it must’ve been the last app she used. Several photos had been taken last night. Curious, I opened the oldest one and began to scroll through.
“Hey Early. Check this out.” I angled the phone so he could see it.
The pictures looked like they’d been taken in the sitting room of some kind of lodge or mansion. The walls and floor were built from bare timber, with huge logs supporting the high-vaulted ceiling. Large windows looked out on the black of the night sky. In the center of the room, a fire was roaring within a large stone brick fireplace. One wall was filled with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, while another held several mounted hunting trophies. Black leather couches sat huddled in circles about the room.
There was a party going on. There had to be nearly fifty people in the room, all sharply dressed, though there was a lot of variety in style and color. And the diversity didn’t stop with the clothing either—there were party-goers of several different ethnicities, and they appeared to be aged anywhere from about six to eighty-five. There were men and women and some whose gender was ambiguous. Some gathered in circles, talking and laughing, while others lounged on couches and a few more leaned on the balconies of the upper floor, looking down on the party.
But just because there was diversity didn’t mean there was equality. It wasn’t hard to pick out the more important party-goers by the sizes of their retinues and the way they placed themselves in the room. And it wasn’t difficult to determine who was human and who was not. The humans were snacking on hors d’oeuvres and sipping from champagne flutes. And the vampires, well, they were snacking on the humans.
I scanned through the photos, looking at the bared throats of the women in scoop-necked dresses and the men in unbuttoned shirts. All of them—all the humans, anyway—bore telltale scars that marked them as bloodslaves. A few lay sprawled across the laps of vampires, eyes closed in ecstasy as their masters and mistresses fed on them.
“Hell of a party,” I said. “Real wholesome family gathering. You think any of these fine bloodsucking folks knew they were being photographed?”
“I suspect it didn’t occur to them.” Early stroked his beard as he studied the photos. “Most of them are a little behind the times. They haven’t adapted to digital.”
I nodded, catching his meaning. You know that old myth about vampires not having reflections? It’s only partially true. A vampire will show up just fine in a pool of still water or an aluminum-backed mirror. It’s silvered-glass mirrors they have a problem with. Silver is antithetical to vampires. It rejects them. Hurts them, if they make the mistake of touching the stuff. Even the light reflected off a vampire’s skin gets distorted when it touches silver.
And that doesn’t just apply to mirrors. Silver is a major component of photographic film—snap a Polaroid of a vampire and it’ll come out blurred and indistinct, every time. The vampires of Lost Falls never had to worry about being photographed before.
Except digital camera sensors don’t rely on silver. Which means anyone with an iPhone can get themselves as many crystal clear vampire pictures as they desire.
As I looked closer, though, I noticed something. “I don’t think these were taken with the phone. They’re too grainy. And it looks like they were using a fish-eye lens or something.”
Early grunted. “Then why are they on the phone?”
“How tall is Christina? These photos were all taken from a low angle.” I chewed my lip, thinking about it. “You think she’s using one of those hidden cameras like they have in the movies?”
“Might explain why none of the guests seem to mind her taking their picture.”
I nodded and swiped through to the phone’s settings. “Look. Her Bluetooth is on. Could explain how the photos got from the camera to the phone.”
“What’s a Bluetooth?”
I shot Early a look. “Christ, you’re old. Never mind. This has to be Lockhart’s party, right? Where do you think this is?”
“Looks like the Crucible Lake Hotel. Lockhart owns it.”
“The vampire queen owns a hotel?”
“It’s more of a lodge. I don’t think just anyone can get a reservation there. Mostly she keeps it for entertaining powerful Strangers.”
“’Course she does. You recognize any of these bloodsuckers?”
“Some.” He took the phone off me and swiped through. “Here’s our client, talking to…oh, what’s his name? Some minor vampire in the brood. I think that’s Lockhart herself over by the fireplace. Hard to tell with so many swains around her.” He swiped again. “And that’s…hmmm.”
“What?”
“How do you zoom in?”
I helped him zoom in on a darkened doorway leading off the main room. Two figures stood facing each other just inside the doorway: a tall man and a shorter, curvier woman. The man had a hand on the woman’s shoulder, as if directing her out of the room.
“Who is it?” I asked.
“I can’t be sure,” Early said, squinting at the phone, “but I think that’s Francis Serrano.”
“Who?”
“Sonja Lockhart’s loremaster. A vampire with a certain amount of influence within the brood. But that…” He pointed to the woman. “That isn’t his swain. It’s Lockhart’s.”
“I take it by your tone this Serrano guy shouldn’t be hanging about in dark hallways with his boss’s swain.”
“I don’t think it’s generally advised, no.” He swiped to the next photo. “And it looks like our photographer agrees.”
I peered over his shoulder at the phone. Early was right. It seemed Christina—or whoever was taking the photos—had noticed the same thing we had. The next photo was taken from the doorway—the photographer was following Serrano and the swain. The two of them were disappearing through a set of French doors out into the night. Early flipped through to the next photo, and the next.
“Wait,” I said. “Is he…?”
Early nodded gravely. “It’s hard to tell. But I think so.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means,” he said, “that these photos are very valuable. And very dangerous.”
He swiped to the last photo in the chain, the last photo taken before Christina Liu disappeared. According to the time stamp, it’d been taken more than an hour after the previous photo. This one didn’t show a beautiful lodge or a party full of vampires. It didn’t show much of anything. It was so dark that the picture was little more than grainy noise and faint silhouettes. A fallen tree trunk. The gnarled wreck of a car. And a figure looming out of the darkness. A lithe figure draped in black.
A figure with a goat skull for a head.
Fingers of dread brushed at the back of my neck. Early and I stared at the photo in silence for a few seconds. Then he let out a breath and looked at me.
