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For everyone who read the previous books.

You made this happen. You guys rock,

and I can’t thank you enough.
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… The miserable mortal who has been once caught firmly by the end of the finest fibre of his nerve, is drawn in and in, by the enormous machinery of hell.… my prayer is for the impossible, and my pleading with the inexorable.

—Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Green Tea




 

[  1702  ]

“What kind of monster are ye?” Father demanded, as he slammed his fists again and again into Uncle Reginald’s stomach. “The girl’s but seven years old!”

“James, I beg of ye, stop! I am wholly innocent!” Uncle screamed. Just as he’d been screaming since the beating began. “She demanded I give her a piece of candy, and I simply refused, but—”

“ ’Tis not the way she tells it,” Father insisted. He turned away for a moment, seething with rage, and took up the first thing to hand—a pair of iron sheep shears, honed to a razor edge. He drove the blades of the shears deep up under Uncle’s rib cage and twisted them. Uncle Reginald stopped screaming then, but his whole body convulsed as the blade dug through flesh and sinew. Foam flecked his lips, and his eyes, which had been swollen shut with bruises, bulged outward from their sockets. “She says ye offered her some candy if she would take down her small clothes. Seven years old!”

Uncle made no reply. It did not occur to the girl that he might already be dead. Clearly it did not occur to Father, either, as he drove the blade of the shears home again and again. The girl stepped backward as blood spread across the straw-covered floor of the barn. Behind her the sheep stared placidly at the scene, wholly disinterested spectators.

Eventually Father threw down the shears, and wiped one gore-coated hand across his mouth. He was breathing heavily and sweat poured down his bald head and pooled in his ears. He turned to look at the girl and the expression on his face was one she would never forget. He was not angry anymore. His face had gone as pale as paper and his mouth hung open, his slack lips wide to suck in breath. In his eyes was a look of desperate pleading. He wanted something from the girl. But what? Thanks, for what he’d done? The validation of knowing he’d done the right thing, been a good father? Or simple forgiveness?

She would never know. She would never, in fact, see her father after this day. He would be taken to the assizes, given a quick trial, and hanged in the town square as a fratricide.

But all that was in the future.

This special moment, this very first of her murders, was frozen in time as she stood before the sheep and away from the spreading pool of blood that threatened to touch her shoes. She was too young to comprehend what had just happened. She was only peripherally aware that something very important, something consequential, had changed in the barn. There had been three people there. Now there were two.

Father dropped the shears and ran out through the wide doors, into the sunlight. He did not speak to her before he left. The girl was left alone with the corpse. Uncle’s eyes had receded back behind their lids and he wasn’t moving, not at all.

The blood parted as it rolled around her shoes. She felt it soak through the thin cloth and touch her flesh, and though she had expected to be revolted by the feeling, disgusted by the wetness of it, instead one simple fact impressed itself upon her. The blood was so very warm.

She splashed through it toward Uncle’s body, as if she were playing in a puddle in the rain. Red as rubies it was. When she reached Uncle she leaned over close to peer down into his battered face. How different he seemed now from the man she’d known all her life. How funny a person could change so quickly. He looked a million years old already. She leaned down further, and kissed him on the forehead.

He had been wholly innocent, just as he claimed. She had made up the funny story. How easy it was to make things up. How easy it was to make things happen.

“Ye should have given me the candy,” she whispered to him.

From outside the barn she heard her mother calling, her voice cracked with alarm. “Are ye in there, child? Are ye in there? Justinia—where are ye?”

The girl turned toward the door and made a mask of her face. A mask of fear she did not feel. She forced tears to her eyes. “In here, Mama,” she shouted. “In here!”

1.

Television and the Internet had given the public the false impression that it was impossible to get away with a crime in the twenty-first century. That advances in forensic science and law-enforcement techniques meant a criminal could be tracked by the subtlest of evidence. That if he left behind a single fiber from his clothing, or so much as a fraction of a fingerprint, a burglar or a rapist was as good as caught.

If it was that easy, Clara Hsu’s back wouldn’t hurt so much.

At the ripe old age of thirty-one, she was already starting to feel like an old lady. Squatting on the floor of a convenience store in Altoona, a jeweler’s loupe screwed into one eye, she groaned with every duckwalking step as she studied the bottom shelf of a display of snack cakes. She was looking for anything, and nothing in particular. Fibers were next to impossible to spot at the best of times. Dusting the entire store for fingerprints would take days, since every surface had to be studied individually under special lights and from multiple angles. If she found anything, even so innocuous a clue as a scuff mark on the floor tiles from the perp’s sneakers, she would be happy. She’d been working this scene all day and into the twilight hours and so far she remained unhappy.

Outside, beyond the wide glass windows that looked out on gas pumps and colorful signage, a single flashing light and hundreds of feet of yellow tape cordoned off the crime scene from the summer night that thrummed with the noise of crickets. Inside the store every available light was burning so she could get a better view, while the store’s audio system droned out some pop music hit she’d never heard before. That had been the first sign that she was getting old, that she had stopped keeping up with the Top Forty. The way her knees popped when she stood up helped reinforce the feeling.

There was no blood anywhere in the store. The teenaged kid who had been working behind the register had been found dead at his post, but without a speck of blood on him. That had been enough to get Clara’s attention. For two years now she had been looking for just that kind of murder. The State Police and the local authorities of twelve counties all knew to call her whenever a bloodless murder occurred, and she always went when they called. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it only meant that the victim had been killed with a blunt instrument that failed to break the skin. But still she went out whenever they called, and still she gave every case her full attention.

Most forensic specialists wanted blood on the scene. Blood was easy to work with—between DNA, blood types and factors, spray patterns, trails of blood leading away from scenes, bloody footprints retaining the tread pattern of the perp’s shoes, and a dozen other kinds of clues, blood always talked.

But there was one kind of killer who didn’t have DNA. Or fingerprints. Who almost never wore shoes. And who, unless they were rushed, would never leave so much as a droplet of blood behind. Vampires tended to be very thorough.

Luckily for everyone, they were just about extinct.

There was only one vampire left in the world. Justinia Malvern, the one who got away—or so Clara believed. She’d been looking for Malvern for two years now, with no official support. Her bosses believed that Malvern was dead, burned to a crisp during a riot in a women’s prison two years prior. Clara knew they were wrong, but so far couldn’t prove it—for two years, Malvern might as well have disappeared off the face of the earth.

And in her business, proof was everything.

She sighed as she pushed aside a stack of frosted mini-donuts and squinted for fibers behind them. Nothing. She checked behind the frosted chocolate cupcakes. Nothing. The cinnamon twists mocked her. She grabbed one pack and tore it open, then shoved a spiral pastry in her mouth and bit down. She’d worked straight through her dinner break and her energy level was low enough to excuse breaking her diet. As she chewed the dry dough, she let the loupe fall out of her eye socket and caught it with her free hand, then shoved it in her pocket. She dropped the empty snack wrapper on the floor in front of her, and then massaged both eyes with the balls of her thumbs. She pressed hard enough to make flashes of light burst behind her eyeballs. She blinked the afterimages away, then reached for a fruit pie.

A shadow fell across her arm. Just for a moment, then it was gone.

“Hello? This is a sealed crime scene,” she called out, thinking one of the local cops must have come in to see how she was doing. “I need to maintain the integrity of the space, so—”

The door to the convenience store’s bathroom stood open, revealing nothing but shadows. It had definitely been closed before.

Clara put a hand on either thigh and started levering herself up to a standing position. Every joint in her legs complained. Whoever was in the store with her would, she was certain, hear her knees popping over the beat of the sound system.

“Hello?” she called again. There was no answer.

Most forensic specialists didn’t wear sidearms. They typically weren’t cleared for them, and anyway they never approached a crime scene until the uniform cops had already cleared the place and taped it off. They didn’t need weapons. Clara, on the other hand, had been taught by a very paranoid teacher to always stay safe. She reached for her holster, intending only to unfasten the safety strap.

Before she could do that, however, a shoe came out of nowhere and cracked her across the jaw. Clara’s head flew to the side and back and her feet went out from under her, spilling her to the floor.

2.

Clara toppled into a rack of magazines, spilling glossy pages all over the floor. The attacker punched her in the kidney and she fell down in a heap.

She hadn’t even gotten a good look at him yet.

If she were someone else, someone stronger, faster—if she were Laura, she thought, she would already have this guy down on the ground and cuffed. But Clara was no action movie cop. She’d never wanted to be. She’d wanted to be an art photographer. She’d wanted to be famous for her tasteful nudes or maybe just poignantly expressive still lifes.

Signing on with the police had just been a way to pay the rent.

A fist caught her in the side of her head and she nearly passed out. Spots danced in her vision and her hands felt numb. Her hands—her hands had been reaching for—for—

Right. She had a gun. She managed to get the catch undone as the assailant stomped on her shoulder. She whipped the gun out of its holster and fired blindly into where she thought he might be.

And—she hit him. She felt shreds of flesh fall on her face, like pulled pieces of chicken. The flesh was strangely cold. She expected to be soaked in blood but wasn’t. She did not have time to wonder why, or to be disgusted, though she knew she was eventually going to have to throw up.

The attacker screamed, a high-pitched wail that didn’t sound anything like what she’d expected. For all the pain she was feeling she’d expected the attacker to be some hulking guy, seven feet tall and just as wide through the shoulders. He sounded more like a demonic puppet.

Wait—no—it couldn’t be—

He didn’t stick around to let her get a good look. He bolted through the store, bouncing off a rack of paperbacks by the register, and out the doors into the night.

Clara blinked, trying to clear her vision. It felt as if he’d detached one of her retinas.

Overhead the sound system launched into another pop song.

She had to go after him. She had to catch him. That was what Laura would have done. That was what a cop was supposed to do. Well. Technically she wasn’t a cop, she was a forensic specialist. But then technically the cops were supposed to have already combed the scene and made sure there weren’t any drug-crazed madmen hiding out in the convenience store’s bathroom. Clara struggled up to her feet. Everything hurt. She slipped on the glossy magazines and nearly cracked her head open on the floor tiles. But she got up. She stood up and looked out through the windows at the front of the store, hoping to see a blood trail. Something she could follow.

Instead she found her attacker standing out there, looking back in at her. He was over by the gas pumps, lit up bright as day by the store’s floodlights. He wore a pale yellow hooded sweatshirt that concealed his face, and he was clutching at a wound on his arm—almost certainly where she’d hit him with her shot.

There was no blood on his sleeve. Damn it, if she could just see his face, she would know for sure. His face—or maybe his lack of same.

When he saw her he gave another little shriek and ran.

“Coward!” she shouted at him. She doubted he heard her through the glass.

She pushed through the door of the store and gave chase.

[  1712  ]

“Gentlemen,” Justinia said, smiling as she made eye contact with each of the three players, “the game is whist. Strict silence shall be observed.” She held the cards up close to her décolletage to keep attention away from her hands as she dealt. Thirteen cards to each player, and the last to determine trumps. This time, hearts were trumps. The single red pip like a blot of blood landed in the center of the table and play began.

Over their heads, in the room upstairs that Justinia shared with her mother, a bed began to creak. The man across from Justinia, her partner, chuckled at the sound, but she waggled one finger for silence. In a world so filthy and full of sin as this, the quiet rhythm of the game was sacred to Justinia. One clean thing she could call her own.

Which was not to say she didn’t cheat with the cards.

It had not been easy for the Malvern widow and daughter to stay out of the workhouse. Without a man to support them they had fallen on untraditional occupations to pay the rent and keep food on the table. They had both learned quite early that the world was not fair, and that there was no reason that they must be fair to it in turn.

Justinia’s partner dropped the knave of hearts, a strong lead. The man to his right, a tinker who smelled of grease and road dust, threw the nine. Justinia played the queen, preserving her king because she knew that the tinker’s partner couldn’t beat her play. She had used a little sleight of hand to appear to shuffle the cards, while in fact merely arranging them so that she knew everyone’s hand. The deck, in other words, was stacked—though in such a careful, apparently haphazard way it would take a true master of the game to see through her ruse.

At the ripe old age of seventeen, she’d already learned how much better it was to be clever than lucky.

She took the trick, and the next two, but let the tinker and his partner have enough that when she won it did not look like more than skillful play. The tinker scowled, but just then her mother came down the stairs wearing little more than a nightdress. Mama looked tired, but she waved for the tinker to follow her back up.

Another game began with new players. Another guffaw when the ceiling began to creak. The sound was carefully timed to draw attention away from Justinia’s shuffling. She and Mama were getting very good at this gimmick.

By the end of the night she’d garnered seven shillings from the game, while Mama had earned as much upstairs. As she packed the cards away and rose to blow out the candles, she found the tinker waiting for her by the door. “I’ve tupped the dam, now I’d sample the filly,” he said, with a leer that showed missing teeth.

She pretended to be shocked and nearly slammed the door in his face, but he held up a pair of shillings and she let her eyes go wide.

“Ye’d bid so little?” she demanded. “There is one thing every girl possesses which she may only sell once. She should ask a proper price, at least.”

The tinker’s smile did not change, but one of his eyes screwed up in doubt. Still, he doubled his offer. After a little more protestation, Justinia threw the door open and welcomed him back inside.

Though she hadn’t actually kept count, it was probably the hundredth time she’d sold her maidenhead. She lay back on the bed and pretended to be in pain while in her head the cards spun and fell across the table, the pips so black and red.

3.

It hurt to run—Clara’s jaw felt like it was floating loose inside her head, and every time it bumped into the rest of her skull it sent a new jolt of agony down her neck. Yet she poured on the speed as her attacker raced across the road and into an empty field on the far side. Dry, dusty weeds slithered across Clara’s pant legs as she followed, all the vegetation stained gray by the light of the crescent moon. It was dark in the field and she might have lost her quarry if not for the buzzing orange sodium lamps of the nearby highway. The yellow sweatshirt he wore was a patch of slightly paler light in the gloom, and she focused on hurrying after it, her legs pumping as she hurtled over the uneven ground.

Ahead lay a picket fence stained with mold. He vaulted it with his good arm, barely pausing to look back and see that she was still after him. When she reached the fence herself she climbed over it and dropped to a crouch in the shadows of the far side. He could have been waiting for her there in ambush, and she very much wanted to avoid another beating.

She saw no sign of him. Nor did she hear his footsteps running away. He had to be close, she thought.

Beyond the fence lay the back lot of an auto parts store. The chassis of a rusted-out car hunched low in the weeds that sprang up through the broken concrete. A pair of hulking Dumpsters stood against the back of the store, a pool of shadows between them that could hide anything. Clara trained her weapon on the space between the two Dumpsters and tried to calm her breathing. She couldn’t hear anything over the beating of her own heart.

The only smart thing to do in a case like this was to go back to the convenience store and call it in. Give the local cops the best description she could and let them chase the bastard. But Clara knew the chances of them ever finding the guy were slim. She hadn’t seen his face and she couldn’t even say if he was white, black, or Asian. He might have left fingerprints all over the convenience store, but fingerprints were only useful in identifying people who had been in jail or the armed forces, and even then it could take weeks to get a match.

If she was right about the assailant’s identity, she would have less than a week to catch him and question him. And there were a lot of questions she wanted to make him answer.

She had a small flashlight on her belt. Fumbling it out of its holster with her left hand—right hand still gripping her pistol—she flicked it on but held it low down at her side. She didn’t want to give her position away if she didn’t have to. Duckwalking to the side to get a better angle, she flicked the light up so that its beam speared the shadow between the two Dumpsters. Two eyes reflected the light like tiny lasers and she gasped in surprise. She hadn’t expected that to work—

—and it hadn’t. The eyes belonged to a feral cat, which stared back at her as if wondering why she had interrupted its dinner.

“Sorry,” she breathed. Then jumped again, as the door of the rusted-out car behind her flew open and the yellow sweatshirt bolted out of it, into the alley on the far side of the store.

Clara cursed and jumped up to run again. She bolted around the corner, her weapon held out away from her body, barrel pointed at the ground just like she’d been taught. She shoved the flashlight into her pocket as she came around the front of the store and saw her attacker standing at the curb, looking one way, then the other as if he intended to cross the street.

Except the street was a four-lane highway, and every few seconds a car went rocketing past at sixty miles an hour.

“Stop there,” Clara called out, in her best cop voice.

Yellow Sweatshirt looked back at her, his face still hidden by shadows. Then he ran right out into traffic.

Clara threw herself forward, but a lifetime of conditioning kept her from entering the street. She got as far as the curb and found herself wobbling back and forth as if she were standing on the roof of a building looking down at a twenty-story drop. She could see her attacker darting side to side as he crossed one lane, then the next, while car horns blared and headlights made bright trails across her vision.

Laura would have run into traffic to pursue the bastard. Laura was fearless, Clara told herself. Laura would have—

She heard the squeal of air brakes and the deep, chest-shaking blare of a truck horn and looked up. She saw Yellow Sweatshirt staring into the lights of an oncoming semi. For just a split second she thought she saw the look of horror on his face as he edged back and forth, trying to decide which way to jump.

He didn’t have time, regardless of what he decided. The truck plowed into him at seventy-five miles an hour. Or rather, the truck plowed right through him. His body didn’t crumple. It wasn’t dragged for half a mile on the truck’s bumper. When it hit him, he simply disintegrated, turning into a cloud of flesh and bone fragments like a water balloon when it’s pricked with a pin.

The truck slowed to a stop, far too late.

The horror of it barely registered on Clara’s mind. She couldn’t think about that, not when she finally knew, for certain. In that split second when the attacker had been lit up by the truck’s lights, she had seen exactly what she’d suspected. He didn’t have a face. The skin on the front of his head had all been clawed away, scratched off by his own broken fingernails.

He had been a Faceless. A half-dead.

The un-living servant of a vampire.

4.

“I’m okay,” Clara said, as Glauer poked at the fresh bruises on her jaw. “It’s not broken. Ow! I said I was okay!”

“I’ve already sent for an EMT crew. They’ll look you over, make sure you’re alright,” Fetlock told her. “Then you’re looking at a mandatory seventy-two hours of recuperative leave.”

Clara stared up at her boss, trying very hard to mask the pure hatred she felt for him. U.S. Marshal Fetlock was a by-the-book kind of guy. The kind of guy who believed that if something wasn’t in the book, it didn’t exist. This wasn’t the first time he’d tried to screw up a case by insisting on protocol.

“Sir,” she said, “with all due respect. This is a lead we have to follow up on. It’s the first clear sign we’ve found in two years that Malvern is still active.”

“It’s nothing of the kind. Justinia Malvern died at SCI-Marcy. She’s not the one we’re looking for.” Fetlock folded his arms and stood up, breaking eye contact. He was done with the conversation.

Clara was still sitting on the curb, exactly where she’d been when her team came for her. The state police—who still owed her a few favors—had blocked off the highway and set up road flares so she could see. In the two hours it took Fetlock and Glauer to arrive, she’d already collected several dozen bone fragments and scraps of the yellow sweatshirt and begun to piece them together like a jigsaw puzzle.

A puzzle missing most of the pieces. She’d found no part of the dead thing’s head, much less its face, and unless she could prove that it displayed the classic pattern of faceless self-mutilation, she had no real evidence of her theory.

And she was going to need real, tangible proof. Fetlock’s own theory, that Malvern had died in the prison riot two years ago, was flimsy at best. The body they’d recovered, which he claimed belonged to Malvern, had been burned beyond recognition. It had been missing one eye and it was dressed in the charred remains of Malvern’s clothing, true. But Laura Caxton, the disgraced vampire hunter and Clara’s former lover, had left them a message saying that Malvern had faked her own death, and was still out there. She had then escaped from the prison and gone on the lam, with the stated intention of finding Malvern and ending things.