“We should deliver this to Kinfe,” he said.
“Like hell. These photos are too damn blurry to be of any real use. And besides, we don’t have time. You know as well as I do what’s going to happen to Christina if we don’t—”
A pained groan cut me off. We spun around to see Hider curled up against the bank, his mossy eyebrows pulled down low in a look of agony. He shuddered and vomited a bathtub’s worth of black oily goop onto the earth beside him.
“Hider!” Early shoved Christina’s phone back into my hand and rushed to the troll’s side.
The black lump on Hider’s side was pulsing. The curse was resisting Early’s attempts to bring it under control. The troll was running out of time.
Early met my eyes. I didn’t have to tell him what I was planning. The old man knew me too well. I began to pull on my damp shoes and socks.
“Ozzy,” he said. “No. It’s too dangerous. Just take the phone to our client.”
“And what about him?” I jerked my chin toward the troll.
Early licked his lips, shook his head. “Ozzy…”
“Keep him alive a while longer,” I said. “Keep your phone on. I’ll call you on the way and tell you what I need you to do.”
“Ozzy, wait!”
I shoved Christina’s phone into my pocket and started scrambling up the bank toward the van. “Just keep him alive!” I called over my shoulder. “I’ll get him what he needs.”
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Crucible Lake was a few miles south of the stretch of road where Christina had crashed her car. It was a secluded little lake that’d probably been the crater of some ancient volcano a few hundred thousand years ago. It was the sort of place you’d expect to be crammed full of jet skis and speed boats every summer, but for some reason that never seemed to happen. I wondered if Lockhart and her brood had anything to do with that.
No waves or ripples marred the stillness of the lake as I crept along its edge. The reflection of the evening moon on the water was so perfect that for a moment I had the strangest sensation that I was upside-down, walking along the roof of the world and looking down at the night sky below. I squeezed my eyes shut, shook my head, and forced the world back up the right way. I should’ve known it was a bad idea to skip dinner.
Lockhart’s hotel sat crouched on the edge of the lake, a giant of wood and stone staring out at the water. Lights burned in most of the windows, and I heard the sound of revelry from inside. The second night of Lockhart’s party was ramping up.
Kinfe would be here tonight, along with Lockhart and all the rest of the bloodsuckers. This wasn’t just a bit of fun for them—this was political. It was a chance to make deals amongst each other, share rumors, win influence.
Spread out around the hotel itself were the grounds: terraced gardens, a tennis court, a few maintenance buildings, and the parking lot full of fancy cars with tinted windows. A low wooden fence ringed the whole lot, except for a gate at the entrance that led to the only nearby road. Beyond that, the forest reigned.
Of course, a measly little fence wasn’t the only thing protecting the property. It’d taken me more than an hour of careful rituals to cut a hole through the property’s defensive wards so I could sneak in undetected. I’d been lucky enough to catch the last of the day’s sunlight as I did it—vampiric sorcery was at its weakest at dawn and dusk.
Unfortunately, that meant I was creeping about at night. And in this place, the night didn’t belong to me. I couldn’t see any vampires out wandering the grounds, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. With the sun set, they were free to walk beneath the sky without fear. Some of them would surely be savoring that opportunity.
Sneaking unannounced into a vampire’s private domain is generally considered a really fucking bad idea. I was acutely aware of that as I scurried along beneath the light of the moon, using flower beds and hedges and an oversized sundial as meager cover.
I just didn’t see any way around it. If I drew attention to myself before I found Christina Liu, I probably wouldn’t find her at all. Not alive, at least.
If I got caught here, well, I had to hope like hell they gave me a chance to explain myself before I was torn limb from limb, my blood drained for a vampire’s supper.
Better to beg forgiveness than ask permission, right?
I swallowed my fear and crouched behind a low rock wall where I’d be mostly out of sight from the hotel. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out the one thing that might lead me to Christina. Her glasses.
On their own, they wouldn’t be much use to me. Hell, considering how beat up they’d gotten in the car crash they wouldn’t be much use to Christina either.
I hadn’t had time to brew up a full-blown tracking potion. So before I arrived at the lake, I’d climbed into the back of my van to do the next best thing.
I’d started with Christina’s hair. I still had a few strands I’d pulled from her hairbrush. With a pair of tweezers I’d fed the strands into the flame of a soulwax candle. The flame had sputtered and turned golden, filling the inside of my van with a smell like old swamp water. With the candle slowly burning down, I prepared a written charm—words of power scrawled in red ink on a scrap of lambskin parchment. That went into the candle flame as well. A trail of red smoke began to fill the van. Next step was the glasses.
The connection between a person and their possessions can be surprisingly strong. Sometimes that connection is even strong enough that someone like me can tap into it.
That depends on several factors, though. Emotion is often a big one. And I don’t just mean positive emotions. An object with sentimental value is all fine and good, but if I can find something that the person really hates, something that causes them great pain, then I’m really cooking with gas.
Material matters as well. Silver, iron, and wood are the ones I usually look for. They can absorb their owner’s emotion, store it. So a treasured silver locket given to the missing person by their beloved dead grandma makes a damn good starting point for any magic I’m working.
The glasses, though, they were something a little different. I mean, they were just plastic frames with a little stainless steel and some glass for the lenses. Certainly nothing as impressive as silver. And I doubted Christina had any particular love or hate for the glasses. They were just something she wore.
But that was just it. She wore them day in, day out, probably for years. She viewed the world through these glasses.
Eyelight is a powerful thing. Hell, certain Strangers have been known to hunt and kill people for their eyelight.
Christina’s eyelight painted the world for her. It let her look at herself in the mirror, let her view sunsets and thunderstorms, showed her flowers in bloom and broken beer bottles in the gutter.