Fetlock had secured the prison—by the book. Which meant hundreds of women had died or been seriously wounded, but none of his own team had been hurt. For handling the situation and for finding Malvern’s “body,” he’d been promoted and given charge of his own special unit tasked with hunting down and capturing Caxton, now a fugitive from the penal system. Clara and Glauer were not members of that unit—nobody really trusted them to arrest Caxton if they found her. Instead they’d been left to their own devices, in a kind of paid retirement. They were permitted to follow their own leads and do all the detective work they wanted, though Fetlock never followed up on the clues they found. Clara suspected he only kept them around because he expected Caxton to get back in touch with them, and he wanted to listen in on that phone call. So far he’d been disappointed in that hope.

Clara and Glauer both hated Fetlock, for very good, if personal, reasons. They both kept working for him because he was their only chance to close the case. To find Malvern—and Caxton—and put this gruesome chapter of history to bed.

“Sir, the man I chased showed the classic signs of being a vampire’s servant. His face was gone. Scratched right off his head. He did not bleed when I shot him. When I find a piece of his arm with evidence that I did, in fact, hit him, that will clinch it. But the fact that he was turned into pulp by the truck collision, and that there isn’t a single drop of blood on the road at the collision site—”

“Special Deputy Hsu,” Fetlock said, in that slow, smoldering tone that meant he wasn’t listening to a word she said. “The man you chased couldn’t be a half-dead. Half-deads can only be animated after a vampire drains their blood. They rot away very quickly—on average, they last less than a week following their animation.”

Clara fought the urge to roll her eyes. She didn’t need a lesson in the facts of undeath. But she knew better than to stop him midrant.

“Since the last extant vampire was killed two years ago, it’s quite impossible that this subject,” he went on, gesturing at her mosaic of bone fragments, “was a half-dead. He would have rotted away long, long ago. I don’t have an explanation for why there’s no blood on the scene. But I don’t need one. Clearly you were mistaken. You only saw the subject’s face for a moment and in unusual lighting conditions. I don’t have to point out how easy it is to make a misidentification in those circumstances. What you’re claiming is impossible. And once we rule out the impossible, the improbable, however unlikely, must be the truth. J. Edgar Hoover used to say that.”

Clara’s eyebrows drew closer together. She couldn’t resist saying what she said next, as much as it might hurt her. “Sherlock Holmes, you mean.”

Fetlock shook his head and laughed. “No, no, no. Holmes’s famous line is ‘Elementary, my dear Watson.’ ”

Clara squeezed her eyes shut. She might have laughed out loud if Glauer hadn’t touched her jaw again. “Ow! Stop doing that. Sir. U.S. Marshal Fetlock, sir. I need to follow up on this. Just let me run some tests. That’s what you hired me to do.”

“Seventy-two hours of mandatory recuperative leave,” Fetlock repeated. “Those are the rules. I’ll have the local sheriff’s department come down and collect evidence here. They’ll check it out for you. If you like, I can have them send you the results of their inquiry—but only after you’ve finished your recuperative leave.”

“Yes, sir,” Clara said, unable to suppress a sigh.

Fetlock wandered off to talk to the state police on the scene. Probably to compliment them on what a fine job they’d done setting out the road flares in exactly the approved pattern. Clara buried her head in her hands and tried not to cry.

Glauer poked her in the side.

“Jesus!” she shrieked, sitting up again. “Did you not hear what I said? He kicked me right there. And yes, it hurts!”

Glauer didn’t apologize, but his eyes were so full of concern she couldn’t help but relent. He was a big man, very broad through the shoulders, with a bristly mustache and a mouth that was always frowning. He looked exactly like what he had once been—the best cop on a local force in a town that never saw much crime. He came from Gettysburg originally—a place that owed a lot to Laura Caxton. Like most people who met her he’d been sucked into the vortex of her intensity, her driving need to destroy the vampires. Now, like Clara, he was still working Caxton’s last case for her, because she had taught them you couldn’t just give up when it came to vampires. That you couldn’t stop until you were sure they were dead.

Glauer was a good man. He loved Caxton, in a very complicated way. A sort of messed-up mix of hero worship and religious awe—the way some people thought about their favorite sports heroes. He liked Clara like she was his own daughter, even though he was only about five years older than her.

“Laura used to tell me, if it hurts, it’s still working,” he said. “And if you’re not bleeding, you can still work.”

“She also used to tell me that she and I would be together forever and that I meant more to her than killing Malvern,” Clara pointed out.

Glauer’s face didn’t change. The Laura Caxton he idolized was allowed to lie, if it could help her track down more vampires.

Clara sighed again. “It was a half-dead. You believe me, right?”

Glauer shrugged. “Enough that I want a copy of the sheriff’s report. You want a ride home?”

“No, my Mazda’s still parked over there at the convenience store. I don’t want to leave it here overnight.” She struggled up to her feet. For a second she looked down at the bone fragments she’d been playing with, but she knew there was no longer any point in trying to make sense of them. “He’s going to screw up this lead,” she said. “Fetlock’s good at that.”

“He keeps his people safe. Most of the time. That’s not the worst thing you can say about a boss in law enforcement.”

Clara nodded. She knew that was true. “Caxton always tried to protect people. But she understood that sometimes you have to take a risk.”

Glauer had no reply to that. “Listen, I talked to the locals. They felt pretty bad about you getting attacked. They should have found that guy when they originally taped off the convenience store. Apparently when they went back in, after you chased him off, they found some ceiling panels had been moved in the bathroom. The guy must have been hiding in the ceiling the whole time they locked down the scene, then while you were working. Maybe he thought the cops had finally left, or maybe he just got bored with waiting.”

“It would be a lot easier to hide up there if he was a half-dead,” Clara pointed out. “They don’t get stiff from sitting in a cramped position all day. They don’t even breathe, so if he just kept still they wouldn’t have heard him.”

Glauer nodded, accepting this. “They finally got done checking out the store’s security tapes. Your guy was definitely the one who killed the clerk. They’ve got footage of him walking in there and beating the guy to death—and then tearing the security camera off the wall. What happened after that is anybody’s guess. But you shouldn’t feel guilty about chasing him into traffic. We have proof he was a killer.”

Clara’s eyes went wide. It had never occurred to her to feel guilty. That was weird. Of course, Laura had taught her you didn’t need to feel guilty about killing half-deads, since they were evil, soulless abominations.

If it turned out that her attacker had been, as Fetlock seemed to think, just a regular human being—

“Wait a minute,” she said.

He raised an eyebrow.

Clara had that prickling feeling she got whenever things didn’t add up. She shook her head as if she could knock the mystery loose. “There’s … something weird here. Half-deads don’t drink blood. The guy I chased was the killer, but there was no blood on the scene.”

Glauer frowned. “Malvern must have come with him. She probably can’t move on her own now. It’s been a long time since she drank enough blood to be able to walk.”

Clara waved one hand in the air. She’d assumed as much already. “Right, right. So he brought her there. He killed the victim. She drank the blood. All that makes sense. But then she left. And he didn’t.”

Glauer never reacted the way Clara wanted him to when she was feeling clever. He didn’t jump up and down or laugh or tell her how smart she was. He just watched her face, waiting for her to draw the conclusion.

“Malvern left the store, and probably not under her own power. So that means there were other half-deads present. They all left with her, because she needed them to carry her. But not this one, not the one in the yellow sweatshirt. He stayed behind. He wasn’t waiting for the cops to leave.”

“No?”

“No! Damn it, he was waiting for us. For me. Malvern left him there—ordered him to stay, and only come out and attack when I showed up.”

“Interesting,” he said.

She wanted to lean right up into his face and scream for him to react more. For him to recognize that this was important. This was the first time Malvern had shown her hand in years. It was the first time she’d tried to kill them since she left the prison. Why now? Why at all?

That was the problem with Malvern. You never understood why she did the things she did until it was way too late.

“So what do you plan to do about that?” Glauer asked.

She sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. What could she do about it? “I guess I’m going to keep looking for clues,” she said, defeated. Malvern had tried to kill her, and the best thing she could do in reaction was keep looking for fibers.

Just like she had been for two years.

She looked down at the bone fragments she’d been studying. There would be nothing there, she was sure, nothing she could follow. She suddenly felt very, very tired.

“You sure you don’t want a ride home?” Glauer asked.

She turned and stared at him. His face was impassive as usual, but his body language was strangely expressive—he kept jerking his chin, as if he wanted to look over his shoulder but didn’t want anyone to see him looking over his shoulder.

He was trying to tell her something.

“You have a lead of your own,” she said. “On a … a different case.”

“It’s probably nothing,” he said. His eyes went wide, which meant he was lying. She had known him long enough to have all his tells.

“The case we don’t talk about,” she said, very quietly.

“I’ll give you a ride,” he said.

Which could only mean one thing.

Glauer thought he knew where Laura was.

[  1715  ]

The same year that Mama died, Death began to attend upon Justinia’s gaming nights.

He never played, but sat in the back of the room, an untouched glass of liquor before him. He had skin as pale as consumption and the devil’s eyes, red and glowing with a light of their own. Rude as it might be, he kept his hat on indoors, a low-brimmed slouch hat that shadowed his face. He did not smile. He would wait until the games had all played themselves out, until the queue formed of men who would be staying after hours to pay court at Justinia’s bedside.

But Death was not waiting on her favors.

Always at the end of the night there would be one man, one broken fellow, down on his luck and down at the heels, who would stare about him in wild confusion as if wondering where all his money had gone. With many a backward glance and a pleading look (though he must have known there was little credit to be had at the gambling table, and less sympathy) he would take his leave, drunkenly running one hand across the stained wallpaper. And when the night’s loser took his leave, Death followed.

Justinia grew to look forward to his visits. She would pass him smiles he never returned as she laid out the cards on the red baize. Give him knowing looks though he never met her eye. Because she knew what was coming.

She had a rash of pinkish blemishes on the soles of her feet and her left palm. She had seen the French pox before. It had taken Mama, and now it was back for her.

The night that Death finally met her eye, she was ready. She nodded slowly to him, then rose from her chair and announced that she was tired and was calling an early ending to the night. The men around the table groaned and protested, but they left all the same when she put the cards away in their velvet sack and started blowing out the candles. One by one they trooped out, with money still in their pockets and lust still in their eyes, until Justinia and Death were quite alone.

“Will ye be so kind as to let me have one last drink?” she asked, taking up a decanter of brandy from the side table.

He waved the fingers of one hand in acquiescence. He was a patient man, Death, and seemed to have all the time in the world.

Justinia drank deep. The liquid fire coated her throat and made her cough, but it warmed her chilly bones. “There,” she said. “I’m ready if—”

He did not seem to move, but suddenly he had her by the throat. He forced her down to her knees on the hearth rug and now, for the first time, he truly met her gaze. “My name is Vincombe,” he told her. “And I need what you possess.”

“As ye like,” she said. His hand around her neck was as strong as iron. He held her down so she could not get away. She resolved to herself that she would not struggle. Her time had simply come. It was right that things should end this way.

“I’m no evil man,” he went on, and she wondered that Death should say such a thing, but she withheld her counsel. “I only take those as should welcome it. Though they never do.”

“I see,” she told him.

Then something strange happened. His eyes went wide. He released his hold on her. It was as if he’d seen something inside her. Something he didn’t understand.

Death—Vincombe—took a step back. He looked down at her again and opened his mouth wide. She saw the rows of teeth in his mouth, triangular and long and sharp as knives. The teeth of a vampire.

She reached up and untied her neckerchief, then drew it away from her throat and dropped it on the floor. Then, slowly, she tilted her head to one side, presenting her jugular vein.

“At your leisure, sir,” she said.

5.

Laura Caxton was learning the value of boredom.

From where she sat on the porch she could see all the way down the side of the ridge. She could see the brown ribbon of dirt road that led nowhere in particular except down to the Hollow below. She could see the gulfs of wasteland that flanked the road on either side, slopes of green where weeds grew ten feet tall and the summer’s new crop of saplings burst up through the soil, fighting for a chance to reach the sun. This whole ridge had been clear-cut and then strip-mined once, leaving it terraced and raw to the elements, but that had been decades ago. Nature only needed to be left alone for one good summer before it took over again, and in the intervening years it had reclaimed the whole ridge for its own. Tangled in amid those plants were the rusted-out wrecks of old mining machines, scrapers and diggers and loaders. When the afternoon light hit a piece of broken glass from a shattered windshield it shone like gems scattered across the top of a green baize pool table. Small animals ran desperate and hunted through that expanse of verdure, shaking the stalks and making tiny noises that got lost in the rustling of the plants. The heat of the day made columns of warm air that rose as invisible pillars of wind, strong enough that the hen harriers who patrolled the ridge could ride them all day, hovering as dark specks up high, waiting for their chance to swoop down and make a kill.

The birds were teaching Laura all about boredom.

If you wanted to be a predator, you had to learn how to wait, and how to watch. You had to be patient. You had to sit and be still and let your prey come to you. It was boring as hell. It wasn’t like when she’d gone on hunting trips with her father, back when she was so young that even an hour spent out in the cold woods had seemed like an eternity. That had been all about tracking, and spotting a deer from a hundred yards away, and then the sudden noise and movement of the shot. No. This wasn’t like that at all. The birds were teaching her about conserving her energy. They were teaching her about keeping her eyes open all the time, not just when she expected to see something.

And they were teaching her that even boredom had its value. Because the more bored you got, the more annoyed you were at having to wait so long, the more grateful you would be when you finally got your chance to act. When the moment of the kill came, you would be so ready for it, so desperate for it, that you would not hold back. The harriers didn’t need conscience, or philosophy, or high technology. They just wanted to kill something so badly they made it happen.

The screen door behind Caxton banged, but she didn’t jump. Anyone coming out of the house was safe. By the sound of his boots on the doorstep she knew it was Urie Polder, who owned this particular shack, and who was sheltering her from the police.

Urie Polder had one good arm. The other one had been replaced by a tree branch, with long thin twigs for fingers. Because he was a Pow-Wow, a conjure doctor, he could make the wooden arm move almost as well as the one of flesh and bone. He wore a white T-shirt and a trucker cap (sans irony) and he was holding a Mason jar full of yellow liquid. Something dark stirred at the bottom of the jar.

“A little early to start drinking,” Caxton said, without bothering to smile. He would know she was teasing.

Urie shot her a shit-eating grin and held the jar up so she could see it. The dark shape at the bottom of the jar turned out to be three rusty nails tied together in a knot. “Fox urine an’ a charm,” he explained. “For keepin’ vermin out of my garden, ahum. Coneys and moles, and the like.”

He opened the jar and sprinkled the contents over the tomato and cucumber plants that sprawled over the side yard of the house. When he was done he fished the nails out of the bottom of the jar and buried them in the center of the vegetable patch.

He was not the weirdest person Caxton had ever met. But he was up there.

When he was done he headed back inside without another word. He knew better than to disturb Caxton in her vigil. Idle conversation could be pleasant, but it distracted you. It kept you from paying proper attention.

The harriers had taught her that, too. They were solitary creatures. Predators usually were. They didn’t need company while they waited out their prey. They kept to themselves, not chattering at one another, barely aware of each other’s existence. Mating season was over. Now it was time to hunt.

Caxton liked to think of herself as akin to the harriers now. She had gotten rid of all the human parts of herself that made her different from those hunters. She had perfected her method. She’d had no choice, really. If Caxton was a hen harrier, then it wasn’t field mice she was waiting on. It was a grizzly bear. The only chance she had was to pay attention.

Of course, she did what she could to even the odds. Sitting next to her on the porch swing, hidden under a blanket, were a twelve-gauge shotgun, two Glock handguns carrying thirteen rounds apiece, and a scoped hunting rifle that could put a round right through a steel pipe at three hundred yards. The harriers just had their talons and their hooked beaks.

6.

There were still two hours of daylight left when word came down from the house that a car was coming up the road. A few minutes later Caxton saw it for herself. With a pair of binoculars she checked its license plate, then confirmed that the driver was alone in the vehicle. A teenaged girl in a calico dress—one of Patience’s acolytes, probably—stood by until Caxton nodded that it was okay. The girl headed back inside, and Caxton rose from her chair but didn’t leave the shade of the porch.

The monster she lay in wait for was known to set traps and snares, and use people she knew against her as bait. She stayed very close to the guns.

The car, a late-model sedan, had trouble on the steep grade, but eventually it chugged to a stop just before the house. It brought a plume of dust with it that cut down visibility from Caxton’s aerie, but there was nothing to be done for that. The driver sat at the wheel for a while, staring at her as if she was a ghost. He was about twenty years old, dressed casually in a black T-shirt and sunglasses, which he slowly removed while they looked at each other. Caxton did not wave to him or give him any kind of signal. If this was a trap, or if he was coming here for the wrong reason, it was up to him to signal her.

Instead he popped open his door and stepped out into the yard, a bundle of small packages balanced precariously in the crook of one arm. He looked up at Caxton and smiled, and didn’t seem to take it the wrong way when she failed to smile back.

“I got your message,” he said. “Obviously.”

His name was Simon Arkeley. He was the son of the man who had taught Caxton most of what she knew about killing vampires. The boy was far less formidable than his father, but he had his uses. For one thing, he had a credit card.

“Urie will be pleased,” she said, nodding at the bundles in his arm. She stopped looking at him and went back to staring down the ridge. “He’s needed those roots for a while now. They don’t grow this far north.”

“They don’t grow anywhere except Mexico. At least not legally.” Simon came up the three steps to the porch and looked like he expected a hug or a kiss or at least a handshake. Caxton just kept watching the ridge. “Should I—go in? I guess?” he asked. His smile melted from his face. “Mom always taught me never to just walk into another practitioner’s house uninvited.”

“You’ll be welcome here. You’re from one of the old families.” Caxton let her guard down for a split second, just long enough to look him in the eye. Then she sighed and accepted that she could not, physically, monitor the ridge twenty-four seven. “Let’s get you inside.”

She held the screen door for him and followed him into the darkness of the front parlor. An old grandfather clock ticked away the hours in there, its pendulum swinging as it had for nearly two hundred years. When the coal company had come through this ridge, looking to tear open the earth, three villages had been completely displaced and their houses torn down. Only the Polders had managed to keep their land. They had refused to sell at any price, because there was no way to safely move that clock from where it stood. No one now remembered what would happen if the clock stopped ticking, but Urie Polder made sure to wind it every night without fail. Caxton thought it was probably just an old superstition, but she never said a word to Urie about his little ritual.

“Through here, to the kitchen,” Caxton told Simon. She took him into the main sitting room, where Patience Polder and her disciples were kneeling on the floor. The three girls facing Patience looked like something from another era. They all wore dresses that were old-fashioned fifty years before Caxton was born. What she’d grown up thinking of as Holly Hobby dresses. Their hair was braided or piled up in buns on the backs of their heads and they kept their eyes down when Simon entered the room.

Patience herself was dressed similarly, but all in white. Fifteen years old now, she was growing into a beautiful young woman, though no boy down in the Hollow would think of making time with her. Patience was destined for something special. Everyone knew that. Her mother, Vesta, had told them. Vesta hadn’t lived long enough to say exactly what that destiny entailed, but no one ever doubted her.

The girls had their hands together as if in prayer. They had pushed back the faded Persian carpet from the floor and had drawn a pentacle on the boards with a piece of sticky black bitumen. What they were calling on, or calling up, Caxton didn’t know, but she didn’t much care, either.

Simon stopped moving when he saw Patience. His eyes locked with the girl’s and for a moment the room grew very cold. One of the disciples shivered convulsively. Caxton had seen this sort of thing before and she knew to just wait it out. Eventually Patience looked away, and Simon headed toward the kitchen again as if nothing had happened.

Yet when he dumped his armful of packages on the kitchen table, Caxton saw that he’d gone white as a sheet.

“You okay?” she asked, to be polite.

“She—that girl—” Simon shook his head. “I don’t know if I should bow every time I see her, or call in an exorcist.” He tried to laugh it off, as if he’d been joking. “She’s got some real magic in her. I mean, I can feel it.”

Urie Polder came in from the backyard and closed the screen door with his wooden arm. “She’s somewhat else, my Patience,” he said, nodding appreciatively at Simon. “Ye can tell magic by the way it makes your hair stand on end. I should think ye have that talent. Ye’re Astarte’s boy, ahum.”

“Mr. Polder,” Simon said, and shook the man’s human hand. “We met once at my father’s … funeral, but we never got a chance to talk. You knew my mother well, from what I’ve been told. I’m afraid she never talked about you to me directly.”

“There’s a reason for that, ahum,” Urie replied. “Seein’ as your daddy and my wife, Vesta, was lovers, contrary to their marriages. Bad blood there.” The placid expression on his face didn’t change. “No reason for us to perpetuate it, though, is there? Seein’ as all three of ’em is dead now.”

“No—no, of course not,” Simon said.

“That’s good, ahum. Well, ye’re welcome in my home. Now let’s see what you brung us, and what good can be made of it, shall we?”

7.

Urie Polder used his twig fingers to gently peel open each of Simon’s little packages, revealing tight little bundles of plant material that looked almost identical. Yet with each new discovery, the conjure doctor’s face lit up with a new gleam. Caxton had no real idea what they were good for. She only knew the names she’d given to Simon when she wrote to him. John the Conqueror root, monkshood, fetchbane, witch grass. Many of them were prohibited by drug laws, though none were simple narcotics or hallucinogens. Urie Polder had suggested he could do great things with them but that he had no access to them, geographically limited as he was.

“You’re probably wondering what’s going on,” she said to Simon, leading him out onto the back porch. She cast one quick eye over the back of the ridge, but she was comfortably certain the attack wouldn’t come from that direction, so she turned back to make eye contact.

Simon shrugged. “When I got your letter, it took me a couple of days to even realize who sent it. You didn’t sign it, there was no return address—well, I guess I understand that.”

Caxton nodded. She was a fugitive from the law. An escapee from a maximum-security prison. The U.S. Marshals were after her, and they had a history of catching even the smartest criminals eventually. She had remained free this long only because she used to be one of them—a special deputy in the Marshals Service—and knew their methods.

“When I left the prison, I knew there was only one place I could go. It was a risk, but there weren’t any safe options. So I went to see Urie, in his place in Lancaster County. That’s what he calls his ‘city house,’ even though the closest town is an Amish village ten miles away. He took me in with no questions. We were old friends, and that counted for something. I was also the woman who killed Jameson Arkeley. Your father.”

Simon nodded, but he didn’t meet her eye.

Caxton had no time anymore for sympathy. “Jameson had killed Vesta Polder, Urie’s wife, and turned her into a half-dead. He appreciated what I’d done, he said, but he couldn’t keep me at the city house. So we moved back here—to his country place.” Pennsylvania was an old state and heavily populated, but it still had its wild places. Old strip mines had a reputation for being toxic and inaccessible, so the real estate developers stayed clear. The ridge was about as far as you could get from human civilization and still be inside the Commonwealth.

“He just packed up and moved for you?” Simon asked.

Caxton sighed. “The city place had been mostly for Vesta’s benefit. She had a profitable line in card reading and removing curses from farmers’ fields. Urie’s work is mostly by mail order, so it doesn’t matter where he lives. He can still get to the post office from this place, if he doesn’t mind driving an hour and a half. Anyway, he wanted to come here. This is a good place for him, where nobody stares at his wooden arm. Everyone who lives down in the Hollow is kin. They’re your family, too, though pretty far removed.”

“Witchbillies,” Simon said.

“I beg your pardon?”

Simon stared down at his feet. “That’s what my mom used to call them. Witchbillies. Like hillbillies, you know, but—well. She didn’t have a lot of respect for them. Said they were all bumpkins, and most of them couldn’t tell the difference between a real hex sign and something you would get at an Amish tourist trap.”

“They’re not so bad,” Caxton said. “They worshipped Vesta Polder, too. So they’re sympathetic to my cause. I’m safe here. Nobody enters the Hollow or comes up the ridge without being seen, and they let me know so I can go hide if I have to.”

Simon put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m so sorry you have to live like this. I know it can’t be easy. Listen, Ms. Caxton. You saved my life. When Dad—when he—he—”

“The word is killed,” she said. “Or murdered. Your pick.”

Simon went pale, but he didn’t object. “When my dad murdered our entire family, you saved my life. So I did what you asked. When I got your letter, I had no idea how to do what you wanted. I’d never been to a botanica before. Those places are weird. Little old ladies with eyes that look right through you. Jesus and Mary candles all over the place, and the stores all smell like vinegar and brimstone.”

“That’s how you know you’re in a genuine botanica,” Caxton said. “That’s the smell of bitumen.”

Simon shrugged. “Okay. Whatever. I went into a bunch of those places looking for the roots you needed and they had them, oh, sure. But they wouldn’t sell them to me until I proved I was Astarte Arkeley’s son. Even then they kept making signs against the evil eye and spitting on my shadow. I mean—I know magic is real. My mom used to do some pretty witchy stuff, and she even taught me a thing or two. But that was all about tarot cards and spirit rapping and … and …” He shook his head. “I’ve been trying so hard, trying to … to put this stuff behind me. This life, magic, all of it … I just … just …”

“You did fine,” Caxton told him. “And I appreciate it.”

“Like I said, you saved my life. I owed you.”

“Good.”

Simon turned to stare at her. “Good? You could say thank you, or—”

“I already said I appreciated it. I meant, good, because there’s more I need you to do. I have another list—don’t worry, this time it’s all stuff you can get at any hardware store. Small electronics, some building supplies we don’t have access to here. That sort of thing. I do need you to go back to the botanicas, but only because I need some information. Now that you’ve bought from them, those creepy old ladies will trust you, and maybe they’ll even tell you what I need to know. After that, I’m going to need you to spy on my old friends in the USMS for me, and find out what leads they’re working on.”

“Hold on, I—”

He stopped because the screen door creaked open and Patience Polder came outside onto the back porch. She wiped sweat off her forehead with her bonnet before putting it back over her golden hair. “It’s going to be a warm evening,” she said.

Caxton favored her with a tight little smile that left her mouth before it really had time to form. “Good afternoon, Patience. How are your girls?”

“Coming along nicely. Mr. Arkeley, we weren’t properly introduced before,” she said. She held out a hand, fingers down.

Simon reached for it, but he looked like he didn’t know if he was supposed to shake the hand or kiss it. He ended up bowing a little as he squeezed her fingers. Caxton and Patience both stared at him then, as if he’d instead chosen to tickle Patience under the chin.

Patience relented first, dropping her hand and beaming at the boy. She was five years younger than Simon, but she had done a lot of growing in the last few years and she was just about his height, Caxton realized.

“You’ll stay for dinner,” Patience said. “It’s a full moon tonight—the entire community will be dining together, down in the Hollow.”

It wasn’t a question. Simon sputtered out something about wanting to get back on the road before dark, but Patience had already turned and gone back into the house.

“You actually don’t have a choice here,” Caxton told him, and slapped him on the back. “Not when she has that tone in her voice.”

“Is she like in charge here or something?” Simon asked, looking pained. “I mean, is this like a—a cult, and she’s the holy child, or what?”

“You misunderstood,” Caxton told him. “She didn’t command your presence at dinner. She foretold it.”

[  1715  ]

“There’s no fear within ye. None?” Vincombe asked.

Justinia said nothing.

“What’s wrong with ye, that ye won’t fight for life?” the vampire asked. He grabbed her up again, hauling her into the air by her throat. He pulled her close to those slavering jaws, to the enormous teeth and the burning eyes. She saw now that he possessed neither eyebrows nor lashes. That he was not so human as he’d looked before when he sat alone at her gaming nights. And she understood why he had never smiled. Too difficult to hide those gnashing teeth.

Those beautiful white teeth. They looked like the blades of Father’s shears. They smelled of blood.

The thought came unbidden to her mind. Red as diamonds, red as hearts. Red as rubies. She remembered the way the blood had been so warm. How nice it would be to bathe in her own blood. To let it wash everything away.

Vincombe threw her down in a heap. He stalked about the room, grabbing things up and smashing them—her plates, the bottles of cheap liquor on the sideboard. He took up the velvet bag and tore it to shreds and threw her cards at her so they clattered and fell across her where her face touched the rug.

“Always they beg. Always! One more day, they pray me. One more hour.”

On the rug Justinia slowly sat up. She began to wonder if the vampire intended to talk her to death.

But his fury had left him as soon as it came on. He sank down in a chair behind her, where she couldn’t see him. She understood, and did not turn around.

“Death comes for us all, in its proper time,” she said. “Easier to turn the tide and make the sea swallow Ireland than stave it off one second. I’m not afraid.”

He groaned, and she wondered that she could give him such pains.

She could only speak the truth, though. “I am twenty years old, with pestilence inside me. I have the French pox. Is it not better to die now, young and beautiful, than to suffer on many years more as my nose rots away and the lesions cover my back?”

“Wouldst thou suicide, then?” he asked, his voice very soft.

She had to laugh. “Given a choice? No. I’d live on. But who has a choice?”

“I do,” he told her. “Ye talk of life as of a game of cards.”

“Is it not? We are each dealt a hand, and one rarely to our choosing. We play our tricks as we may, with shrewdness or with wild luck.” She shrugged. “And in the end, the final card turns, and we see what we have won or lost.”

“Some players cheat,” he told her.

Justinia smiled warmly. “Oh, yes.”

He was in front of her then. He moved so quickly it was as if he did not need to cover the intervening space, as if he could will himself to be somewhere and on the instant he arrived. He grabbed her by either side of her head and she felt the strength in his hands again. Knew that if he liked he could squeeze and crack her skull like an empty eggshell. Instead he just looked into her eyes. His own red eyes burned. She began to say something, but he laid a finger across her lips to silence her. She would not learn until later the vast importance of that silence.

He stared into her soul and she looked back with nothing inside her. No love or fear or hate, no sympathy or pleading, no warmth and no coldness. His eyes burned through her like coals.

And then he was gone. She felt only a little breeze as he moved, a stirring of the air. The door slammed shut behind him and he was gone. And she thought how strange it all was, and she thought it was over.

But nothing, at all, was over.

8.

There was still some human part of Laura Caxton that could appreciate fate joking around with human lives, and which enjoyed Simon’s frustration and surprise. The boy tried to flee before his appointed dinner with the witchbillies. He gave it his all—after saying a quick good-bye to Urie Polder, he hurried around the side of the house (the better to avoid Patience) and jumped back in his car, moving like devils were after him. The only problem was that the car wouldn’t start. He tried the ignition again and again, but the car just groaned and begged him to stop.

Urie Polder eventually came out and popped the hood. The conjure doctor knew cars pretty well, but after fiddling with the engine for half an hour he had to admit he was stumped. “One of these new computerized vehicles, ahum. No decent man can tell what’s the matter, less’n he’s half robot. And I’m half tree.” That made him laugh, a wheezing, burbling noise that made Simon grimace in distaste.

“She sabotaged my car somehow,” Simon said when Caxton came over. “Or you did.”

Caxton shrugged. “I’ll point out, for the sake of logic and rationality, that you’re an unemployed recent college graduate.”

Simon flushed. “Yes, and?”

“The kind of man who can’t afford a new car. So you bought this thing used, am I right?”

Simon stared down at the steering wheel. “I used some of the money from Dad’s life insurance. I couldn’t afford much.”

“So you bought a clunker. The kind of car that just breaks down sometimes. Also, you’re at a much higher elevation here than where you normally drive the car. That can cause vapor lock, or just mess with the carburetor.” Caxton shrugged. “I didn’t touch your car, and I doubt that Patience would even get within ten feet of it. She disdains modern technology. Face it, you’re staying for dinner.”

It was enough. Simon gave in.

The two of them headed back into the house. The Polder family always contributed to the full-moon dinners, which meant hauling a lot of food down to the Hollow. Urie Polder had gathered a bushel basket full of his tomatoes and cucumbers from his side garden, and ears of wild corn from a patch down the back of the ridge. Caxton helped him bring platters of chicken parts out of what he insisted was called an icebox (an antique but fully functional electric refrigerator) while Simon threw cold water on his face. As Caxton came out of the kitchen she was nearly stampeded by Patience and her acolytes, who came racing down the stairs with their bonnets in their hands, giggling and whispering among themselves. Caxton wasn’t completely sure, but she thought Patience was blushing.

Urie Polder scratched his head with one twig finger when he saw that. “Ye’d think she were a reg’lar gal for her age, wouldn’t ya? Somethin’s up, ahum.”

Caxton frowned. “I don’t think Simon’s going to like it, whatever it is.”

The Hollow, where they’d be having dinner, wasn’t far at all—even if it felt that way when you were carrying fifty pounds of produce. Still, it would mean giving up her vigil, if only for a few hours. When they reached the porch Caxton stopped and looked out over the valley at the ridge on the other side. Her eyes narrowed. “Your wards are all set?” she asked. She never felt right about these communal dinners. It meant far too long away from her aerie. She glanced at the blanket that hid her pile of guns. She had a pistol in a holster at the small of her back, but it would be little help if Malvern attacked during the dessert course. “The teleplasm cordon is intact? When was the last time you checked it?”

“All’s accounted for and correct, yessir,” Urie Polder said. “She hain’t comin’ tonight, Laura. There’s the full moon. Anyway, ye go ahead and smell the wind—it’s clean, ain’t no stench of unnaturalness.”

Caxton nodded, but her brow stayed furrowed. She said nothing more. When Simon appeared, lugging two huge ceramic jugs of moonshine, she set out down the hill and the two men followed. Patience and her disciples had already hurried down with their own burdens, moving with the speed of youth.

At the bottom of the hill lay the Hollow, a patch of clear ground where the brush had all been carefully cleared away to make room for a dozen little cottages, some of which could be called shotgun shacks if you were feeling uncharitable. Behind the shacks sat ten or so single-wide trailers up on cinder blocks.

“Smells like chrysanthemums,” Simon said, pulling Caxton back from her reverie. The three of them were approaching the center of the village, where picnic tables had been set up in long lines. Tiki torches ringed the common, their flames just a little more red than they should be. The smell came from the oil they burned.

“Special recipe,” Caxton said, nodding at the nearest torch. “Supposedly it’s better than citronella at keeping mosquitoes away.”

“Does it work?” Simon asked.

“Does citronella?” Caxton replied. “I always thought that stuff was a scam. Anyway, this mix smells better. You can put those jugs down over there,” she said, pointing at a spot near the edge of the common that was already heaped with coolers and a half keg of beer. “Oh, boy. Here they come. Remember to be nice, Simon. You’re a guest here.”

The doors of the cottages opened one by one, and the witchbillies streamed out to get their first look at Astarte Arkeley’s son.

[  1715  ]

The pistol sat heavy in Justinia’s hand, a beautiful construction of oiled wood and blued steel. She had come to love the smooth, curved grip and the complicated matchlock, the octagonal barrel etched with a floral motif. It was a nobleman’s weapon and it had cost every last farthing she’d tucked away over years of gambling and selling her virtue. It was the last thing she would ever buy.

In the week since Vincombe had refused to slaughter her, she’d had many thoughts like that. This is the last candy I will ever taste, she would tell herself. This is the final time I will pluck my eyebrows. Or clean my teeth. Or powder my wig.

It was not so much the melancholy of loss as a kind of final bookkeeping. She was putting away the things of life, folding them neatly into a chest she would then throw into the river. Things she had cared about once, but no longer. Things she was happy to give away.

Vincombe’s curse was inside of her. She could feel it coiling like an asp around the stem of her brain. It wanted her to take her own life. That was the only way the curse could work. It made her see things differently. Every time she passed an open window, she thought of the immense freedom a bird must feel as it launches itself into the sky. Every time she ate a meal she wondered what rat poison must taste like. These things made her giggle.

Then she had seen the pistol in the window of a pawnshop not three lanes away. It had glinted in the morning sun, and it was like a beacon fire had been lit, just for her.

Vincombe had not returned to her since the fateful night. Despite the usual demand she had not run a game, or entertained a gentleman caller, since then. She had largely stopped eating or sleeping.

More things to put away. More things to let go.

The pawnbroker had been reluctant to sell the pistol to a woman. He assumed she was going to kill an unfaithful lover or a husband who refused to leave his wife. She’d had to spread her legs to convince him.

This is the last time I will let a man touch me, she thought.

She would never be married. Or have children of her own.

She had to put the pistol down, because mirth overwhelmed her and made her press her hands against her mouth, wipe tears of laughter away from her eyes. Such things had never been in the cards of Justinia Malvern.

The pawnbroker had shown her how to load the pistol with a bit of wadding and just the right amount of powder. She inserted the lead ball—smaller than she’d expected, but heavier, too—and rammed it down with a little rod that had its own sheath underneath the barrel. Such a cunning design. She thought the pistol was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

Lifting it to her mouth, she licked the end of the barrel to see how it would taste. The oil on the metal was unpalatable, and for a brief moment her mind cleared and she thought—What am I doing? Why this, why now?

No. She would not place the barrel in her mouth like a man’s member. That was undignified.

She wanted to see it coming. So she lifted the pistol higher, until she could squint with one eye and look directly down the barrel at the waiting ball. It was black in there, as black as a pip. My ace, she thought. My ace of spades, hidden away to be brought forth when needed.

What a wonderful cheat to play on the world. On death. On life.

She did not blink as she pulled the trigger.

9.

The seventeenth century had been a hard time for witches. Pushed out of Europe by centuries of persecution, they had flocked to America looking for a new start, just like so many other marginal religious groups. They were a misunderstood lot. They were not Satanists, nor did they worship graven images in the woods, and very, very few of them ever flew on broomsticks. The vast majority were, in fact, devout Christians who just knew a bit more than their neighbors about herbal cures and simple, harmless charms. That was enough, unfortunately, to get them demonized by the Puritans and the Pilgrims, blamed for every manner of thing that went wrong in the fledgling colony of Massachusetts. In this way they were quite similar to the Quakers.

The Puritans hanged every Quaker they could get their hands on. Some managed to escape, first to Rhode Island, then to Pennsylvania, where they established a commonwealth, a place where all religions would be tolerated—to a degree. After the hysteria that gripped Salem and nearby towns at the end of the century, the witches flooded into Pennsylvania in search of that tolerance, and if they were not welcomed there with open arms, they were at least no longer hounded to death by the authorities.

Still, it wasn’t exactly the paradise they’d hoped for. The Quakers constantly tried to convert them, and while technically witchcraft wasn’t even a crime on the books, the people were happy to take matters into their own hands whenever a two-headed calf was born or a child got lost in the woods. In 1749, a mob nearly tore down a courthouse when a judge refused to convict a man known to practice witchcraft. In the more rural part of Pennsylvania, witches were dragged out of their beds and lynched right up until the beginning of the nineteenth century.