Eyelight isn’t something I usually concern myself with. But these were unusual circumstances. Every hour, every day, some tiny fraction of Christina’s eyelight was absorbed by the lenses of her glasses on the way to her eyes. I was tapping into that pool, hoping it would resonate with the rest of Christina’s eyelight.
And maybe, with a little luck, it would show me where she’d been taken.
Crouched down in the grass before the Crucible Lake Hotel, I unfolded the bent arms of Christina’s glasses. One lens had been cracked in the car crash. That one I hadn’t touched. The other lens was the one that would show me the way.
Back in the van, I’d taken the burning soulwax candle and dripped hot wax across the surface of the intact lens. When the wax dried, it completely covered the glass. Taking a breath, I brought the glasses to my face and slipped them on.
It wasn’t the most comfortable fit. My head was a lot bigger than Christina’s, apparently. The frame was so bent I couldn’t get the glasses to sit straight on my nose. I hoped like hell there weren’t any vampires secretly watching me right now. I looked ridiculous.
I exhaled, cleared my mind, and peered out at the hotel grounds. My right eye stared through a cracked lens that shifted everything out of focus, while my left eye stared into the dark of the candle wax. Slowly I turned in a circle, letting my eyes relax.
She had to be here somewhere. She had to be. My little trick with the glasses was no substitute for a real tracking potion. This wouldn’t allow me to follow her across any kind of distance. If she was nearby, then maybe it could give me some glimpses, some hints. But if she wasn’t here…
As I turned away from the lake, a shape flickered into my vision. An indistinct shape, like an afterimage seared into my retinas. I couldn’t make out any details, but I could tell one thing—the shape was humanoid.
The blurry figure twitched about for a couple of seconds, like some kind of stop-motion monster from an old B movie. Then the thing faded from my sight.
Slipping from cover, I darted across the grounds, passing trees and crossing stone paths as I headed for the spot I’d seen the figure appear. The glasses made my world blurry. At any second I expected to run square into some vampire or swain that I hadn’t noticed. I could hear deep-throated laughter from one of the hotel balconies. Hopefully not at my expense.
Another blurry afterimage faded into view ahead of me. I was closer to it now. It seemed to be walking away from me, an indistinct silhouette taking long, graceful strides across the grass. There was no sound to accompany it, no footfalls or crunching grass.
The shape began to fade again. As I closed on it, the thing paused, turned. For a moment my heart tightened, fearing the figure had noticed me. But of course, that was stupid. The thing wasn’t real. It wasn’t here. It was nothing but a shadow, a memory, a scrap of eyelight given form.
As it turned toward me, though, I noticed it was carrying something slung across its shoulder. No, not something. Someone. A small, slender figure, barely moving.
Both figures disappeared as I reached them. Cursing softly, I paused and looked around once more. I was near the southern edge of the hotel grounds now, in some less-used part of the property. A row of trees stood in a tight line near me, acting as a border between the gardens and what looked like the staff areas of the grounds. Beyond, I could just make out the blurry shape of some small building. As I watched, the indistinct figures appeared one last time, heading away from me again. They faded a few seconds later, but not before I saw where they were going.
I removed the glasses and blinked a few times, letting my eyes readjust. Damn things had given me a splitting headache.
When I could see clearly again, I looked in the direction I’d last seen the figures moving. Through the trees I could make out a caretaker’s shed painted a dark brown to blend in with the woods beyond.
I crept silently toward it.
As I moved, I unhooked my truncheon from my belt and began to unscrew the pommel at its base. The weight came loose, revealing a sharpened point carved from the oak handle. In my line of work, it paid to have a wooden stake handy.
By the time I reached the caretaker’s shed my heart was hammering so loud I was afraid they’d hear it from the hotel. Part of me hoped I was wrong, that Christina Liu was nowhere near here. Then I could just slip away, shrug my shoulders, and tell myself I’d tried my best.
My gut told me that was a fool’s hope.
The shed was about the size of a small shipping container. It had no windows and only a single pair of large double doors secured with a padlock. I glanced around at the woods and the hotel grounds, searching for any eyes watching me in the darkness. I was alone.
I crouched down and put my ear to the door, listening. A breeze whistled softly through the cracks in the shed. I couldn’t hear anything else moving inside.
I dug my lock picks out of my pocket and got to work on the padlock. Lock picking was a skill I’d picked up during a misspent youth, but it came in surprisingly handy in my current line of work as well.
The lock popped open. With one last glance around I readied my truncheon-cum-stake and nudged open the door with my foot.
The smells of oil and grass clippings wafted out of the shed. And beneath that I picked up another scent: a hint of human sweat. I paused and listened once more. Over the whistling of the breeze and the creak of the door’s hinges I heard the sound of soft, rasping breathing.
The inside of the shed was nearly pitch black. Thin shafts of moonlight entered through cracks and joins in the shed. I could just make out the shape of some workshop shelves along the left wall, and another large silhouette in the center that looked like a riding mower. With no other choice, I slipped inside, closed the door behind me, and switched on my phone’s light.
The beam of light illuminated swirls of dust disturbed by my entry. Spider webs clung to the corners of the shed. The bare concrete underfoot was marred with dirt where the riding mower had been driven inside.
I swept the light around, past the mower that filled most of the space inside the shed. And then I saw her.
Christina Liu sat with her legs curled beneath her on the cold concrete at the far end of the shed. Her head was bowed and her dark hair covered her face. Her arms were raised above her head, tied to a support beam with rope. I could hear her ragged breathing, but she didn’t move even when my light touched her.
Alive. My heart quickened, but I forced myself to be calm, to think carefully. Kneeling down, I took out a long, thin glass vial from my bag and laid it on the concrete near the door, setting it in a crack so it wouldn’t roll away. Then I took out a second vial—this one nearly spherical—and moved it to my pocket where I’d be able to access it.