The witches responded as they always had. They moved on. Yet not so far this time. They disappeared into the ridges of central Pennsylvania, ground so rocky and hard to till that nobody else wanted it. There they continued the old ways, carrying out ceremonies in the woods, performing their rituals behind closed doors. Their craft blended well with the folk magic brought to Pennsylvania by German immigrants—the hex signs they painted over their doors, the herbal lore found in that great book of medicine, The Long Lost Friend. They learned as well from the local Native Americans, so that in time their wisest practitioners became known as Pow-Wows, like Urie Polder.

There had never been very many of them, and only a dozen or so families still existed in Caxton’s time, all of them with elaborate genealogical charts to show they’d descended from Giles Corey or Dorcas Good or Rebecca Nurse, the famous victims of Salem. Their numbers were bolstered by the occasional hippie or New Age mystic who wandered into their sphere, though such people rarely stayed long. There was no Internet connection in the Hollow, no cell phone towers or even a local newspaper, and the New Age types needed to feel connected to the larger world.

The true witchbillies, the survivors of the old families, never left. They knew how little there was for them out in the wider world.

As they came out for the full-moon dinner that night, Caxton tried to imagine how Simon would see them. He must think they’d stepped straight out of a time warp.

The men dressed like Amish farmers and wore fringes of beard under their chins. The women kept their black dresses buttoned all the way up to the neck and down to the wrist, and their long skirts swept the dust of the common. The children dressed in more colorful clothes, but as modestly as Patience Polder, who was the closest thing the Hollow had to a fashion guru.

They looked very prim and proper. Except, of course, for the ones who didn’t.

Mixed in with the soberly dressed residents of the Hollow were women who draped themselves in silk shawls and tied kerchiefs around their heads like gypsy fortune-tellers. Some of the children wore T-shirts and shorts, while others had tie-dyed every garment they wore. There was one man who wore a long black cloak with a red lining and smeared kohl around his eyes, like a Goth pretending to be a movie vampire. One woman wore as little clothing as the law would allow but had covered all of her exposed skin in cabalistic tattoos.

Regardless of how they dressed, they descended on Simon like a flock of crows on a half-decayed badger. Visitors to the Hollow were incredibly rare and always the subject of much interest. The children wanted to sit in his lap or begged him to come play with them. The adults asked him a million questions about his family, very few of which he could answer. He did know that his mother was descended from both Sarah Osborne and Tituba, the Caribbean slave who had supposedly taught the girls of Salem how to do magic. He also knew that Astarte had become a Theosophist toward the end of her life, studying the teachings of Madame Blavatsky and Annie Besant. Apparently he had not realized that his father, Jameson, had also been a witchbilly, though of a decayed strain from North Carolina that had turned away from the old path.

The interest wasn’t entirely in his bloodstock, however. Or at least not directly. One of the women took his arm and smiled into his face until he looked at her. “We’re going to dance in the woods later, when the moon comes up. You’ll have to join us, of course,” she said. She batted her eyelashes and added, “It’s a full moon, so we’ll go skyclad.”

Simon frowned, trying to work out what she was saying. “Naked, you mean.” His mouth fluttered as if he was trying to decide whether to grin sheepishly or lasciviously. “You’re going to do a Wiccan ritual?”

She laughed fetchingly. “It’s what you do for fun when you don’t even have basic cable,” she told him.

She let him go with a smoldering look. Caxton pulled him away from the throng to make sure he got a good seat at the dinner table. “I don’t get this,” he told her. “That woman was wearing so many clothes I couldn’t even see her wrists. But I think she was coming on to me.”

Caxton had to laugh, despite herself. “You didn’t notice anything about the sex ratio here?” She gestured around at the gathered witchbillies. For every man around the picnic tables there were six women. “Trust me, she was definitely coming on to you. Some of them get desperate enough to come on to me.”

“But the clothes—they’re dressed like the Amish. My mom dressed modestly, but she wore stuff that had been designed in the twentieth century, not the seventeenth.” He shook his head. “They look like farmers, not witches. Or like they all belong to the same cult. Except—some of them don’t wear the Amish stuff, and—and—and you’re dressed like freaking Lara Croft.”

“Who?” Caxton asked.

“The Tomb Raider.”

Caxton stared down at her own clothes. It was summer, so she was wearing a tank top and cargo shorts. It was what she always wore.

Simon shook his head in perplexity. “They don’t mind you wearing that? Or—her?” He nodded at the tattooed woman, who had on one of the smallest tube tops Caxton had ever seen. The tattooed woman—her name was Glynnis, and she was a student of the Kabbalah, Caxton knew—stared back at Simon with pantherish eyes.

Caxton nodded in understanding. “You’re thinking that most of them are dressed modestly,” she said.

“Um, yeah,” Simon agreed.

“No. They’re dressed humbly. There’s a difference. Modesty is when you dress a certain way because you’re afraid men will be overcome by lust if they see what you’ve got. Humility means thinking nobody wants to see it.”

“Okay,” Simon said. He was having trouble not watching the tattooed woman arch her back.

“That’s the principle, anyway. It means you can dress however you want here, and nobody minds. Come on. Aren’t you hungry? It’s time to eat.”

10.

About half of the witchbillies were vegetarians, some of them pure vegans, some who just refused to eat meat. The rest seemed to take great relish in piling up chicken and pork bones on their paper plates. The wild corn couldn’t be eaten off the cob—it was nothing like the sweet corn Caxton had grown up eating—but it made excellent popcorn, which soon filled huge baskets all over the tables. There were loaves of fresh bread, leavened and unleavened, and pitchers of cream to pour over fresh berries. Caxton counted at least seven different varieties of potato salad, the traditional side dish of German immigrants everywhere, coleslaw with or without raisins, cornbread smeared with honey or molasses, buttermilk biscuits, baked beans, bean salad, bean casseroles, and bean barley soup. This on top of fried chicken, chicken fried steaks, pork ribs slathered with barbecue sauce, pierogies and dumplings and sauerkraut.

“Not exactly the healthiest meal I’ve ever seen,” Simon pointed out.

“It’s all organic, at least,” Caxton told him. “This is farmer’s food. It’s supposed to give you enough calories to work all day in the fields.” She made a plate for herself—mostly greens, with a single piece of fried chicken for protein—and stepped away from the table. “I’ll leave you to enjoy your dinner,” she told Simon. He looked like he might protest at being left alone, but two women came and sat down on either side of him and started piling food up in front of him and asking him so many questions he couldn’t get away.

Caxton never sat with the others during the full-moon dinners. It just wasn’t her way. It would be too easy to get caught up in the spirited discussions the witchbillies engaged in, endless debates over the proper way to harvest mandrake roots or what a given passage in the Bible had to say about necromancy. Then there were the endless squabbles and gossip over who was sleeping with whom and who wasn’t doing their fair share of work around the Hollow.

It was the background noise of a working community, and Caxton didn’t begrudge them their chatter. But it was also a distraction, and she weeded those out of her life wherever she found them.

So instead she wandered over to the fire pit, where Urie Polder was cooking a dozen fish at once. He needed no spatula, instead turning the fish with his wooden fingers. Apparently they didn’t feel the heat.

“He seems a good fella, ahum,” Urie said when she approached.

Caxton bit into her chicken thigh and said nothing. She looked out over a table covered in pies and Bundt cakes—just in case the witchbillies didn’t get enough to eat—and out into the gathering shadows beyond the common. The sun was almost down.

Some of the Hollow’s younger children were out there—the ones too young to sit through a meal without throwing a tantrum. They chased after things Caxton couldn’t see. Fairies and elves, or at least illusions of fairies and elves that their mothers had bewitched them to see. They grabbed at the imaginary creatures with chubby fingers and laughed when their hands closed on nothing. The sprites kept them close enough to the common that Urie could keep an eye on them.

Caxton finished her meal and threw away her plate. Wiping her hands on her shorts, she announced, “I’m going to take another look at the cordon.”

“You don’t trust me, as I’ve said it’s fine?” Urie asked, looking a little hurt.

“You know it isn’t that.”

“If my Vesta were still here, she’d have summat to say to you ’bout tryin’ to enjoy what you got before you lose it, ahum.”

Caxton ignored him. Vesta Polder was dead because Caxton hadn’t been fast enough to save her. She hadn’t been focused enough.

“We’ll send the dogs out after full dark,” Urie suggested.

Caxton nodded. Yes, they should do that. Vampires and their half-dead servants were unnatural creatures. Any animal more complex than a maggot could sense that. When a vampire came near, cows stopped giving milk. Cats went and hid under beds. Dogs, most usefully, started to howl, and wouldn’t stop until the vampire moved on. The Hollow was home to several dozen hounds of various breeds, all of whom were allowed to roam at night as a kind of early warning system.

“Just humor me. I won’t feel comfortable until I’m sure the trap is properly set,” Caxton said.

Urie Polder shrugged, his wooden arm lifting high. They had this argument so often he barely even tried anymore. “Alright, then. You go on. I’ll make certain the boy don’t get into any mischief, ahum. Leastwise, none that the ladies don’t concoct for him.”

Caxton squeezed his human shoulder, then turned to head into the dark, away from the people in the Hollow and the safety of numbers. She didn’t get very far, though. Before she even reached the road she heard someone pounding on the picnic tables for attention. Others took up the drumbeat and soon the Hollow was ringing with laughter.

She turned back to see what had gotten them so worked up, and saw Patience standing at the head of the table.

The girl was blushing again. She was wringing her hands in front of her and she wouldn’t look up to make eye contact with anyone.

In the entire time Caxton had known the girl, Patience had never looked so flustered. Normally it was the people around her who freaked out at what she said.

“I’d like to take this time,” the girl said, feeling her way through the words, “to make an announcement. I’m very happy.”

She bit her lower lip. Around her, her teenaged acolytes hugged themselves in excitement or bit their knuckles. They knew what was coming.

“I’m happier, I think, than I’ve ever been.”

Caxton frowned as she headed back toward the common and the light from the tiki torches. She had no idea what Patience was about to say.

“You see,” the girl stumbled on, “I met someone today. I met the man who is going to be my husband.”

Not a soul breathed in the Hollow. Even the children too young to understand what was going on must have sensed that something important was happening. Every eye fixed on Patience’s glowing face as she simpered and giggled. Then she did, finally, look up, to make eye contact with one man sitting at the table.

Every one of the witchbillies turned to follow her gaze. To look right at Simon, where he sat with a plastic fork and a bowl of coleslaw. Realization dawned on him very slowly, visibly, as he turned white and dropped his fork.

“Oh, fuck, no,” he wheezed.

11.

Simon jumped up from the table and held his hands up in front of him, as if he expected the witchbillies to seize him and force him to marry Patience on the spot, at gunpoint if necessary. The people gathered around the picnic tables all started talking at once, trying to reassure him.

“But it’s such an honor—”

“—she’s been waiting for you her whole life, and—”

“No use fighting, friend.” This with a friendly chuckle. “What she’s foretold—”

The boy’s face turned red with anger. “You are all fucking nuts. Nuts! I did not come here looking to marry some—some—prepubescent girl, much less the creepy prophet of some bizarre cult. I’m going to bring the police down here and they’ll—they’ll raid you. They will raid this place.”

Caxton grunted in annoyance and rushed forward to grab Simon’s arm. She hauled him away from the common. It wasn’t hard. Flustered as he was, he lacked the strength to resist.

She took him up the road that led back up to the top of the ridge, where he’d left his car. When they reached the front of Urie Polder’s house, however, she kept walking, though she let go of him. It was his choice whether to follow her or not.

“I don’t know what you think you’re going to achieve, Caxton,” he called out, stomping after her as she headed into the tall grass beyond Urie’s garden. “I don’t know what sick fantasy you have about me becoming one of your cult groupies, but—”

“They are not a cult,” she said. She used the voice she’d honed when she used to be a cop. Calm, firm, and unyielding.

“Communal living. Naked dancing in the woods. Probably piles of guns sitting around all over the place. Oh my God. I had some cider with my dinner. I drank the cider. What did they put in the cider? Am I drugged? Did you drug me?”

She slapped him.

Just once, across the cheek. It was enough to shut him up.

“The cider was just cider. Now. Come with me. I’m going to show you something.”

She walked off again without stopping to wait for him to recover. He followed her as she made her way down a winding path to a stand of trees on the slope of the ridge. Each tree was circled by a length of chain, and hanging from each chain was what looked like a piece of tattered white muslin. Yet as they approached, the scraps of cloth began to stir. There was no breeze up on the ridge. Even the cicadas had stopped their thrumming song as Caxton took another step closer to the trees.

The piece of cloth nearest to her lifted in a way that looked almost like someone was manipulating it with a hidden wire. But there was no one there, and no wire. The cloth began to shift and stretch as it lifted. Then it began to take on the shape of a reaching hand.

It was dark up on the ridge. The moon hadn’t risen yet, and the stars, while plentiful so far from city lights, gave little illumination. The scrap of cloth was only so visible because of its lack of color. In the dim gloaming, it almost seemed to glow with its own light.

If she hadn’t known better, Caxton could have believed it was just an optical illusion. It had that feeling, that half-real sense of something seen out of the corner of your eye that can’t possibly exist. It could have been just a trick of the light.

The night air grew thick, as if it was clotting around Caxton’s head. It became difficult to breathe.

Laura.

No one had spoken her name. It was all in her head. Yet she knew that voice so well. It was Simon’s father’s voice.

Laura.

“No,” Simon said behind her. “No, Dad. No! You’re dead!”

His shrieking broke the spell. She hauled him backward, away from the trees. Her breath came back in a deep inhalation and she wiped sweat off her forehead. She turned and found Simon staring at the trees as if—

Well. As if he’d seen a ghost.

“Teleplasm,” she explained, though he hadn’t asked. “It’s what’s left behind when a spirit has pierced the veil of the living world and—”

“Nobody says teleplasm anymore,” Simon interrupted, speaking softly. “It’s ectoplasm. Or better yet, ‘material psychic residue.’ ” He was still staring at the tree. The piece of teleplasm hung limp and lifeless once more. “I heard—he called my name, and asked me to—” Simon shook his head. He lifted his shoulders and turned away so he wasn’t facing the teleplasm anymore. “Ghosts.” He shook his head. “They’re not spirits, you know.”

Caxton raised an eyebrow and waited for him to go on.

“The latest theory is that they’re not dead people—that they’re not human at all. Instead they’re some kind of parasitic organism that feeds on human psychic energy. They’re mindless animals that somehow evolved a way to tap into our fears telepathically.” He closed his eyes and ran one hand over his sweat-slicked face. “God. That voice—it sounded just like my dad.”

Caxton nodded. She remembered his uneasiness around the witchbillies, but she knew that wasn’t from lack of experience with the supernatural. “That’s right. You studied teratology in college. The study of monsters.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Caxton didn’t answer him directly. “A ghost can’t hurt you, not really. You can walk away from it at any time. It’s tougher than it should be, though, isn’t it? You want to believe what it’s saying. The person that voice belongs to is dead, you know that, but you want to hear their voice again. Some primitive part of you wants to believe it’s real, that they’re back.” She shrugged. “Vampires are even more susceptible than we are. Maybe because they’re more innately psychic than we are. A vampire wandering past these trees would get sucked in. Caught. Hopefully long enough that I could get the drop on them. Urie Polder and I have traps like this all over the ridge. We have other defenses, too.” She led him away from the line of trees and over to where a wooden post had been driven into the ground. A bird’s skull had been nailed to the top of the post, with a complicated hex sign painted in very fine strokes between its eye sockets.

“That’s just freaky,” Simon said.

“There’s a post like this every fifty feet in a wide perimeter around the valley. If you didn’t know they were here, you probably wouldn’t see them. But anytime something unnatural—a vampire, or a half-dead—crosses the perimeter, these things start shrieking. It’s an old vampire spell. What they call an orison. It was used on me once, and I assure you, it’s not a sound you ever want to hear.”

“Magic?” Simon asked. “It’s bullshit.”

“It’s real enough.”

He shook his head. “Sure. But it’s unreliable. Too easy to counter. Any vampire worth her salt could just wave her hand and that skull would turn to powder. And if I’m right in thinking I know which vampire you’re after—”

“There’s only one left,” Caxton insisted.

Simon bent to study the bird skull more closely. “Justinia Malvern is a master at the orisons. She won’t fall for this.”

“Maybe not. Her half-deads would, though. And she’s way too smart to just walk in here without some backup.”

“You really think she’s going to come after you?” Simon stared at her in the darkness for a while. “You’re counting on it.”

“She’s always had a certain fascination with me,” Caxton told him. “She likes to play sadistic little games with people. Your father learned that—” She saw him stiffen at the thought, so she relented a little. “Well. I learned that the hard way, myself. She wants to turn me into a vampire, just like her. Or at least kill me while trying.” Caxton sighed. “I guess when you’re three hundred years old and spend most of your time trapped in a coffin, you get your kicks where you can. I’m hoping that’ll be enough to draw her here. To where I can shoot her. But that’s the thing. I’m not counting on it. Because I know she’s smarter than that.”

[  1715  ]

Hot blood everywhere. Great lashings of it, like a punch bowl full of the stuff spilled all over her. So wonderfully warm. The squelching horrible screaming pain was difficult to ignore, but—red—everything was red—

—and then black.

She heard her heart stop beating. She heard the perfect silence.

And then. And then. So much.

Her heart did not start beating again, no, but it convulsed all the same. It contracted with a rumbling growl. A desperate hunger.

She opened her—eye. The other wasn’t there. It felt like the hole left behind by a pulled tooth. She understood this was proper, but she couldn’t exactly remember why.

She stared up at her own ceiling. Flecks of blood still hung from the plaster. One droplet formed—she could see it with such exquisite clarity—and then fell.

Her body moved with incredible speed. Her head snaked to one side and her mouth—why did her mouth feel so strange?—opened wide. The droplet fell on the perfect center of her tongue.

She went mad for a while then.

She would not fully regain her mental faculties for another sixty-five years.

12.

Simon looked confused.

“Most vampires, I know how to get to them. You cut your finger and flick a drop of blood at them, and it’s like a shark feeding frenzy. They stop thinking about anything but how good your blood would taste. That makes them stupid—pure, bloodthirsty predators. I’ve killed a lot of vampires that way. But Malvern’s smarter than the rest. I don’t know how she does it, but she’s got some way to overcome her instincts. The first time I met her, your father tried that trick on her, and she managed to just walk away. The last time I saw her, she had a chance to kill me. She had a chance to do anything she wanted to me. Instead she tried to use me—she tried to convince me I had killed her. She resisted her natural urge to kill me so she could fake her death—and it worked. Right now, the police think she’s dead.”

“She is dead,” Simon insisted. “I mean, everybody thinks she’s dead. Everybody except you and Urie Polder.”

Caxton grinned without merriment. “That’s exactly how she wants it. We were getting too close to her—I almost had her a couple of times. She knows how dangerous I am. There’s one trick she can pull, though, which will take me completely out of the picture.”

“Oh? She has a way to kill you?”

“Close enough. She can wait for me to die of old age.”

He looked confused.

“The smart thing for her to do right now is lie low,” Caxton explained. “She’s effectively immortal. As long as she doesn’t show herself in public the police will eventually forget about her. People will think vampires are extinct, and they’ll stop being afraid of them. If I’m not around to remind them how to fight vampires, they’ll never be ready for her when she pops back up. Twenty years from now—a hundred—it’s all the same to her. An eyeblink compared to the eternity she can live. She’s done it before, and she’s always come back … eventually.”

Simon looked terrified by the prospect. Good.

“But … she needs blood,” Simon pointed out.

“No. She wants blood, desperately. But she can live forever even if she never drinks another drop. She’s strong enough to handle the cravings, to control herself, for a long time. She’s strong enough to put aside whatever satisfaction she might get from killing me in exchange for her own safety. Now, if I had my freedom and unlimited resources, I could spend the rest of my life trying to figure out where she’s hiding. I could scour every dark corner and musty old shed in Pennsylvania. I could spend years doing it. But that’s no longer an option for me. If I show my face outside of this ridge, I’ll get scooped up by the Feds right away. So instead I’ve built this very elaborate vampire trap—and I’ve laid my own plans for the future.”

“Oh,” Simon said. “I think I know where you’re going with this, and—”

Caxton wouldn’t let him derail her. “I know how to kill vampires better than anyone now living. I’m going to spend the rest of my life teaching the people in the Hollow how it’s done. I’m going to teach Patience Polder every one of my tricks. After I’m dead, she’ll teach others. Maybe her own children. And they’ll teach theirs. The point is, no matter how long Malvern goes to ground for, when she wakes up there’ll be somebody waiting with a gun pointed right at her heart.”

“And you think that I can—that those children will be mine with Patience, and—”

“You studied monsters in college. You’re a scientist who knows all about monsters. Don’t you see how that makes you perfect for this? You match up your technical knowledge with Patience’s gifts, and you’d make a hell of a team.”

“Count me out,” Simon said. “That’s not what I want for my life.”

“It’s not?” Caxton asked. She was a little surprised.

“The last thing I want is to have anything more to do with vampires,” Simon told her. “That should be pretty obvious.”

“A vampire killed your entire family,” Caxton said. “You don’t want revenge?”

Simon rubbed at his eyes with the balls of his thumbs. “My father killed my entire family. My father killed my mother, and my sister, and even my stupid redneck uncle.”

“No,” Caxton said. “Your father killed himself. His body came back as a vampire and did all those things.”

“That means nothing! Do you have any idea what it’s like to lose everybody you’ve ever cared about?”

“Yes, I do,” Caxton said.

He stared at her. “I’ve spent the last two years in intensive psychotherapy. Just so I could function. I nearly flunked out of school. I can’t find a job. I don’t sleep more than a couple of hours a night. Every time I close my eyes I see—I see fangs. And those red eyes.”

“Help me kill Malvern, and nobody else has to go through that.”

“I don’t care! If she leaves me alone, she can live to be ten thousand and two, for all I fucking care,” Simon said. And then he turned on his heel and headed back toward the house. Maybe he intended to spend the rest of the night in his car rather than continue the conversation.

Caxton stood out on the dark ridge and wondered what she’d said wrong.

13.

Eventually Simon got his car to start. There were more than a few shade tree mechanics in the Hollow—in rural Pennsylvania people knew their cars—but he refused any sort of help. He just sat there with his window rolled up despite the heat, turning the key again and again as the engine snarled and sputtered.

Caxton stood next to the driver’s-side door and waited, thinking he would eventually change his mind and come back to the house to spend the night. After an hour had passed she recognized the stubborn streak he’d inherited from his father. She knew better than to try to butt heads with an Arkeley, honestly, but she was a patient woman.

When even she had grown tired of waiting, though, she made a hand signal behind her back. Urie Polder went to the back of the car and kicked at the dirt there, disturbing a complicated pattern of thorns he had laid behind the car while Simon wasn’t looking.

The car started on the next try. It sounded fine.

Caxton knocked on Simon’s window until he rolled it down.

“I am so out of here,” he barked. “Don’t try to stop me.”

“I understand you need to go,” she told him. “I don’t blame you. Just—here. Take this.” She handed him a piece of paper. “This is the hardware I need.”

He stared at the paper for a long time, as if his eyes could set it on fire. Eventually he grabbed it from her. “You have a lot of nerve, Caxton. Trading on my debt to you like this—it’s not cool.”

She nodded in assent. “I never had any intention of making you do anything. I honestly thought you would want revenge. If that’s not the case, okay. But please. I need your help. I need you to get that stuff and bring it here. I can’t go get it myself.” She folded her arms on the sill of his window, bringing their faces closer together. “I saved your life, Simon, because I had access to all kinds of fun toys. Including Teflon bullets and high-powered guns. Right now I have none of that. I have a couple pistols and hunting rifles I could scrounge together. If Malvern showed up tonight, I honestly don’t know if I could stop her. You bring me the stuff on that list and maybe I’ll have a chance. Okay?”

“Whatever,” he said, and pressed the button to raise his window. She had to yank her arms back to keep from getting them caught.

A moment later and he was gone, rolling down the long gravel road in a plume of dust. Caxton watched him go until she couldn’t see his lights anymore.

Then she went back to the porch, to sit by her pile of guns where she could watch the whole side of the ridge. And wait.

Urie Polder came by a little later with a thermos of coffee. Some nights he would sit with her a spell, less for the sake of watching with her than for the cool breeze that came over the ridge in the evening. Most times they didn’t talk to each other—both of them were more comfortable with silence. This time, however, he asked, “You think that boy’ll come back?”

Caxton shrugged. “Maybe. It may not matter. He may serve my purposes just as well by staying out there in the world.”

If that confused Polder, he gave no sign of it.

Caxton yawned. She reached for the coffee and poured herself another cup. It was going to be a long night. “We scared the hell out of him. He’s not going to keep this to himself. Oh, I don’t think he’ll go to the police. He’s too good a kid at heart to turn on me like that. But he’ll start talking, to somebody. Anybody who will listen. He’ll tell them all about the crazy cult of witchbillies out in the ridges, and how they’re obsessed with killing vampires.”

“Ahum,” Polder said.

Caxton nodded. “Eventually, that information will get back to Malvern. Somebody will tell somebody who will say something where somebody else can hear it. Malvern pays attention to this kind of thing—she’ll learn about my plans soon enough.”

“And that’s what you want? For her to know everything you got in store?”

Caxton let herself smile. “It’s exactly what I want. She can’t let it happen—she can’t let an entire new generation of vampire hunters get trained and raised for the sole purpose of destroying her. She’ll have to take action to stop it. Which means—”

“Which means she has to come here, ahum.”

Urie Polder looked frightened at the thought. Caxton couldn’t blame him. If Malvern came to the Hollow, there would be death, and maybe a lot of it.

Caxton found that acceptable.

[  1721  ]

Justinia had learned not to smile. Not when she wanted to put someone at their ease. The teeth tended to scare people.

But there were so many subtler ways to toy with them.

“Please, ma’am, I do not wish to die,” the little girl said. Tears streaked through the dirt on her cheek as Justinia held her face to the earthen floor of the little cottage. The flames that were already consuming the barn out back—and the bodies inside—danced in each of the little girl’s tears.

Amazing what one eye could see when it had been changed.

Justinia could see the little girl’s blood. Not a drop of it had been shed yet, but even through that thin, fragile skin she could see the blood moving, throbbing through the tiny body. She could see the girl’s heart pumping in her chest, as if her flesh were made of glass.

The thing in Justinia’s rib cage that was no longer a heart trembled in sympathy. How badly she wanted to rip this little creature open and suckle at her veins.

“Ye wish to live?” Justinia asked. Normally her voice came out in a slurred growl, the words torn and rent as they passed over her wickedly sharp teeth. She had learned, however, to force her voice to sound soft and kindly.

“I’d like to see my brother again, and my parents,” the girl squeaked.

Justinia had to admire her composure. Usually when the hunt got to this point, the children could do nothing but scream.

She was not unaware that she had once been the same age as this girl. That they had a great deal in common. In fact, she relished the jest of it.

“But ye will see them, my dear. In heaven.”

That was enough. The look in the girl’s face changed. This was the delicious moment that Justinia had sought, the moment when her prey realized the natural order of things. That she was going to die. That it was going to hurt a great deal. And that no one, no one at all, was going to come and save her.

“Nooooo,” she moaned. “Noooooo.” Just like a cow. Like the livestock she had become. A food animal.

Justinia laughed—and smiled. All the better to show her great, big teeth.

Enough.

The word appeared in Justinia’s head as if it had been written across the back of her skull in letters of fire. She winced backward, releasing her hold on the girl. The girl still had the presence of mind to leap to her feet and run for the door.

Vincombe waited for her there.

“Damn ye,” Justinia grunted. “Ye followed me.”

Vincombe ignored her and squatted down to catch the girl and look deeply into her eyes. “It’s alright, now, child,” he said. “I’m your father. I’m perfectly fine. And you’re safe now. Trust me.”

Justinia watched the girl go limp in Vincombe’s arms. She actually sighed a little in pleasure as he twisted her head until her neck snapped.

“We are meant to be hunters. Not demons,” he said. Then he tossed the body to Justinia. “Drink. Then come find me outside. It’s time we talked.”

Justinia did not waste a drop. It was getting difficult to conceal her murders these days. The local authorities knew something was up—too many bodies had been discovered in the river, bloodless and mutilated. Questions had been asked. Justinia had been forced to flee Manchester, the city of her awakening, and instead haunt the darker night out in the countryside.

When she’d finished, she walked out into the light of the burning barn. Vincombe waited for her inside the flames. They did not harm him. She approached, and found that her skin shriveled as she got too close. The fire couldn’t kill her, she knew that from past experience—but it could cause her unbearable pain.

Yet he simply stood there in the conflagration and stared at her.

“How?” she demanded.

He refused to answer her question. “Ye didn’t fear death. I thought, perhaps, that finally someone understood my work,” he told her. “That I had been given someone to help me. A new angel of death, to lighten my burden.”

She snarled at him.

They had met only rarely since her transformation, and never for more than a single night. She didn’t know where he slept during the day. If she ever found out, she would find a way to destroy him. He wasn’t her father. He wasn’t anything to her, except competition.

But now—now as she watched him stand in the flames that would not consume him—now she wondered if maybe he did not have more to give her.

“Ye tease them,” he said, and there was a sorrow in his voice that she would never understand. “Ye make them fear you before you do what is necessary. This isn’t a game.”

Justinia closed her eye and saw the cards falling toward the table. Lucky cards, ill-favored cards. Aces and deuces, diamonds and clubs. How could he not understand? All of life was a game. A wager, placed against death. And death always won.

“Ye may justify your actions as you please,” she said. “We were given these powers to use at our pleasure.”

“God granted me the right to take lives, lives that are ready to be culled. Lives that have lost meaning, the lives of men who have forgotten their souls, though their bodies are still strong and—”

“God?” Justinia demanded. “Ye think God made us like this?”

He came out of the flames then, so fast and so strong she had no time to defend herself. He grasped her around the waist in arms like iron bars, twisted her around, thrust her face toward the flames.

“Ye didn’t fear death,” he said. “Do ye not fear hell, either?”

She felt the skin of her nose dry out, felt it stretch painfully. She felt her chin burning like a brand. Her eye began to boil in its socket.

“I’ll teach you,” he said, and his voice was harsh and breathless. It was a voice she knew, the voice of the men who had paid to lie with her. The voice they used when they called her a whore. When they announced how they would possess her, how they would show her to her proper place. “I’ll teach ye to fear hell.”

“Yes,” she said, because she knew what men wanted when they used that voice. “Yes. I’ve been such a naughty girl. Teach me, master.”

And while you’re at it, she thought, teach me to stand in fire and not be burned. Teach me how to hypnotize a child by simply looking into her eyes. Teach me everything you know.

When he finally pulled her out of the flames the skin and flesh on her head had burned down to the skull. Her one eye had gone milky and dull, and she could see nothing. Her tongue was gone and she could not speak.

In the morning, when she slept, all would be healed. This new body could heal any wound. But in the meantime, she could still listen. She could still hear him as he whispered secrets in her ears.

And she forced herself to remember every word. To fix them in her mind, as eternal and changeless as scripture. That was the night she began to learn the orisons.

He let her sleep, and heal, when dawn began to break. She did not expect to see him the next night when she rose from her coffin, but he was there. He had more to teach her, and by then she understood the game. If she made him believe that she wanted to be a good little angel of death, that she wanted to be his protégé, he would teach her everything she wanted to know.

Eventually he began to even trust her. “It’s time ye met the others,” he said.

“There are others?” she demanded. “Others like ye?”

Because she knew there could be no others like herself.

14.

A little bell rang as Clara pushed open the door of a diner in Bridgeville, one of the suburbs of Pittsburgh. She’d been driving for hours to get here, but she wasn’t tired. If Glauer had what he claimed, it would be more than worth it.

Her eyes had been trained by working for the police for so long. She took in all the little details right away. The diner was deserted except for one waitress who was mopping up a spill of coffee on the counter. At the very back of the dining room, as far away from the parking lot as you could get, Glauer sat hunched over a table. A half-eaten plate of pancakes sat in front of him, as well as three empty coffee cups. He’d been waiting awhile.

The two of them had to meet in secret like criminals even though they were both decorated police officers. Fetlock had a passionate disregard for personal privacy, and since he was still their boss he was allowed to pry into their lives as much as he liked. He routinely tapped their phones and kept tabs on where they went and what they got up to.

Fetlock had a good enough reason for that paranoia, Clara supposed. After all, his employees were conspiring against him.

Clara sat down across from Glauer without a word. They went through their old ritual of putting their cell phones on the table. Clara popped the battery out of her phone and set it down next to the salt and pepper shakers. Glauer’s phone had already been sabotaged in the same way.

It was a creepy world they lived in. Fetlock could listen to their conversations through their phones even if the phones were turned off and hidden in their pockets. They had to be careful.

“It’s good to see you,” Clara said once they’d both sighed and relaxed a little.

“You been alright? Bruises healed up?” Glauer asked.

“I’m good,” Clara said. She gave him a warm smile. “How are your investigations going?”

Glauer shrugged. “You mean my official stuff, right? We’re closing in on a guy who provides chemical supplies to meth labs. Technically he doesn’t do anything illegal. Just runs a wholesale scientific supply warehouse. We might have to run a sting, send somebody in undercover and get him to implicate itself. It’s a long job.”

Clara nodded. When Justinia Malvern was—allegedly—killed during a prison riot, their old outfit, the special subjects unit, was closed down. Disbanded. Fetlock had found other things for the two of them to do. Glauer had become a kind of detective at large, while Clara had been sent off to school to become a forensic analyst. Both of them still got their paychecks from Fetlock, but he didn’t want them to screw up his manhunt for Laura Caxton.

He couldn’t stop them from talking to each other, though.

“You said you had something,” Clara said, and bit her lip. As always when they met she wondered if she should ask Glauer about his family, about his notoriously unsuccessful love life. She often worried she didn’t spend enough time shooting the shit with him. Acting like she was his friend, instead of jumping right in to what she really wanted from him.

He didn’t seem to mind. She thought maybe he was just as desperate as she was to find Caxton. Though for very different reasons.

“Simon Arkeley,” Glauer said, and laid a manila file folder on the diner table.

Clara’s eyes lit up. “The only survivor,” she said. “The only one who made it out alive from the Jameson Arkeley case.”

Glauer nodded and tapped the folder. “He’s—”

He stopped abruptly as the waitress came over to take Clara’s order. “Just a Diet Coke, thanks,” she said.

The waitress tried to stifle a yawn as she went back to the counter.

“Simon,” Clara said. “I’ve heard he’s a little unstable. Not that I blame him after what happened to his family.”

Glauer nodded. “He spent the last two years in heavy therapy. Even went away for a while, for a rest at a private mental hospital in Colorado. I guess he wanted to get as far from Pennsylvania as he could. Away from where it all happened. For the last six months he’s been seeing a therapist three times a week.”

“Poor kid,” Clara said with a frown.

Glauer nodded. “I feel for him. It can’t have been easy.”

“You think he’s in contact with Laura, though? I would think she was the last person he’d want to see.” Clara shivered, though it was warm enough in the diner. “Laura … well, she killed his father. And his sister. They were vampires, but—she tried to save his uncle but was too late. She tried to save his mom, and …”

“I was with her that night. It was bad. Real bad.” Glauer pushed the manila folder to one side. “No. No, I don’t think he’d want to see her at all. But.”

He took another folder from beside him on the seat and put it before her. She thumbed it open as the waitress brought her drink. Inside the folder was a dossier on Urie Polder. It was strangely incomplete. Polder had no social security number. He paid his taxes every year, on time, but used money orders instead of personal checks. He didn’t seem to have a bank account, or a credit card, or even a telephone number. There was one report in the folder that stood out, a memorandum from the Department of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms that listed Polder as a potential cult leader, but offered no proof of that statement. Funny how a dossier like that could twist things around. It made Polder look like some kind of homegrown terrorist. She’d met him a couple of times, however, and she knew he was a sweet, if slightly creepy, old man. Completely harmless. “Now, he’s someone I’d like to talk to.”

Glauer nodded. “He disappeared shortly after Caxton broke out of prison. Moved house, no forwarding address provided. Took his daughter with him. Child Services for Centre County would really like to ask him about her schooling, but of course, they can’t find him either. We’ve suspected for a long time that Caxton went underground with Polder, but neither of them has so much as blipped on the radar screen since they disappeared.”

Clara nodded. “Okay. I knew most of this already. So what’s the connection? How do you get from Simon Arkeley to Urie Polder?” Which, of course, meant getting to Laura.

“That,” Glauer said, leaning back in his seat, “took some actual good old-fashioned police work. I asked my hairstylist.”
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Clara smiled, but she didn’t say anything. She let Glauer tell it in his own words.

“I’ve been keeping an eye on Simon. Not even thinking he would lead me to Caxton—I just wanted to make sure the kid was okay. I always felt … responsible for what happened to his sister. I was supposed to be guarding her when she went vamp on us. I just … I feel bad about that.”

Clara reached across the table and gave Glauer’s hand a warm squeeze. He was such a good man, and he gave himself so little credit.

The big cop looked away from her face as he went on. “Simon’s been keeping his nose clean, of course. Finished up his schoolwork and got his diploma. Moved on, it looked like. Started applying to graduate schools. Bought a car. Then, one day, he started shopping at some pretty shady places. Botanicas—you know what a botanica is? I didn’t. It’s a place you can go and get magic herbs and fancy candles that drive away evil spirits. Stuff they use in Mexico, and Haiti, and Brazil. Most of them are just scamming their customers, promising that a jar of consecrated graveyard dirt will drive off the evil eye, whatever, and the dirt came from a ditch in back of the store. Simon went to one of these places in Wilkes-Barre, that’s almost a hundred miles from where he lives. He knew the right place to go. After he left, carrying a bunch of bags, I went in and asked to know what he bought. The old lady who ran the place told me to go to hell. Wouldn’t talk to me at all. I figured maybe that was as far as I needed to go in prying into Simon’s life. But then I thought of something.”

“What did you do?”

“I got his credit card statements. You wouldn’t believe how trusting people can be, even these days. If you call up a bank and say you’re with the U.S. Marshals, they give you whatever you want. So I went through the statements for the day in question and I found a list of everything he bought at the botanica. It was all itemized. Problem was, I had no idea what any of it meant or what it was good for. He bought a bunch of roots and plant parts. Weird stuff, too, exotic plants that don’t grow much north of the equator. I couldn’t even pronounce most of the names, but one stuck out. John the Conqueror root.”