I stood up and shone my light at Christina again. She hadn’t moved. I edged around the mower, carefully making my way toward her.
As I came closer I noticed congealed blood matted in her hair. She was wearing what I guessed was the clothes she’d worn to the party last night—a dark blue dress that pooled around her legs and an unbuttoned short-sleeved jacket. Both were looking a little worse for wear. The dress was torn in a dozen places, dirtied and bloodied all over.
Any of her cuts and bruises could’ve been the result of the crash. The strips of parchment pinned to her skin, though, they were something a little different.
There were six of them. Two on each forearm, and another two placed just below her collar bones. Words in an alphabet I couldn’t read were written in perfect calligraphy down the length of each piece of parchment. A small spot of blood stained each strip where the parchment was pinned to her flesh.
Hell. I didn’t know exactly what kind of ritual this was, but I could make a few guesses. The strips of parchment were almost certainly some kind of charm—not so different from the written charm I’d burned up for use in my little trick with Christina’s glasses. Charms could be protective, but I was going to take a wild guess that these ones were malevolent. And if they worked anything like a cunning man’s charms, they were probably aiming to change something about Christina.
I approached carefully. My fingers itched to pull the charms free of her skin, but until I had a better idea what they were doing, I didn’t want to remove them. There was a chance the shock would harm her.
“Christina,” I whispered, crouching down in front of her. “Christina, can you hear me?”
No response. I touched my truncheon to her chin, lifting her head. Her eyes were lidded, her face bruised and swollen. Her nose was broken, and with each breath I could hear the air rasping through her bloodied nostrils.
Amid the scar tissue on the side of her neck there were two fresh puncture wounds. She’d been bled less than an hour ago.
I gently lowered her head, then moved my truncheon to her jacket. With the tip of my truncheon I nudged the lapel, peering closely at the buttons. The third one down looked a little different than the others. It bore a glassy sheen and had no button holes.
A camera lens.
I flipped the lapel back, finding the thin wire that poked out through the fabric. It trailed down toward the pocket. No doubt that was where she kept the trigger that would allow her to snap pictures without anyone noticing.
I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Early.
“Early,” I whispered. “I found her.”
The old man let out a relieved sigh. “Alive?”
“Yeah. But she’s pretty beat up.” In the background I could hear a rumbling groan. “Is that Hider?”
“He’s become delirious. I don’t know how much longer I can keep him alive. Can you get Christina back on your own?”
“I don’t know. Someone’s been working some magical hoodoo on her. It might not be safe to move her. I need you to do what we talked about. I’m at the—”
The hinges of the shed door suddenly squealed. I spun around as one of the doors swung open.
“Ozzy?” Early said.
“Caretaker’s shed,” I hissed into the phone. “The hotel. Hurry.”
I hung up and switched off the light, then stuffed the phone into my pocket, next to Christina’s phone. Staying low, I moved away from Christina’s unconscious form and crouched behind the mower. My palm felt slippery as I gripped my truncheon. I licked my lips and tried not to breathe.
A silhouette appeared in the doorway, a dark shape against the moonlit night. It was tall, slim, dressed entirely in black. And from its head curled two thick horns.
The goat man.
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For several seconds the goat man just stood there in the doorway of the shed, looking in. I couldn’t see his eyes. But I could feel them sweeping the darkness. Searching. I felt a prickling sensation at the back of my neck. I didn’t move.
The goat man took a step forward. His movements were unconcerned, unafraid. He passed through the doorway and pulled the door closed behind him. The darkness grew deeper. The goat man turned, and I heard the scrape of a deadbolt being pushed home.
“I can hear your heart beating.” The goat man’s deep voice filled the darkness. “It sounds like the heart of a scared little mouse. Are you scared?”
Like hell I was going to answer him.
But yes. I was scared.
Shoe leather whispered against concrete. As he took another step forward, I carefully shuffled away from the mower, moving back toward Christina. I licked my lips, preparing myself. I’d only have one chance.
“Who are you?” the goat man asked. “Did the girl’s mistress send you?” He waited a couple of seconds, as if expecting an answer. “Come out, little mouse. Don’t be afraid. I won’t kill you.”
“I know you won’t,” I said.
The goat man’s head snapped toward the sound of my voice. Faster than I could comprehend, he dropped into a crouch and darted toward me.
Glass shattered beneath his foot. My eyes were already closed. I knew what was coming.
Light filled the shed, as bright and brilliant as a midsummer’s day. Even with my eyes closed it poured through my eyelids, burning my retinas.
The goat man screamed. It was the scream of a man being eaten alive by fire ants. It was a scream of agony.
I opened my eyes into slits, squinting against the glare. The flash of the sunflare was already fading, the bottled sunlight escaping now that the vial had been crushed beneath the goat man’s foot. But there was still plenty to see by.
The goat man staggered about, screaming. He crashed blindly into the workshop table, knocking a toolbox to the ground and sending its contents spilling out across the floor. With a snarl, he spun around and stumbled a few more steps before slamming into the riding mower.
He wore a black dress shirt with an open top button and steel cuff links at the cuffs. Nice attire for a wedding, maybe. The goat skull probably wouldn’t fit in so well, though.
It must’ve been a pretty big goat before it died. Twin horns curled from the skull. For a moment I could almost believe that this really was some horrible monster with a goat skull for a head, like some vision of the devil. But as the goat man grabbed at the riding mower and tried to recover, I saw a shock of shiny black hair poking out from behind the skull. He was wearing the skull as a mask.
As the light rapidly faded, my eyes went to the goat man’s hands. They’d become blackened and blistered by the sunflare. Even as I watched, the skin burned and peeled away in small pockets, revealing tendons and scorched bone.
Before the goat man could recover, I had Christina’s phone in my hands. I opened the camera app and pointed the phone at the goat man.
“Say cheese.”
I snapped a photo of him. My shaking hand made it blurry, and the goat man’s wild thrashing wasn’t helping things. He shouted with rage as he heard the simulated shutter sound. Before I could take another picture, he’d launched himself at me.
I threw myself behind the riding mower as he pounced. Even dazed and in pain he leapt easily over the mower, swiping at me as he sailed overhead. His hands clawed at the air a half inch from my face, close enough for me to smell his cooking flesh.
He twisted in the air and hit the wall behind me feet-first, rattling the whole shed on its foundations. One burned hand grabbed at an exposed ceiling beam and he crouched there for a moment, defying gravity as he pressed himself against the wall.
Through the holes in the goat skull I caught a flash of golden eyes glaring at me. His legs curled to spring.
I dropped the phone and drew the vial I’d prepared earlier, flinging it at him in a single motion. As he launched himself off the wall, the vial smashed into his ugly goat head.
A glittering cloud of powdered silver and ironwood shavings exploded from the shattered vial, enveloping us both. He screeched.
But it didn’t stop him. The goat man crashed into me, arms extended. It felt like getting hit by two pile drivers at once. The air rushed out of my lungs. I felt ribs bend and crack. Pain ripped through my chest.
I slammed back against the side of the mower, the goat man on top of me. My truncheon slipped from my grip, clattering to the concrete beside me.
The goat man coughed and wheezed as the cloud of silver and wood surrounded him. His hands gripped at me, but I could see how much pain it was causing him. The silver dust collected in the open wounds on the backs of his hands, turning the flesh there even blacker.
“I will bleed you dry!” he roared.
His eyes flashed behind the goat skull. He jabbed one hand into my side, driving his fingers up toward my liver. Bile spilled into my mouth. I fought the urge to vomit. I stretched out my arm, reaching for my fallen truncheon.
The goat man threw his head forward and slammed the goat skull into my face. If he’d been stronger, the blow might’ve killed me. But the cloud of silver and ironwood was sapping his strength. As it was, I still saw stars. My lip broke open, spilling blood.
As blood dripped down my chin, the goat man inhaled sharply. His eyes widened behind the skull.
They widened even further when I stabbed the wooden point of my truncheon into his side.
The wooden stake ripped through clothing and penetrated flesh. His body went rigid.
I grinned at him, tasting my own blood on my teeth. “Doesn’t feel so good when they bite back, does it, vampire?”
He stopped pushing against my liver and grabbed at my hand that gripped the truncheon. His fist tightened, trying to crush my fingers and pull the stake out at the same time.
Despite what the movies would have you believe, wooden stakes don’t turn vampires to dust. You need a good helping of fire for that, and a little decapitation doesn’t go amiss either. But stakes have their uses. A well-placed stake to the heart will paralyze a vampire for several minutes. And a stake attack that misses the heart can still sap their strength and hurt them like hell.
But even with all the tricks I had up my sleeve, I knew I couldn’t defeat the goat man myself. The silver dust would interfere with his ability to work sorcery, and the stake in his side would slow him down. But I was only playing for time.
Ignoring the crushing pain in my fingers, I gritted my teeth and forced the stake another inch deeper into the goat man’s flank. A guttural groan passed his lips.
Wrenching my other hand free, I reached up and dug my fingers into the holes in the goat skull. With a grunt, I tore the skull off the goat man and let it drop to the concrete. The vampire behind the mask peeled back his lips, revealing sharpened teeth. He snarled at me.
“Francis Serrano, right?” I said. “Lockhart’s loremaster. Pleasure to meet you. I’m Ozzy. Hold still for a second, huh?”
I lifted Christina’s phone, aiming the camera point-blank at his face.
With a sudden burst of strength, the vampire roared and pulled the stake from his side. He tore it from my grasp, sending the truncheon spinning into a shelf of gardening tools.
I suddenly felt very vulnerable. Panicking, I threw a desperate punch at his face. My fist slammed into his jaw, scraping along his teeth.
I might as well have hit him with a pool noodle.
He picked me up by the throat and hurled me across the room. I smashed into a workbench and went down like a sack of meat. Groaning, I slumped down next to Christina Liu’s bound form. Somehow she’d slept through the whole damn fight. Wish I’d thought of that.
Serrano picked himself up, brushed himself down. The wound in his side wasn’t bleeding, but he didn’t look too happy about it either. Christina’s phone had fallen to the floor beside him, the light from the screen casting faint illumination on his face. He looked down at his burned hands, scowling, then lifted his head to glare at me.
He would’ve been a good looking guy under normal circumstances. He had the silver fox thing going on—thick, wavy dark hair slashed through with gray. Strong jaw, good cheekbones, just a hint of five o’clock shadow.
The sunflare had diminished his looks a little. Several patches of his face were burned and puckered. The skin around his eyes looked like a couple of fried eggs left too long on the heat.
“Tell me,” he said, standing over me. “What did you hope to achieve? You can’t beat me.”
I clutched at my bruised ribs, forcing myself not to cough. “No. Figured I’d leave the dirty work to your brothers and sisters.”
“By taking my picture?” He gave a thin, pained smile. “You and the girl have a lot in common.”
Crouching down, he picked up Christina’s phone. He swiped at the screen. His smile became relieved.
“It was kind of you to bring this to me.”
“You’re welcome,” I grunted. Every breath brought another wave of burning pain to my chest. “Guess you didn’t want to brave the river to get her bag off that tree, huh? What is it with you vamps and running water, anyway? I never understood that one.”