“That sounds—weird,” Clara said.

Glauer nodded. “But so what, right? The kid gets a cold, he takes some funny plants as medicine. Lots of people do that. Unh-uh. Not that simple. John the Conqueror root isn’t an alternative therapy for pimples. They used to write blues songs about the stuff and what it could do to you if you shaved it into your oatmeal. I started asking around. The lady who does my hair knew what it was for. She’s Haitian. When I first asked her she clammed up real fast. Said that was nothing a white guy needed to worry about. Then she asked me if I was having trouble in the bedroom.”

Glauer blushed and looked down at his uneaten pancakes.

“I’m sure that’s not a problem for you,” Clara said.

“Damn straight. Er—you know what I mean. Anyway. I told her, yeah, I was, you know. She said one of the uses of John the Conqueror root is restoring sexual potency. But you can’t just eat it, or anything. It needs to be prepared properly. You need a guy who can work the right spells on it and so on. I asked her if she knew anybody like that and she said no. She didn’t know any conjure doctors.”

“Conjure—that’s—”

“That’s one of the things Caxton used to call Urie Polder. A conjure doctor. So we’ve got this kid, Simon, buying shady materials he has no use for. And we know he is very peripherally connected with somebody who does have a use for them. I’m thinking that connection got a little less peripheral recently. And the only reason I can imagine why Simon would have anything to do with Urie Polder—”

“—Is if Laura had asked him to,” Clara said.

For a long time the two cops just stared at each other. Then Clara picked up her Diet Coke and sipped at it. “This could be nothing. Or, if we watch Simon closely enough, he could lead us right to her.”

Glauer nodded. He’d said his piece.

“Okay,” Clara said. “Okay. This is—this is good. That was some first-rate old-fashioned detective work.”

Glauer shrugged.

Clara hugged herself. She wanted to giggle, but she didn’t dare. This was the first real lead in two years. This was it, she could feel it. She dug some money out of her wallet and threw it on the table. “Your pancakes are on me.” She started to get up, gathered up her cell phone and its battery. But he lifted one hand to stop her.

“Hold on,” he said.

“There’s something else?”

He seemed to be wrestling with something. Glauer didn’t look like the kind of man who had a lot of deep thoughts, but she knew appearances could be deceiving.

“What are you going to do? When you find her?” he asked.

Clara opened her mouth to speak but couldn’t find the words. “Just—talk to her,” she said, finally.

“You know she doesn’t want to be found.”

Clara’s heart sagged in her chest. “I know. I know that, but. But. But!”

“But what?”

“I need to tell her about that half-dead I saw. She needs to know about that.”

“The half-dead you think you saw,” Glauer clarified. “You’ve been a cop long enough to know that’s different from evidence. And anyway, what will that mean to Caxton? She already believes Malvern is still alive.”

“Come on! You’ve been working this case with me for years. You want to find her as much as I do.”

“I want to know she’s okay. I want her to know that anything I can do, all she has to do is ask. I can achieve that by telling Simon as much. I don’t have to put her at risk just to let her know that.”

Clara stared daggers at him, but he didn’t flinch. Was he really going to make her say it? “I need to tell her I still love her.”

He nodded. Accepting that. She knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t fight her on that. But then he said something that he must have known would hurt her. “Two years ago she made a choice. She could have gone back to her cell and waited for us to lock her away again. Instead she ran. Even knowing that it would make her a fugitive. An outlaw. Maybe she still loves you, but she chose the vampires instead.”

“She had to.” Clara’s cheeks were burning. “You know that, you asshole. You know she couldn’t just stop, not until Malvern was really, really dead. It’s who she is.”

Glauer shrugged. “I didn’t say she made the wrong choice.”

Clara grabbed her phone and fled the diner, not looking back. If the waitress wondered why she hurried off in such a huff, she didn’t care.

[  1729  ]

Justinia shrank back in terror from the thing in the coffin. “What in the devil’s name is that?” she demanded, horrified because she already knew.

It was what she would one day become.

The body in the coffin had been human once. Then it had been more than human. For a while. It had pointed ears. It had the rows of wicked teeth. It had been like her. But it looked nothing like her otherwise. Its paper-thin skin sagged on its bones. Its white flesh was mottled with sores and blemishes. Its mouth hung permanently open, in the eternal rictus grin of a skull that has surrendered to time.

There were twelve coffins in Vincombe’s lair. Each held a dead thing, more rotten and decayed than the last. No, not a dead thing, because she knew they were still alive, if trapped in those faltering carcasses. She could hear their thoughts like whispers in her mind, like the sound of cards shuffling together for one last hand at the end of a long night’s dissipation.

“These are your ancestors, Justinia. Your family. This one is Bolingen. He created me to replace him when he grew old. Beyond him lies Margaret, who was like a mother to him. And so on. For more than a thousand years, the creatures in these coffins have served as the angels of death. They understood duty. They knew purpose.”

“They’re disgusting,” Justinia spat.

“They are wise. I come to them when I need their counsel.”

Justinia shook her head in negation. Wise counsel? She could hear what they were thinking. What they were saying, over and over. Blood I must have blood blood give me blood where is the blood bring me blood.

It was the only thought in any of those rotting heads.

If Vincombe thought they still believed in his self-appointed role, his sacred duty, then he was fooling himself. Unless he couldn’t hear their actual thoughts. Unless …

“If ye will not accept the purpose I laid out for you,” Vincombe said, “then there is still something thou canst do. Something to justify your existence. Ye will feed them. Ye will gather blood, and bring it here. It is done like this.”

He crouched over Margaret’s coffin. She stirred within, though her muscles were so decayed she could barely lift her head an inch. Vincombe smiled down at the ancient mummy and then opened his mouth wide. His chest and stomach seized as he forced himself to vomit up the blood he’d drunk that night. It splattered across Margaret’s face, only a little of it getting in her mouth, though she twisted and rattled around trying to drink more.

With loving hands, Vincombe cleaned her, sweeping every drop of the regurgitated blood into her gaping mouth.

“This will be your purpose,” he said, shaking. Spent. “When I must lie me down in eternal wakefulness—for so must we all, one day—you will come and you will feed me. Just as others will come to feed you, in your time.”

Justinia’s eye went wide. He couldn’t be suggesting—but—ah, yes.

For the first time she saw the wrinkles around his eyes. The slenderness of his arms and legs, as if his muscles were beginning to wither away.

Vincombe was getting old.

She was too consumed by her own plotting and scheming to think that it would happen to her as well. Someday.

For now—this was information she could use.

“I humbly accept this burden,” she said, because it was what he wanted to hear.

16.

Clara hurried out into the parking lot, heading straight for her Mazda. If Glauer followed her, she decided, she would refuse to talk to him at all. It didn’t matter if he apologized for what he’d said, or even if he promised to help her find Laura. You just didn’t get to talk to people like that, not ever, and—

She nearly missed the van.

She had never been a true cop. She had started out as a police photographer and just recently become a forensic specialist. So she didn’t have the kind of instincts most cops developed, the kind of observational skills that became second nature after a while. But she had been a damned good photographer in her day, and the van was ugly enough to offend her sensibilities. It was a big black number with a scene of wolves howling at the moon airbrushed on its side, and not well. It was enough to make her turn up her lip in disgust. The kind of vehicle she and her friends in high school would have called a Molester Mobile.

It was sitting near the exit of the parking lot, and it might have belonged to a cook or a baker working in the back of the restaurant. But that didn’t explain why the van’s sliding side door was open, or why its engine was on.

She tried to do two things at once. She turned around quickly, intending to shout for help. She might not be talking to Glauer just then, but he was still a cop and the kind of guy who could intimidate the hell out of any would-be rapist. The second thing she tried to do was reach for her sidearm.

Bony hands stopped her in both endeavors. One wrapped around her mouth and she tasted dry, dead fingers as they slipped between her teeth. Another hand grabbed her wrist before she could even unbuckle her holster.

“Don’t move. Don’t say anything,” her attacker said, behind her. He had a high-pitched giggling voice she knew all too well. “We’re not going to kill you—yet.”

We, he said. Suggesting that there were others nearby. She had walked into a very nasty trap. And she knew exactly who had laid it for her, and just how bad things could get, and just how fast.

“That’s right. We’re going to take a little ride. Stay quiet and I won’t hurt you very much. Heh.”

Clara thought of two more things to do. This time she was more successful.

She twisted her wrist inside the skeletal grip that kept her hand away from her holster. The assailant’s fingers slipped down over the thicker part of her hand and lost their viselike grasp. Instantly her hand was free.

The other thing she did was to bite down very hard on the fingers in her mouth.

During her time studying to be a forensic analyst, she had been required to take at least one self-defense class. She had signed up for all four that were offered, and gotten straight A’s.

The assailant behind her screamed. Human teeth could, under stress conditions, bite right through the small bones of human fingers. Half-dead fingers were far less sturdy. The joints in her mouth separated at the knuckles and her mouth was full of dry, bloodless flesh. She desperately wanted to spit it all out—but not quite yet.

The quick-release catch on her holster came open with a pop and she filled her hand instantly with her Glock. Spinning around on her heel, she fired point-blank into the attacker’s chest.

He went down in a heap. A slim male, mid-twenties, wearing a hooded sweatshirt. Just like the one she’d chased out of the convenience store, the one who got smashed by the semi. This one was in bad shape, but there was no way Fetlock could deny he was a half-dead.

All he would have to do was take one look at the bastard’s face.

Or lack thereof.

Cooked spaghetti was the first thing that always came to mind when Clara saw one of these things. The second thing that came to mind was that she never wanted to eat spaghetti again. Half-deads were unnatural creatures, tormented by their own undead existence. They expressed that anguish by scratching at their own faces with broken fingernails until all the skin came off. What she was looking at was exposed muscle tissue, drained of blood, stretched thin over the man’s skull. His eyes swam like rotten oysters in a mass of twitching, stringy flesh. His lipless mouth stretched sideways in a grimace that showed off all his teeth.

He screamed for mercy, clutching his mutilated hand to his wounded chest. His voice was so high and squeaky it hurt her ears. She kicked him in the face and he shut up. That was something else they’d taught her at the academy. Always wear sensible shoes.

He’d said there were others. She took a step back toward the diner, scanning the parking lot, looking for any sign of another attacker. Behind her she heard a little bell ring and she nearly discharged her weapon in panic.

It wasn’t a half-dead behind her, though. It was Glauer. He didn’t say a word. He just moved to cover her with his own weapon.

“There’ll be more,” she said. “I don’t know how many.”

She peered through the dark at the van, trying to see if there were any of them inside. She thought there might be someone in the driver’s seat, but it was hard to tell.

“Okay. Move forward, slowly. Our target’s that van.”

“Got it,” Glauer said, quietly.

They took it one step at a time, back to back, covering each other, keeping perfect firing arcs that covered the entire parking lot, just as they’d been trained.

It didn’t occur to Clara to look up.

“Anything?” Glauer asked.

“No, I—”

Her response was cut short as something sailed through the air toward her, moving far too fast for her to jump out of the way. Time seemed to slow down, so she had a perfect chance to see a big sharp kitchen knife come toward her, tumbling as it flew. She tried to turn sideways and managed to catch the knife in her hip. It went right through her skirt and pierced her skin, then fell away to clatter on the ground.

She couldn’t help herself. She cried out and fell to one knee.

Glauer was already on it. He spun, his handgun gripped in both hands, and fired at a dark shape on the roof of the diner. The shape exploded in a cloud of bone fragments and screams. Instantly three more shadows detached themselves from the side of the diner, over by the Dumpsters, and raced toward the van.

Glauer fired twice more, winging one of them and nearly taking its arm off. Clara tried to bring her own weapon up, but before she could aim the half-deads jumped in the van and it went squealing off into the night.

“Are you hurt?” Glauer demanded. “I’ll call for an ambulance, we’ll—”

“No fucking way are we sitting here waiting for backup,” Clara said. She hauled herself back up to both feet. She could stand on her injured leg, and that was good enough. She grabbed her car keys out of her pocket and ran toward the Mazda. “Come on,” she said. “I’ve seen the way you drive. We’re taking my car.”

17.

“This is a bad idea,” Glauer insisted, as she threw the Mazda into gear and sent it hurtling out onto the road.

“Seat belt,” she said.

He did as he was told.

She was bleeding all over her seat. The gash in her hip wasn’t deep, but it felt big. No time to do anything about that. She stamped on the accelerator and tore after the van, which she could just barely see ahead of her on the road. Its lights were off, but its paint job was darker than the dusty two-lane, so it looked like a massive shadow trying to escape the moonlight.

“Fetlock will have a hissy fit when he hears about this,” Glauer told her.

“Maybe he’ll have a stroke and we’ll get a new job. Would you please call this in already? It’s illegal in this state to use a cell phone while driving, or I’d do it myself.”

Glauer grunted unhappily, perhaps at being reminded of how to do his own job. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, then had to fumble with it for a while since he had removed the battery. Eventually he got it working. “This is Special Deputy Glauer with the U.S. Marshals. I am currently in vehicular pursuit of a late-model van, black with a painted mural on the side, headed northeast on the Washington Pike. Requesting all available assistance.”

Ahead of them the road wound through a brightly lit shopping mall. Clara could see the van better now and had eaten up most of its lead. She was only a few dozen car lengths behind. The half-dead driving the van was pushing it to its limits, but the top speed of a van could never beat the top speed of the Mazda. They would catch up, and very quickly.

The problem was—what then? Clara had never taken a class on vehicular pursuit. She had no idea how you were supposed to make an unresponsive subject pull over. Maybe she should have let Glauer drive after all.

She gritted her teeth. The wound in her hip was starting to hurt. But she was damned if she was going to let them get away now. Laura wouldn’t have given in to that kind of self-doubt. She shoved her foot to the floor and willed the car to go faster.

Apparently the half-deads knew they couldn’t get away—not without playing dirty. Ahead of her the back door of the van swung open and flapped back and forth like the wing of a wounded bat. Inside she could see the half-deads grabbing on to anything they could to keep from falling out. One of them leaned out the back and threw something into the air.

It came arcing toward the Mazda’s windshield and Clara flinched sideways as if to avoid it, but she managed not to swerve as it smacked into her car. “What the hell was that?” she asked. She’d been too focused on the road to get a good look.

Glauer didn’t answer right away.

“What are they throwing?” Clara demanded again.

“It was—it was an arm,” he said.

Clara’s eyes went wide.

“Back at the diner I shot one of them in the arm. You know how they just come to pieces when you shoot them. He must have torn his wounded arm free and thrown it at us,” he said. He sounded like he was about to lose his lunch.

“Keep it together,” Clara said. “We need to—”

She stopped as a leg still wearing a hiking boot smacked against the windshield and a long crack shot through the glass.

“No fucking way,” she said. A silently shrieking head came sailing through the air toward her and she involuntarily swerved to avoid it. “Glauer—they’re tearing each other apart in there!”

“I guess … they have nothing else to throw at us,” he told her.

“Do something!”

The big cop turned to look at her, but she didn’t dare look away from the road long enough to make eye contact. “Like what?” he demanded.

“Lean out the window and shoot at them, duh,” she said, bracing herself as another leg bounced off the roof of the Miata.

“Are you kidding? This is a heavily populated area. It’s a shopping center on a Saturday night—there will be hundreds of civilians around us,” he said.

She flicked her eyes sideways and saw they were passing by a huge fabric store. There were plenty of cars in its lot—he was right. Any stray bullets he fired could potentially end up in that store, or the sports bar across the street. Damn it, she thought. Laura would have done it anyway. She would have been very careful with her shots, but she would have taken them.

Jameson would have just blasted away and not cared. Then again, Jameson Arkeley had ended up turning himself into a vampire, all the better to fight them. And that had not ended well.

“Fine,” Clara said. A once-human arm hit the road and the Mazda bounced as they rolled over it. “Fine, don’t shoot—but think of something else. How long did they say it would take our backup to arrive?”

“Ten minutes,” Glauer told her. “Tops.”

Clara shook her head. “Too long. We need one of these bastards intact so we can beat some information out of him. In ten minutes they’ll be all over the road. Or the driver will just pull into some side road with no street lamps and we’ll lose him. What else can we do? Come on, you’re a real cop. You must know something about car chases.”

He was silent for a second. Then, in the tone of a man at the very end of his rope, he said, “PIT maneuver.”

“What?”

“PIT maneuver. It stands for ‘precision intervention technique,’ though I was told the acronym originally came from ‘push in tire.’ It’s how you stop a fleeing car. When absolutely nothing else will work.”

Clara ducked involuntarily as an entire human torso came at her. It bounced off the side pillar of the Mazda, where the windshield met the side window. The thump it made deafened her for a second. “Is it dangerous?” she asked.

“Yeah. Very dangerous. This car’s too low, and the van’s center of gravity is too high. But it’ll work. I just don’t know if we’ll come out intact.”

“Screw it,” Clara said. “Laura wouldn’t think twice.”

“I was afraid you’d say that. Okay. Pull up parallel to the van, with your front left wheel even with his rear right wheel. Match their speed as best you can.”

Clara did as she was told. The van tried to veer away, but the Mazda was far more maneuverable and she matched its motions. The half-dead hanging from the back of the van, the one who had been throwing body parts, reached out and tried to grab the Mazda. He lost half his fingers in the process. They went skittering and bouncing along the roof and side of the car, reminding Clara of the sound a tree branch makes when you don’t quite clear it. The half-dead pulled back in agony—but then returned with a severed arm, which he used like a club to try to smash in Clara’s window.

“What now?” Clara demanded. “Tell me what to do!”

“Establish contact with the side of the van, lightly as possible—you don’t want to wreck us with a bad sideswipe. Then, just when you make contact, swing the wheel hard to steer right into the tire.”

“That van has to weigh four times as much as this car,” Clara said. “That’s crazy, we can’t possibly hope to—”

“Now!” Glauer said, as the Mazda touched the side of the van with a horrible squeal. Then he grabbed the steering wheel and shoved it over, hard.

[  1739  ]

“It’s alright,” she told Vincombe. “Shh. Just lay back.”

“I … can still … walk,” he insisted, as she pushed him back into his coffin. “I can … go out. My work …”

“Your work is done, master,” she said, and gave him a warm smile.

She’d been practicing it for weeks.

“No,” he breathed. But he could not resist her hands. She held him down against the silk lining of the coffin and eventually he relaxed. Eventually he succumbed to the great weariness that must be dragging him down. Every night he needed more blood just to stay on his feet. Every night it was such a chore, bringing enough victims to him. Enough to satisfy his hunger. And every time she had to come up with some pretext as to why God wanted the victim to die. Why it was a good thing, a noble thing that he drink from their veins.

She was bloody tired of it.

“God will reward ye,” she said. “For ye have done His work.”

“Yes …” he said, finally. And his eyes drifted closed.

He was as thin as a fence post. His skin hung on him like a suit of clothing grown too big for his dwindling frame. Once he’d seemed enormous to her. Stronger than a lion. More fierce than a tiger.

No more.

“Yes. Rest yourself. Dawn will come soon, and ye will sleep.”

“Justinia … remember …”

“I remember everything. Master,” she said. She could not keep the sneer out of her voice, but he didn’t seem to notice. “I remember everything ye taught me. All of the orisons. All of the secrets. I remember how to stand in a fire without being burned. I remember how to draw the dead back from hell, and make them serve me, if I have tasted their blood. I remember how to hold men with my eye, and take away their minds.”