He ignored the question, instead focusing his attention on the phone. Guess he figured I wasn’t worth engaging with. I edged closer to Christina, hoping he was too distracted by the photos to notice me slipping my hand into her jacket pocket.
“All right,” I said. “Let me ask another question, then. I think I’ve got most of it figured out. Christina was playing spy at the party, at the behest of her mistress, Hana Kinfe. Maybe Kinfe suspected you were up to no good. Or maybe she was just snooping around for dirt she could use to increase her standing within the brood. I know what you bloodsuckers are like. It’s like Game of Thrones around here.”
Serrano lowered the phone and showed me his teeth again. That spiked my heart rate. I hurried up.
“Anyway, I bet no one was expecting Christina to capture anything as juicy as she did. Francis Serrano, consorting with another vampire’s swain. And not just any vampire, either. The broodmother herself, Sonja Lockhart. And Christina caught you red-handed.” I paused. “Red-mouthed, maybe I should say. It was a little hard to tell in the pictures, I admit. But I know what you were doing. You were feeding on Lockhart’s swain. I can only think of one reason you’d be doing that: because you’d already made her your swain. A little sorcery and some blood drinking and she’d become your willing servant. A spy inside Lockhart’s house. Able to feed you all sorts of secrets to ensure you maintained your position. Maybe even improve it.
“But that’s a dangerous game to play. And when you realized Christina had taken photos of you and your little spy, well, you couldn’t just let her take that information back to her mistress, could you? You’d be at Kinfe’s mercy. So you chased her down. Used some magic to make her crash her car, probably. Grabbed her, brought her back here.” I gestured to Christina, to the charms pinned to her flesh and the bite marks on her neck. “You’re going to turn her too, just like you did to Lockhart’s swain. Another spy for the network. Hell, maybe you have them all over the place, in the houses of all the important vampires in town. Seems like your style.”
Serrano regarded me. “I thought you said you had a question.”
“Yeah. I do. Why’d you curse the troll?”
“The troll?” He frowned and shrugged. “He was in the way.”
I sighed. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s what I figured.”
He stared at me a moment longer, looking a little puzzled by my question. Then he shrugged again, slipped Christina’s phone into his pocket, and strode toward me.
I pushed back against the wall and tried to stand, but Serrano lashed out with a lazy kick that sent me sprawling to the floor. I coughed and spat blood as pain danced across my ribs.
“I think I recognize you now.” Serrano crouched down in front of me. “You’re one of the local folk wizards, aren’t you?”
I groaned and looked up at him through blurry eyes. “Not wizards. Cunning men,” I corrected him. “I’m the pretty one.”
“Indeed,” he said dryly.
The vampire suddenly reached out, one hand clamping around my jaw and jerking me forward. In an instant, we were almost nose-to-nose. His nostrils flared and his pupils dilated.
“You have caused me both pain and inconvenience tonight,” he whispered. “Our little fight has awakened my appetite.”
His tongue slid between his teeth and lapped at the blood dripping from my lip into my beard. I tried to twist away, but his grip tightened on my jaw, nearly crushing the bone.
Shivering with ecstasy, Serrano pulled back a couple of inches, licking the red from his lips.
“I could kill you,” he said, “but that would only inconvenience me more. And it would not be satisfying. Instead, I’m going to drink from you. You’re going to become another of my swains. A mewling, pathetic creature whose only joy comes from having me drain you. I’m going to take everything you are, everything you would have been, and crush it into nothingness.”
I struggled to speak with my jaw clamped in his fist. “That’s against your law. Can’t take an unwilling swain.”
“I’ll take the risk.”
He pulled my head to the side and gripped my shoulder, exposing my neck. I cried out once more, straining to break free, but his strength was returning rapidly. Once he’d drunk his fill of me, all his burns and wounds would begin to heal. Within a couple of hours all the pains I’d inflicted on him would be gone.
And for all intents and purposes, so would I.
I trembled as I felt his cold breath on my neck. The points of his teeth scraped along my skin.
“Won’t save you, you know,” I said through gritted teeth. “It’s already too late.”
He laughed softly, his mouth still poised above my neck. “Is that so?”
“It is.”
“I have the girl. I have her phone, and all the photos she took. And now I have you.”
Now it was my turn to laugh. “Fucking vampires. You’re all so goddamn old. You never hear of the cloud?”
He paused and drew back a couple of inches. “What?”
“All Christina’s photos were automatically backed up to the cloud. And before I arrived, I made sure all those photos could be shared with some people who might find them very interesting. Kinfe. Lockhart.”
His lips peeled back. “Even if that’s true, it won’t matter. It was dark. The pictures are blurry. Lockhart won’t know for sure that I was feeding on her swain.”
“There’s also a picture of you after the crash.”
“You cannot see my face. No one will know it’s me. At worst Lockhart will take the precaution of dismissing the swain I turned. But she cannot act against me without proof. Not if she wants to maintain her position.”
“True,” I said. “But there’s also the photos that I took. The ones where you’re not wearing a mask.”
He snarled, his nails digging into my jaw. “You took no such photos.”
“Sure I did.” I reached out to Christina next to me, tapped the button camera disguised in her jacket. “With this. While we were shooting the breeze before.”
With a snarl, Serrano tossed me to the side and ripped the button camera from Christina’s jacket, taking a fistful of fabric with it. He examined the camera for a moment, then crushed it in his fist.
Over the whistling of the wind through the shed I heard a soft crunching sound, like footsteps on grass.
“There,” the vampire snapped. “The photos are destroyed. You have nothing.”
I shook my head and licked the blood from my lips. “Too late. They’re already out there. Bluetooth, asshole.”
The shed doors flew open with a crash. Serrano leapt to his feet, putting himself between the doors and Christina’s unconscious form.
A woman strode through the doorway. She was tall, nearly as tall as me, with a curvy body that moved with a hunter’s grace. Her gown shone softly in the moonlight creeping through the cracks in the shed. She had a round face with a strong nose and a head full of dark curls.
You couldn’t really call her beautiful. But she was…she was something.
I swallowed. I’d always hoped that if I ever met Sonja Lockhart, it would be with a sunflare in my pocket and a couple of wooden stakes hidden behind my back.
I was so entranced by Lockhart I almost didn’t notice another figure slipping into the shed behind her: Hana Kinfe. Where Lockhart’s face was a mask of neutrality, Kinfe’s eyes burned with fury.
“Madame Lockhart,” Serrano stammered.
“Hello, Francis,” Lockhart said. It wasn’t a silky soft voice like most of her kind had. It was as hard and smooth as obsidian. Her eyes flicked to me, then to Christina’s unconscious form behind Serrano. It was clear she’d missed nothing. “Hello, cunning man. Mr. Turner, isn’t it?”
Bracing myself against the wall, I pushed myself to stand. I only whimpered a little.
“Osric will do. Ozzy if you’re feeling friendly.”
Serrano grabbed me by the arm. “Madame! I found this wizard casting his spells on the swain here. I sensed his magic from the party, and I came here to—”
“Francis, please.” Lockhart managed to sound like a vaguely disappointed parent. She shook her head. “I’ve seen the pictures.”
“It’s a trick!” Serrano said.
“Unhand Osric, Francis.”
“But he—”
Lockhart straightened. “Unhand him!”
Her voice was so cold I shivered. For a few seconds even the wind fell silent, and the only sound was Christina’s rasping breaths.
Then Serrano’s fingers released their grasp on my arm. I stepped away from him, picking up my truncheon.
Hana Kinfe stepped forward, brushing past Lockhart and baring her teeth at Serrano. “What have you done to my swain, you treacherous snake?”
“Hana,” Lockhart said, laying a finger on Kinfe’s arm. It was enough to stop her in her tracks. “Enough. You’ve caused enough damage already. Your little game could have exposed us all.”
Hana shrank back. Lockhart turned to me, full lips forming a closed-mouth smile.
“My thanks to you and Early for bringing this incident to my attention. It is a relief to know that Christina is safe. Hana, you have the man’s fee?”
“Keep it,” I said. “I want something else instead.”
Lockhart’s eyebrows lifted a fraction of an inch. “Oh?”
I jabbed a finger toward Serrano. “A lock of his hair. And three drops of his blood.”
Serrano opened his mouth to object, but a look from Lockhart silenced him. “I am not in the habit of surrendering vampire blood, Osric. Especially not to magic users.”
“Not even the blood of traitors? Not even the blood of those who would corrupt your swains and break your laws?”
Lockhart’s lips tightened. “He will be dealt with appropriately, make no mistake.”
“I don’t give a shit.” Trying not to look as injured as I was, I straightened and puffed out my chest. “Three drops. That’s all I care about.”
“Why?” she asked. “What do you intend to do with it?”
“When he took Christina, he cursed a troll. That troll’s going to die unless we break the curse.”
“A troll?” Her lips quirked upward. She sounded amused.
I wasn’t. “That’s right.”
She shook her head, still smiling. “I’m sorry, Osric. A vampire’s blood is a sacred thing. Hana will get you your money, and perhaps I can sweeten the pot a little. As a kind of…completion fee.”
I sighed, nodding. “Fine. Say, you don’t mind if the rest of your brood gets their hands on the photos Christina took, do you?”
Lockhart’s smile froze in place. “Excuse me?”
“Yeah, I mean, that wouldn’t make you look weak or anything, would it? One of your own swains spying on you. Right under your nose. Leaking your secrets to this asshole. I’m sure your brood would be understanding, right? I mean, everyone makes mistakes.”
Lockhart’s smile thawed, but it still didn’t reach her eyes. “You should be very careful, Mr. Turner.”
I shrugged. “That’s never been my strong suit. Early’s the careful one. Man, would he be pissed if anything were to happen to me. Thing about Early, though, is he has lots of friends in town. I wonder if you vampires can say the same? I always got the impression some folks thought you could do with being taken down a peg.”
Serrano was gawking at me openly. Kinfe looked like she was starting to regret hiring me and Early. Lockhart took a slow step forward. I resisted the urge to back away from her.
“You would threaten all this…for a troll?” Lockhart said.
“He made an impression on me.”
Lockhart grew silent for several seconds. Her eyes bored into mine. My tongue felt stuck to the roof of my mouth. I knew damn well that if Lockhart’s anger got the better of her, I’d be dinner before I could blink. I also knew that backing down would be a fine way of awakening the predator inside her. So I stood. And I waited.
Lockhart’s head twitched to the side. She met Kinfe’s eyes.
She snarled something in a language I didn’t understand. Serrano went rigid, opening his mouth to shout.
Lockhart and Kinfe pounced.
One instant they were two graceful high-class women, dressed to impress. And in the next they were monsters. Claws extended, lips peeled back. Their eyes grew wide and black. Jagged teeth glistened in the dim light.
I squeezed my eyes shut and flinched back, waiting to be ripped apart. There was a crash, and a scream. It wasn’t mine.
I opened my eyes. I wished I hadn’t.
Lockhart and Kinfe descended on Serrano, bearing him to the floor like a pack of wolves bringing down a deer. Serrano flailed and struck out, his own teeth gnashing. But his fight with me had left him weak. He was no match for the two female vampires.
Kinfe drove a clawed hand into Serrano’s gut, tearing through clothing and flesh and driving up beneath his ribcage, toward his heart. Serrano’s shriek echoed through the shed.