“And … the purpose …”

She placed one finger on her chin. “Purpose? Maybe I have forgotten one thing.”

His eyes snapped open again. But it was too late.

She had hidden a mallet in his lair while he was resting. A big ten-pound hammer, meant for breaking up houses. As he reared up in his coffin, reaching for her, she shattered his arms. Then his kneecaps.

His vampiric body could heal any injury—if it was given enough blood to fuel the transformation. But he had no way of getting blood now. It would take a long time for his bones to set themselves.

Until then he could do nothing but watch her, while she went down the line of coffins he’d protected for so long. Bolingen first. His creator. She pried open the bones of Bolingen’s chest—he was so decrepit she could do it with her bare hands—and plucked his heart out like a fruit from a tree.

Bolingen screamed, a noise she heard more inside her head than out. Vincombe gasped in sympathy.

She squeezed the heart in her hand until it burst.

Margaret next. Then Hoccleve, who had been Margaret’s father figure. His heart exploded in a puff of dust when she smashed it with the mallet. One by one she destroyed them all.

“There is not so much blood in this world,” she said when she had returned to Vincombe’s coffin, “that even one drop is left over to be shared. It is all for me,” she told him, the man she had thought was Death. The man who thought God gave him the gift of a new body, a new purpose. “I’m afraid ye need to go as well.”

“Ye … will … age too,” Vincombe gasped out. He was rolling from side to side in his coffin. He looked pathetic, like a turtle overturned on a beach, desperately trying to regain its legs.

She tortured him for years before she let him truly die.

18.

A lot of things happened all at once.

The Mazda hit the van right in its wheel well and the car’s lower front end screamed and deformed as it crumpled, one headlight exploding in a shower of glass as the two vehicles tried to fuse themselves together. The Mazda was too old to have airbags, so Clara was thrown forward against the steering wheel as her car came to a very abrupt—and not very soft—stop. The engine roared and then died, and Glauer’s head cracked against the windshield hard enough to sound like a gunshot.

For all that, the van got the worse end of the impact. It swung around on the road directly in front of the Mazda, its tires screeching and its back end fishtailing wildly. It was top-heavy and boxy and the driver must not have known to steer into the skid, because suddenly both wheels on the right side were off the ground and the van started to tip over. It fought a losing war with physics as all the energy of its previous velocity added to the energy of the collision sent it tumbling down the highway, rolling three times before it came to a stop. The noise and the vibrations were colossal and made Clara’s head buzz as she was thrown around in her seat belt like a rag doll.

Eventually things stopped moving, and she looked over at Glauer in the passenger seat. A line of blood crossed his forehead where he’d hit the windshield, but his eyes were tracking.

“I’m okay,” he said, a little too loud in the silence that followed the impact.

“Good,” Clara said. She felt like hell herself. The steering wheel had caught her across the chest and she could already feel bruises rising there. Her neck felt like someone had tried to shoot her head out of a slingshot, and she was terrified she might have whiplash.

“We need—to—go grab the half-deads, see what—what they have to say for themselves,” she said, clamping her eyes shut to cope with a sudden wave of dizziness.

“Yeah,” Glauer said. “Yeah.”

“Just give me one second to, to—”

A wave of sleep washed over Clara and nearly dragged her under.

Crap. That was one of the signs of concussion, wasn’t it? But she hadn’t hit her head. Had she? She couldn’t really remember.

“Local cops are inbound,” Glauer said, very softly. It was an invitation. A very seductive offer. They could just sit still. Wait for the paramedics to arrive, and let the local cops clean up the mess. “Less than five minutes.”

“Yeah,” Clara said.

“Caxton wouldn’t, though … she would …”

“She’d already be punching a half-dead to bits,” Clara agreed.

They stared at each other for a second. Daring each other to give up. Daring each other not to.

Clara’s memories of Laura won. She unbuckled her seat belt and shoved her door open, then staggered out onto the blacktop. She would not let the half-deads get away. Not this time.

Thus resolved, however, she faced a new problem. She couldn’t see where the van had ended up. She had a very bad moment where she thought it must have landed on its wheels—and simply driven away. That they’d achieved nothing.

But then she saw it, or what was left of it. It had flipped into a drainage culvert on the side of the highway, upside-down and nose first. Its wheels were still spinning wildly as they tried to grab at the air. The rear door had been torn off, but she could see only darkness in its exposed cabin.

She reached down for her weapon and brought it up to a high ready position. Behind her she heard Glauer opening the Mazda’s trunk. Laura had kept a shotgun back there and Clara had never bothered to take it out.

They advanced carefully on the wrecked van, covering each other every step of the way. There was no sign of any half-deads around the vehicle, but they were crafty little bastards and you never turned your back on them unless you wanted to catch a butcher knife in your kidneys.

When Clara reached the back of the van, she pointed her weapon inside, then put one foot on the ceiling of the cabin, which was now its floor. No bony hand shot out to grab her ankle, so she threw a hand signal to Glauer and jumped inside. She could feel him behind her, his shotgun poised to blast anything that moved.

He needn’t have bothered. There were no half-deads in the cabin.

Just pieces of them.

Lots and lots of pieces. Arms and legs and rib cages. Organs and exposed bones, everywhere. No blood, of course, but the human body is full of other fluids, too, and these were splashed all over the walls of the van and dripped from the upholstery. Clara counted three heads. The eyeballs still rolled in the sockets and the teeth clattered together as if to bite at her, but they couldn’t reach.

A severed hand tried to crawl up the tilted bottom of the cabin, pulling itself along by its finger bones. Clara stamped on it until it stopped moving.

“Wow,” Glauer said behind her.

“Yeah.”

“What about the driver?”

Clara’s eyes went wide. She hadn’t considered him. The front section of the cabin was badly crumpled and the two front seats stuck up at odd angles. The windshield of the van was just gone. The force of the impact had broken the steering wheel off its pillar. She found the lower half of the driver right away—his legs were trapped under the collapsed dashboard. The upper half, though, was nowhere to be found.

“He must have been thrown clear. Quick!”

Clara jumped back out of the van and followed its trajectory with her eyes. On the far side of the drainage culvert lay the parking lot of a grocery store, its lights so bright they ruined her night vision. She blinked as her eyes adjusted, then scrambled up the sloped side of the ditch and over the top, gasping for breath as her abused body refused to believe what she was demanding of it. She could hear her heart pounding as she clutched her weapon tight in both hands.

The driver—or at least, his top half—was crawling toward the lights of the market. His guts spooled out behind him, leaving a clear trail of how far he’d gone in just the few seconds since the impact. Pulling himself along on his hands, he kept glancing back toward Clara, as if he honestly thought he could get away.

He must have flown fifty feet when the van crashed. He’d covered another twenty feet under his own power. After being chopped in half.

“Stop, now!” Clara shouted, but he ignored her and kept crawling.

She started running toward him, but she kept slipping on the slope of the ditch. Eventually she managed to get clear and made a beeline right for him, shouting as she ran. “Stop or I’ll shoot your arms off! You’re wanted for questioning. Stop immediately!”

“Questions? I don’t think so,” the half-dead yelled back at her. Then it rolled over on its back and reached up to its face with both hands.

She was still twenty feet away. Too far to stop him.

At first Clara thought he was just going to scratch at whatever remained of his face. The way half-deads always did.

But then she realized she was wrong, that he had something completely different in mind. And she started dashing toward him as fast as she possibly could, even knowing she would be too late.

With a sickening persistence, the half-dead grabbed his own lower jaw in both hands and tugged and yanked and pulled until it snapped off.

You couldn’t get a lot of answers out of a suspect who couldn’t talk.

[  1745  ]

Alone at last, and it was glorious.

No distractions. No obligations. She moved all the time, staying ahead of her pursuers. She covered her tracks well. Justinia used the orisons when she needed to, but relied more often on human stupidity to hide herself from those who would destroy her.

In Nottinghamshire there lived a man who fancied himself a great hunter of vampires. This because he had stumbled on a coffin in the bright light of day, and plucked out a still-living heart. He became a local hero, and was even given a stipend by the Crown for his good works. Justinia tore his arms off and let him bleed to death in a village square while terrified farmers watched. A waste of good blood, perhaps, but that night she visited half the houses in the village and reminded the people inside of what they were: a foodstuff for more powerful creatures.

In Leeds she was nearly caught by a mob with torches and long knives. They chased her up to the top of a church. Up on the lead roof they held her at bay, thinking that if they could keep her penned in until dawn they could destroy her.

She fought like a demon. They threw themselves on top of her, seemingly heedless of their own lives. She clawed and bit and tore them to pieces, their stink all over her, their blood flowing in runnels down the lead roof of the church, pooling in its gutters. When it was over she stood alone. She went to the belfry and rang the church bell over and over, laughing, calling, “Bring more, bring more! I’d have a sweet course to end my supper!” No one else came. She slept that day in the church’s crypt, daring them to come find her. Drunk on their blood. When night came once more she had sobered enough to make a quick and quiet exit from the town.

A witch met her on the road in Scotland two years later. The old woman offered no threat, nor asked Justinia to spare her life. There was something odd about the air that night. Even the crickets seemed to hold their breath. Justinia longed to take the witch’s blood, but for once reason got the better of her.

“Ye’re not what you seem, are ye?” she asked.

The witch said nothing. But her eyes never left Justinia’s face, and her lips never stopped moving. She was whispering something, some chant or spell.

Justinia fled into the woods. She would never find out just what trap had been set for her, but from then on, she avoided any human who could work magic, and perhaps match her orisons.

As for the rest of the human race—they were fair game.

The blood. The blood was everything. Food and fuel. Joy and felicity. It filled her empty veins, suffused her skin with a pink glow. It made her strong, made her invulnerable even to musket balls and steel rapiers. It made her body sing, made her brain fizz in her skull.

She did not notice at first when it stopped working as well.

Had she been paying attention, she would have realized that she was taking more risks. Haunting more and more houses every night, wandering farther from her coffin as she sought out travelers on the roads and shepherds sleeping amid their folds. There had been a time when one victim in a night was enough to quench her thirst. Now it was two or more, or she would feel starved and mad the following night. Soon enough she had to have three men die at her hands every time she rose from her coffin, just to feel the strength she’d come to take for granted.

When the blood hit her tongue, when it jetted hot and red all about her, such questions of logistics and mathematics seemed quite abstract.

There came a time, however, when she could deny it no longer.

Her perfect, immortal body was starting to falter.

19.

The local cops arrived only a few minutes later in a great wash of red and blue light and the howl of sirens. Dozens of uniformed officers descended on the drainage culvert, weapons drawn and covering anything that moved.

Glauer waved his USMS ID over his head—holding it high in case any of the locals got trigger-happy and shot at him—and called out that all was clear. The local sheriff suggested he go get stuffed, that he wasn’t going to declare the scene clear until his own people were damned sure it was clear. “Which means you got so much as a squirrel down there with evil intentions, you better let me know.”

“Ah,” Clara said. “Our reputation precedes us.”

Back before Laura got arrested, the three of them had been the core of the SSU, the special subjects unit of the Pennsylvania State Police. Back then vampires had been all over the news—especially after what happened at Gettysburg—and they had received every manner of cooperation the local cops could provide, whether that be manpower, forensics labs, or just a place to sleep all day after a long night’s vampire hunting.

The cooperation had been freely given by smiling men who looked good on camera. It had been a prestigious thing to help the SSU.

Then the bodies started piling up.

Sometimes the only way to fight vampires—and it had been so ever since the Middle Ages—was to throw armed people at them until they couldn’t stand up or fight back. Jameson Arkeley had known that, and he had been personally responsible for dozens of local cops getting killed. He’d accepted those losses, because the vampires went down, too.

Laura Caxton had been a little gentler on the local manpower. At first. In Bellefonte, when she’d tracked down Jameson Arkeley himself, she had overseen an operation that left that local copshop almost unmanned.

The smiling men who looked good on camera had stopped shaking their hands after that. The SSU had the highest loss rate of seconded personnel of any working group in the history of the Pennsylvania State Police. Soon when you heard the SSU were coming to your town, you made a point of giving all your favorite people the day off.

Even now—when vampires were supposed to be extinct—the locals were afraid of them. They weren’t too thrilled about Clara and Glauer, either. They formed a perfect perimeter around the upside-down van and the two Feds, officers covering each other to both the right and the left, ready to shoot with or without a direct order. The sheriff stayed just outside of that circle, standing on the hood of his own vehicle where he could see what happened.

Clara and Glauer knew the drill. They sat down in the tall, dusty weeds of the culvert and kept their hands visible. In a vampire investigation, even federal agents were subjects of interest until they were officially cleared. More than once, a cop who should have been somebody’s best friend, even somebody’s partner, had turned out instead to be a half-dead wearing his uniform. Or even worse, it could be a half-dead who still looked like their friend. It could happen that fast, the victim of a vampire being called back from death to serve his master.

Inch by inch the circle of local cops closed in on them. Taking their time, the uniforms kicked at the weeds, drew beads on suspicious shadows, and generally exhibited the kind of paranoia that could keep a cop alive.

Good for them.

It gave Clara and Glauer a chance to talk, anyway.

“Fetlock won’t like it. You know him—he’s been taking credit for years now for eliminating the vampire threat. If we turn up real, solid evidence that Justinia Malvern is still alive and active, he’ll—”

“He’ll shit bricks. Then he’ll tell us we were wrong. That our eyes were playing tricks on us,” Clara said. “That there can’t be any more vampires, because he knows for a fact that the last vampire died in that prison. And what Fetlock knows to be a fact must be true.” She scrubbed at her face with both hands. Then stopped abruptly, because it was the kind of thing a half-dead would do. One of the local cops might have heard that half-deads were sometimes called the Faceless, and would get the wrong idea. Carefully, she put her hands back up in the air.

“We do have it, though.”

“Have what?” Clara asked.

“Real proof. Solid evidence. Those were half-deads, no question about it. Maybe there’s some sicko out there with a fetish for zombies, and maybe he might dress up like a half-dead sometimes. Paint his face and so on. But nobody human could pull himself to pieces like this.” He nodded at the van, which was still full of body parts. “And even if he did, the pieces wouldn’t keep wriggling.”

“And wherever there are half-deads, there are vampires. Yeah.”

“So Malvern is back, and active. Even though we haven’t seen one sign of her in two years. Even though she hasn’t so much as left a single victim where we might find them.”

“That just means she’s been careful.”

Glauer nodded. “Which she’s known for. So. With all that established, we have one burning question we really need to address.”

“Oh?” Clara asked. She shifted her weight around—her butt was falling asleep. It turned out to be a mistake, as it agitated the bruises all over her body and opened a few cuts that had finally stopped bleeding. Adrenaline had gotten her this far, but she knew that very soon she was going to crash. “What question is that?”

“What we’re going to do about it.”

Clara sighed. She inclined her head toward Glauer’s shirt pocket. His cell phone was there, with its battery in place. And as long as the phone had power, Fetlock could listen in on their conversation.

“Only one thing we can do about it,” she said. “We tell Fetlock everything. Lay out all the evidence, give him what we know. And let him make a decision about what to do next.”

Glauer grunted in response. Then he took his phone out of his pocket and ejected the battery. “What’s the real answer?” he asked.

“We find Laura. We find her, and we help her end this thing. We find her and we do everything we can to help her kill Malvern, once and for all.”

20.

At that particular moment, Laura Caxton desperately needed help.

Patience Polder had asked her about the birds and the bees.

“I understand this is not your … particular field of expertise,” Patience said. “That is, the ways of men and women on their marriage night.”

Behind her, one of her acolytes—the red-headed girl with braces, whose name was Tamar—laughed behind her hand. Her cheeks turned the color of her hair.

“Yet you must know something of what happens. You must have heard stories from your friends, and other women of your same age. You know, women who—well. I don’t wish to say normal women, which would suggest that—”

“Straight women. You’re asking if I have any straight female friends who got married. And yeah, pretty much all of them. Pretty much all of my friends from high school. A couple of them already have kids. A couple of them are already divorced.”

“So you must have heard whether the bridegrooms still carry their helpmeets over the threshold. I always found that custom so romantic. The bride so transported by the ecstasy of her new life that her feet must not be allowed to touch the ground, lest she lose some of the joy, lest she stop feeling as if she was walking on air …”

Patience had spoken of very little other than marriage since Simon Arkeley had come to the Hollow. That didn’t mean she slacked off in her duties—just that she turned every chore into an opportunity to further discuss the blissful state of marital union.

It made Caxton slightly ill. Still, when Patience had asked if Caxton was coming on one of her “herb walks,” Caxton had agreed without question. Every few days Patience Polder took a long, meandering walk through the woods around the Hollow—up and down both sides of the ridge, down into the shadows at the bottom of the valley. She took along a basket, a pair of dainty pruning shears, and an incredible knowledge of plants and their proper uses.

For Patience it was a chance to gather magical herbs and plants to use in her rituals, and also a time to teach her disciples about the local flora. For Caxton, it was a chance to check the perimeter with the best tracker in Pennsylvania. Patience didn’t miss anything. If a tree branch was broken or a stand of flowers stepped on anywhere in the Hollow, Patience would find it. It was one more guarantee that no one was sneaking closer to the house on the ridge.

“The wedding gown is white, of course, and most will tell you this is a token of the bride’s virginity. In fact, she wears white for the same reason this small flower does,” Patience said, kneeling down in the mossy forest floor and breathing gently on the white petals of a wildflower. The petals stirred in her exhalation and one, more delicate than the others, fell away from its stalk. Patience let it fall to drape across the ball of her thumb. She waited a long minute while the others just stared at her hand. Patience seemed totally unaware of the passing time. Caxton came close to tapping one foot to get things moving again, but the disciples wouldn’t have heard of it.

Eventually Patience turned her hand to the side, and the flower petal fell away. In its place it left a red mark on her thumb, the same size and shape exactly as the petal.

One of the acolytes gasped. Becky, the fat, pimply one who thought her mother was a fraud, who, when she’d come to the Hollow, had told everyone at dinner one night that magic was bullshit and it didn’t work. Caxton had had high hopes for that one. Then Becky had entered Patience’s orbit and soon she was the most zealous of her devotees. The one who hung on her every word, and would defend her pronouncements with physical violence if necessary.

On the plus side, Patience had recommended some kind of oil that totally cleared up Becky’s acne.

“Poison aster,” Becky said, and Patience nodded. “It’s poison aster. So the bride wears white because … she’s poisonous?”

Patience laughed. Not at Becky—she was no sadistic teacher with a fetish for mocking her students. No, when Patience laughed at you she made it feel as if she was sharing the joke you just told. “Because, silly, she can’t be touched. In some cultures it means death to touch a bride’s hand before the ceremony is complete. But we must never consider the bride to be dangerous herself. Instead, like the flower of this small plant, she is utterly fragile, her joy and her virtue so delicate they must be protected no matter the cost.”

Caxton shook her head and stopped paying attention. The girl was getting insufferable. If Simon had actually been there, he probably would have—well, he would have run away in panic. Just like he had before.

Yet Patience hadn’t taken offense at Simon’s response. Not at all. She knew from long experience that people who lacked the second sight—those poor mortals who could only see the present, not the future—often rejected her prophecies on an emotional level. Even if they knew she was right, in the long run. And Simon didn’t even have a reason to believe that Patience could predict the future.

To her, his cold feet were just that. A momentary lapse in what was to be a long and grand career of being her man. She had no doubts that the two of them would be very happy together … eventually.