Until Lockhart bit into his throat. No delicate little bleeding, this. Her jaw clamped shut over his windpipe, blood spilling out either side of her mouth. Then she twisted and reared back, ripping flesh and gristle from his throat. Serrano’s scream became a gurgle.
Lockhart spat the hunk of flesh at my feet and I staggered back, nearly tripping over Christina’s unconscious form. The young woman groaned and started to stir. I couldn’t take my eyes from the grisly scene in front of me.
Lockhart gave me a bloody grin then descended again, crouching over Serrano on all fours as she continued to tear at his throat.
As Serrano’s movements slowed, Lockhart hiked up her skirt and straddled his chest. She put her hands on either side of his head. His eyes stared up at the ceiling, wide and terrified.
Lockhart ripped his head from his shoulders. As she pulled and twisted, bone cracked and the last few strands of flesh and cartilage tore. She held up the head in triumph, eyes filled with wild abandon. Then she exhaled deeply and brought the head close to hers, touching her forehead to the dead vampire’s.
That image would haunt my nightmares for a long time to come.
Exhaling, Hana Kinfe withdrew her hand from Serrano’s chest, wiping her bloody fingers on his shirt. She turned, looking exhausted, and her eyes settled on Christina. She rushed to the young woman’s side.
“Christina, my sweet. You’re alive.” She tore the rope from Christina’s wrists and held the groaning woman to her breast.
Slowly, Lockhart rose from Serrano’s body, the severed head still gripped in her hands. Her claws retracted and her features reshaped themselves. Her skirt was still hiked up obscenely around her hips. Her face and the front of her dress were smeared with blood. Bits of flesh were caught in her curls.
She dug her fingers into Serrano’s scalp and tugged. A scrap of skin and hair tore loose. She strode over to me and pushed it into my hands.
“Hair,” she said, then she raised her hand to gesture around her. “Take whatever blood you wish.” She glanced down at Serrano’s head, then dropped it next to his body. “And then I suggest you leave my hotel, Mr. Turner. Before I change my mind.”
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“Ow,” I said to Early, flinching as he rubbed one of his stinking creams into the bruises that covered my chest. “That stings.”
“You’re lucky that’s all it does,” the old man said. He stood up and wiped his hands clean. “All right, we’re done. How does it feel now?”
I lowered my shirt and waved my arms around. “It hurts like hell.”
“Think of it as a valuable learning experience.”
He sat down on the riverbank next to me, pulling a coat closed around him. The night sky was finally starting to show hints of predawn light. Even in the dark, I could tell Early was nearly as tired as me.
Which only goes to show he lacks stamina. I mean, he didn’t have to fight any fucking vampires, did he?
Hider knelt down in the middle of the river, his mouth open as he faced the onrushing water. The troll had spent the last ten minutes drinking deeply from the river, and he didn’t show any signs of slowing down.
It had been a near-run thing. By the time I got back to the river with Serrano’s blood and hair, Hider was at death’s door. Early and I had worked through the rest of the night to break the curse before it could overwhelm him. A couple of times we thought we’d lost him. Turns out trolls are pretty damn tough. Who knew?
He’d regained consciousness about an hour ago. Three quarters of an hour after that he’d been able to stand and stagger back to the river, where he’d been ever since.
Early had wanted to stick around a little longer, make sure the curse didn’t make a reappearance. I didn’t mind. I liked watching the troll drinking. Made my own pains hurt a little less.
“What about Christina?” Early asked me after a couple of minutes of silence.
“What about her?”
“She’s all right?”
“Depends what you mean by all right.” I shrugged. “Physically, yeah, I think she’ll be okay. She was just coming around when I left. The crash did a number on her, but there didn’t seem to be any permanent damage. And Serrano hadn’t been able to fully turn her to his will by the time I interfered. I think soon enough she’ll be back to being Kinfe’s happy little bloodslave.”
“There are some things we can’t change.”
I nodded, watching Hider drink. “Yeah. It’s better when we can change them, though.”
Finally, the troll seemed to have drunk his fill. He pushed himself up and stomped toward us. His steps were surer now. He seemed stronger already.
“Hider feel better,” the troll rumbled.
I grinned. “Good to hear, big guy.”
“You save girl?”
I shook my head. “You saved her. I just found her again. She’s alive. She’s safe.”
Hider bobbed his big troll head, then lowered his voice. “The goat man?”
An image flashed before my eyes: Lockhart on her knees, tearing Serrano’s throat out with her teeth.
“He won’t be bothering you again,” I said.
Early stood and tapped me on the shoulder. “We should go. You need rest.”
“Yeah.” A little reluctantly, I let Early pull me up. “Take care of yourself, Hider. Don’t go rescuing any more damsels in distress, okay?”
His stony brow furrowed in confusion. “Dis…dress?”
“Never mind.” I waved. “See you round.”
The troll lifted one huge paw. “Bye, cunnin’ men.”
Early and I clambered back up to the road and got in my van. I switched on the heater. It was pretty cold out there.
“You did well to get Serrano’s blood,” Early said as he buckled his seat belt. “Sounds like it was hard work.”
“Why do I get the feeling this is one of those criticism sandwiches?”
The old man smiled. “I’m just thinking…are you sure you couldn’t have got the blood and the money? You know, I’ve been meaning to get the roof repaired ever since that downpour last month. And the tires on my pick-up are getting a little bald.” He paused. “I’m just saying—”
“You want to go ask Lockhart? Be my guest. We’ll head back to the hotel right now. I’ll wait in the car while you handle the negotiations.”
He chewed his lip. “On second thoughts, I can probably do the roof myself. Physical labor is good for the soul.”
“Yeah.” I started the van, did a U-turn, and headed for home. “That’s what I thought, old man.”
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