Caxton hoped she was right. If Malvern did go to ground—literally—it could be generations before she rose again. She could sleep in the earth as long as she wanted. Long enough for humans to forget there had ever been such a thing as vampires, unless—

“Don’t step there!” Becky said, suddenly, and Caxton nearly fell over in her surprise.

“What? What? Why? Am I about to step on some dittany-of-Crete or something? Maybe a choice mushroom?”

“Miss Caxton, please, just take a step back. Without disturbing the soil just before you, if you please,” Patience said.

There was a look on her face that Caxton didn’t like. A look of focus that had completely displaced the dreamy romanticism.

“Well done, Becky,” Patience said.

The girl blushed so hard Caxton wondered if maybe Becky belonged in her, Caxton’s, ah, well, um, particular field of expertise. It would explain why she’d taken to Patience so quickly. “Is somebody going to tell me what’s going on?”

“Does anyone in the Hollow wear those?” Patience asked. “You were a policewoman at one time. I imagine you always make a note of people’s footwear.”

Caxton slowly lowered her eyes to the ground as she realized what they were talking about. The herb walk had been following a path of trodden-down grass that wound through the woods of the Hollow, a trail so wild that it might as well be an animal track. No one but Patience could have followed it. Yet there were clear, muddy footprints all over the flattened grass at Caxton’s feet.

She knelt beside the prints and studied them carefully. They were the kind of prints left by rubber-soled tennis shoes. Sneakers. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t think so.” Most of the Hollow’s residents went in for hobnailed work boots—or open-tied sandals, or bare feet altogether. Sneakers weren’t really appropriate for the rural setting.

“What does it mean?” Tamar asked.

“It means there are strangers on the ridges,” Patience announced. Not, however, in the voice she used when she foretold the future. Just her usual commanding intonation. “Tamar, draw a protective hex sign around this print. I want very much to know who left it. Charlotte, Sunshine, and Claire-Ann, you three go and fetch me all the sage you can find, and some flowers of the hawthorn if any are yet in bloom, and something alive. Something small, preferably, like a field mouse. I don’t want this casting to make too big a mess.”

“What are you going to do?” Caxton asked.

“Try to see if the intruder left any of himself behind. Any psychic residue I might be able to read, you know.”

“Sure.”

“It’ll take some time. And it’s disturbing to watch,” Patience told her.

“That’s okay. I’ve got a strong stomach.”

The girl surprised Caxton then, by actually looking a little irritated. Normally nothing could faze the great Patience Polder. Her zenlike countenance never cracked. But Caxton was pretty sure she saw Patience’s eyes flash, just for a moment.

“We will have to—we must remove—for this ceremony we—”

“You’re going to go skyclad,” Caxton interpreted.

It was Patience’s turn to blush. What a red-letter day.

So the girls were going to get naked. And they didn’t want Caxton around. She had a feeling she knew why—it was, after all, her field of expertise—but now wasn’t the time to make a stink.

No. Now was the time to talk to Urie Polder about a certain something he’d been holding on to for years.

21.

She made it back up the side of the ridge in record time. Caxton had been all over these heights so many times she knew every step of the way, knew, usually, where the gravel of the road was going to slip under her feet, knew where the mud on the side of the road would be too deep to cross. She slipped between tree trunks that looked so close together a bird couldn’t have flown between them, hauled herself up a slope of scree because she knew which rocks wouldn’t give way when she put her weight on them.

In ten minutes she was up to the house, breathing heavy and a little scratched up but not complaining. She raced to the porch and checked her pile of guns. All loaded, all ready to go, just like she’d left them. She shoved one of the pistols down the back of her waistband and yanked open the screen door.

“Polder!” she called. “Polder! Are you here?”

She could just hear the high-pitched whine of talk radio coming up from the basement of the house. She ran to the door and saw light emerging from the edges of its frame. There were very few places anywhere on the ridge where Caxton wasn’t supposed to go, but this was one of them. Whatever Urie Polder got up to down in his basement, he didn’t want anyone seeing him at it. He’d been very clear on that.

She knocked on the door, but apparently Urie Polder was too preoccupied to hear her—or maybe he’d just turned the radio up too high. He was starting to go a little deaf, after all.

Caxton pounded harder and kept calling his name, but there was no answer.

There was also no more time. If there were intruders in the woods, and they’d managed to get past all of Caxton’s safeguards, then they could come for her at any time. Come for every man, woman, and child in the Hollow. The vampires could—

No. Not just “vampires.” She wasn’t just facing some random blood-munches. There was only one left.

The worst of the lot.

Malvern. The vampire who had taken away Caxton’s girlfriend Deanna. The monster who took away Jameson Arkeley. The bitch who drove a wedge between her and Clara, and made sure Caxton would never have a life.

“Urie Polder,” Caxton shouted, yanking open the door, “I hope you’re decent, because I’m coming down there right now.” She had half expected the door to magically resist any effort to open it, but no, it swung right open. Somehow that made it seem much more wrong.

“Polder!” she shouted, one last time. There was no response.

She headed down the stairs, past ancient and rusted tools hung up on the walls, past Mason jars full of nails and boxes full of old, oil-stained rags. Nothing all that creepy. Her own dad’s basement had looked like that.

However, her dad’s basement didn’t have the world’s largest hex sign painted on its floor.

Tourists in central Pennsylvania often bought “hex signs” from little craft shops in Amish country. They would take the brightly painted signs home and put them over their garages or in their living rooms. The better sort of tourist might actually take the trouble to find out what the weird combinations of birds and trees and stars on their hex sign actually meant. They would probably get some simplified description of which symbol brought good luck, which one health, and so on.

They would most likely not be told that the people who painted the original hex signs in America were immigrants from Germany, and that in German, the word hex simply means “witch.”

The hex sign on Urie Polder’s floor was twenty feet across. It was the real thing. No bright paint, no cheerful little birds in rows. Oh, there were birds, but they looked about ready to scratch somebody’s eye out. This hex sign showed trees blowing in strong winds, and a man pushing a plow while a team of oxen strained forward. Surrounding the figures were words in Latin and Hebrew, five- and seven- and eleven-pointed stars, symbols of the zodiac and of the planets and of alchemical metals. Around the edge of the hex sign were Bible passages written out in ancient Greek. Plenty of other symbols decorated the hex sign as well, most of which Caxton didn’t even recognize.

There was three hundred years of history in that circle. The history of people who’d come to Pennsylvania seeking opportunity and found coal mines and black lung. Of people who’d come for the state’s religious tolerance—only to watch the rest of the world move on without them until they looked like freaks. This was the history of a country where magic was supposed to be forgotten, where science was big business and big business was the only thing that mattered. And also of a country where people still read their horoscopes and went to storefront psychics to have their fortunes read and buried statues of saints in their yards when they wanted to sell their houses.

Sitting in the exact center of it was Urie Polder. He was not, thank God, skyclad. But he did have his shirt off, and she could see where his wooden arm attached to his shoulder. The wound that took his arm must have been horrifying to look at. Even now the skin there was red and irritated, torn to shreds that hung down in painful-looking flaps. The wooden arm wasn’t strapped to his body but instead sent out thick roots that burrowed into his flesh, presumably anchoring the artificial arm to his real, normal, bones.

He was facing away from her when she entered the basement. The radio was on loud enough to mask her footfalls—some right-wing pundit talking about how kids should be required to say the Lord’s Prayer every time they recited the Pledge of Allegiance, since they were basically the same thing. Caxton went over to the radio and switched it off.

Urie Polder’s head snapped around and he looked at her with bewildered eyes. He was breathing heavily and she realized she’d startled him. “I didn’t feel you come in, ahum,” he said.

Not, I didn’t hear you come in. Caxton understood the difference. “Your wards didn’t pick me up?”

He frowned, which was all the answer she needed. Then he reached for his white T-shirt and pulled it on over his wounded shoulder.

“She’s here. Or—or very close.”

“You sure about that?”

“Patience’s girls found footprints out in the woods. They’re casting some kind of spell over them now. But that already means somebody crossed our best line of defense—the teleplasm cordon—without setting it off. And if I can walk into your … your inner sanctum, here, without you being aware that somebody’s coming down the stairs, then—”

“They’s walking light, ahum,” Polder said, with a nod. He didn’t seem particularly concerned.

“It can’t be anybody else. Can it?” she asked.

Polder shrugged. “There’s always some way ’round magic. Even my magic. Could be anyone or anybody, if’n they knew the right countercharms. I haveta say, it don’t feel like her.”

“No?”

“Now a vampire, when she walks, she leaves a trace. A kinda foulness in the dirt. Makes things hard to grow where she set her feet. I don’t feel that just now.”

Caxton shrugged. “Alright, so it was a half-dead. One of her half-deads.”

“That’s as may be.”

“It doesn’t matter. We need to assume it is her, that she’s found us. Right?”

Polder didn’t disagree.

She wanted to get back to work. To make more preparations, to focus herself more on the task at hand. Yet there was something weird about Urie Polder’s basement. A sense of peace that she didn’t really feel, but which was … imposed on her. No, not that. It wasn’t so intrusive. But something about the big hex sign made her feel calm when she looked at it. “This sign,” she said. “It’s doing something to my head.”

Urie Polder laughed. “Nothin’ so sinister. This is my safe place. Ain’t much can get through these lines. Oh, it won’t stop bullets, or a rampagin’ monster. But the cares of the day, ahum. My worries. They stay outside, flutterin’ at the edges, wantin’ to get in, but they cain’t.”

“That must be nice,” Caxton said, though she was thinking how dangerous such a thing might be. People who didn’t have magic used drugs to feel that way. She shook her head. “Magic. I used to hear stories when I was a kid. My dad—he was a county sheriff—told me stories about things he’d seen out on dark country roads. But we never really believed, you know?” She thought of whom she was talking to. “No, you wouldn’t know about that. Outside this Hollow, people believe in science. Here it’s different.”

“I’ve always been a big booster of science, ahum.”

“Really?”

Urie Polder shrugged. “Science makes a certain sense, don’t it? It always works. It’s repeatable. Magic don’t work that way. Anybody who practices magic, they know that frustration that comes when a charm that functioned a thousand times suddenly stops workin’. And you cain’t say why.”

Caxton grimaced. “I’m kind of counting on your magic, for what’s coming.”

“More fool you.” But he was smiling.

“How does magic even work?” she asked.

“I would dearly like to know. Nobody has any notion, to tell it true.” Polder rubbed at his face with his wooden fingers. “ ’Tis like a cookbook handed down from mother to son for generations. The recipes inside, you know they worked for somewhat. And you can try ’em yourself, and maybe you get what you wanted. But nobody knows where those recipes came from. Nobody knows why they work. You just gotta trust that they do. And if they don’t work for you, ain’t no recourse.”

“You seem to make it work pretty reliably.”

Polder nodded. “Not that it didn’t cost me.” He lifted his wooden shoulder, let it fall again. “There’s them that can do it better than t’others, that’s all. My Patience has got a real gift. Down the Hollow, there’s Heather and Glynnis, they’ve got some real juju. But you add us all up together, we hain’t a pinkie finger’s power between us, compared to the likes of Astarte Arkeley, or my Vesta, God rest her.”

Caxton nodded in agreement. She’d never met Astarte Arkeley while she was alive, only talked to her on the phone, but from what she’d heard Astarte had been a powerful mystic. She had known Vesta Polder. Vesta had been a good friend to Caxton, even if the witch had scared her shitless. To Jameson Arkeley she’d been more than just a friend, at least when she was alive. Vesta been a great ally against the vampires, and then Jameson had murdered her. He’d been after everyone he ever loved, back when he was human. He’d killed his own wife—and his mistress.

For the first time, she realized the connection there.

Jameson hadn’t chosen his wife—or his lover—because they were beautiful or they could cook well or some other normal reason. He’d picked them because they were witches. His brother had supposedly been talented, too, though not even on Urie Polder’s level. And his children had both been initiated into magical circles, born into a tradition. He’d seen to that.

He had been trying to put together the same trap she was building now. Jameson Arkeley, that old son of a bitch. He’d been way ahead of her. He hadn’t loved the witchbillies, he’d collected them. Made them care about each other, made them bond together as a force that could fight vampires.

When he became a vampire himself the first thing he’d done was to kill all the people he had brought together. She’d assumed at the time he was just trying to cut ties to his own humanity—that he had gone after his own family because he couldn’t bear to think of what he’d become. But he’d always been smarter than that.

He had been trying to wipe out a dangerous threat. The witchbilly families—the Polders and the Arkeleys—had been among the few people in the world who could bring him down. So they had to go.

“They’re afraid of you,” Caxton said. “The vampires are afraid of magic.”

“I told you nobody knew who wrote that cookbook,” Polder said. “But I know why it was set down. To give us a chance ’gainst ’em, ahum.”

“Sure. Before there were guns, we needed some way to fight back against the vampires. So that’s why magic was invented in the first place.”

“The knot’s pulled tighter than that.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Who you think wrote that cookbook, first?”

She got his meaning immediately. “The spells you use are just like her orisons,” she breathed. “Oh my God.”

“Every bit o’ magic I got, every charm, every enchantin’. It takes us years to learn, and costs us dear. All so we can do as they do with no effort whatsoever.”

“Wow. Oh, wow,” Caxton said. “Like Prometheus stealing fire from the gods. Your ancestors stole magic from the vampires.” She thought of something. “Justinia Malvern is a master of the orisons. The other vampires I’ve met, even old Alva Griest, always said she was a hundred times better at the orisons than they were. You don’t stand a chance against Malvern, do you?”

It was a cruel thing to say, and even Urie Polder—calm, quiet, Zen monk–like Urie Polder—rocked with the sting of her words. His face darkened for a moment as if he might respond with a cruelty of his own.

But the hex sign on his basement floor worked its magic, and the anger drained from his face.

“I’ll do my best, you just see if I don’t,” he said with a sad smile.

“I’m—sorry,” Caxton said, though she had a hard time summoning up the sentiment. “Look, anyway, we have other lines of defense.”

“Aye.”

“The cave,” Caxton said, rubbing at the bridge of her nose. “It’s ready. Right? Ready as it’ll ever be. That’s where it’ll end. I have a … a feeling.”

“You developin’ the gift, now of all times?”

She shook her head. “Just a hunch.” She had another one, too. “Listen,” she said. “Years ago. The first time I met you—Arkeley brought me to meet you, and you showed me what was in your barn. That night Vesta read the cards for me, and gave me a little charm to protect against the vampires. You remember?”

“Ahum.”

“She didn’t do it for free. When she asked to be paid, Arkeley gave you something, a little bag—”

“Still got it,” Polder said. He rose to his feet and went over to a workbench up against the far wall. There was a ghost skin on the bench, a shimmering, iridescent piece of what might have been—but definitely was not—leather. It was hard to look at. Polder ignored it and reached into a drawer underneath. He fetched the little bag, then emptied its contents into her cupped hands. One after another they fell out of the bag, triangular and white.

Thirty-two in all. Thirty-two fangs. Jameson Arkeley had personally pulled them out of the jawbone of the vampire Congreve with a pair of pliers. Congreve had been the first vampire Caxton ever met. The first one she’d helped to kill.

“Back when he brought you these, Vesta said you would find some use for them. But you never did. You just put them away for when we would really need them. You’ve been waiting for this, haven’t you? Just like me?”

“Yes’um. And I know exactly what to do with ’em. Don’t you worry now, girl. It’ll be ready in time.”

[  1772  ]

Running from a mob of would-be vampire killers, she laughed and leapt from rooftop to rooftop, easily evading their bullets and their swords. It was a pleasing diversion, for once to be the hunted instead of the hunter. Especially because she knew they could never win. She jumped from the top of an inn to sail gracefully across a lane, already anticipating the catlike landing on the roof of the stable across the street.

Below her the horses went mad, stamping in their stalls, bucking at their gates, trying to escape, to run free. Perhaps they distracted her with their annoying noises, perhaps she merely misjudged the distance. She had no depth perception, after all.

Either way—she fell.

She kept laughing all the way down, as the cobbles rushed up at her. So what if she collided with the earth? Her body would heal itself. Even as her thighbone snapped on impact, she was laughing.

Inside her leg she felt the bone fragments start to knit back together, to re-form themselves. She leapt back to her feet—

—and fell again. The leg hadn’t fully healed. She felt new bones snapping. She stopped laughing then.

She managed to get away that night. But it was a close thing. Her perfect vampire body had betrayed her. She did not want to think about what that meant.

The next night, when she rose from her coffin, she reached automatically for her gown. Yet before she could put it on she turned and glanced at the looking glass in the corner. She had not studied her reflection for years. She had no vanity in her. Yet this night, she could not help but look. Like a man scratching at the bite of an insect, she could not help herself.

Justinia looked in the mirror and saw death there. It was not as pleasant an experience as she’d once believed it would be.

Where was the girl who had not been afraid?

She was old now. Her breasts were empty sacks sagging on her chest. The lines on her face were like cracks in a porcelain mask. Her arms, once graceful and strong, had become sticks hung with sagging pennons of white flesh.

Blood. All she needed was more blood—a few more victims, surely, would be enough to restore her. She should go out and hunt, and sup deep of the life that thronged around her in this city. So many beating hearts out there, so much blood—

It was never going to be enough.

She closed her eye and sobbed until rusty tracks of blood rolled down her cheek and splashed on her knees. Once she had been unafraid. She had embraced the cosmic gamble, the inevitability of death, the rest and comfort it would bring. It was what had drawn Vincombe to her. Convinced him she was worthy of this gift.

He’d been a fool. But so had she.

She had not feared death, because life had not been sweet. Now, with all the power of her new body, with all her strength, she had something to lose. To never go out by night again, to never stroll beneath the moon, surrounded by the smell of blood, by the veins that throbbed and glowed in the darkness around her—to never again leap and run in the forest, where she was a more fearsome beast than any tiger. To never taste the blood again.

It was terrifying.

She opened her eye and looked at herself again. Perhaps, she thought, the ravages of time would so sicken her she would regain her fearlessness. Perhaps she would accept that all the cards had been played and it was time for an end. Then she would tear out her own heart and scream, but only for a moment, and then the overwhelming rush of blackness, of oblivion—

But in the mirror she saw not blackness, but the perfect creamy white of her own face. And there, in the center of it, her one, red eye.

One red pip on a field of white.

The ace of hearts.

One of the strongest cards in the deck. As long as your hand contained the ace of hearts, no wager was truly lost, she considered. There was always a new trick to play.

One ace …

She could go on. She could go on forever. Not as she had been, not as strong. But there was hope, one ace alone was enough for hope. There was a future, a continuation. If she must fear death, that did not mean she could not cheat it.

Yet she knew, for the first time in her life, that she would not have the strength to beat this game alone. She knew she would need help. After all, if one ace meant hope, how much more advantage it was to have a pair.…

22.

When Glauer came out of Fetlock’s office he was white as a sheet. Clara was sitting in one of the uncomfortable chairs outside the door, waiting her turn. She shot Glauer a meaningful glance. He caught her eye for a moment, then just looked away.

“Specialist Hsu? He’s ready for you now.”

Clara looked up suddenly, as if she couldn’t remember where she was. Fetlock’s assistant—they didn’t call them secretaries anymore—gave her a sympathetic smile. Clara tried to return it with a cocky grin. She knew she failed. Then she got up, smoothed out her skirt, and walked into the lion’s den.

Fetlock’s office was not so much decorated as enshrined. It was not big, but he kept it uncluttered—just a desk, with a laptop computer and a single telephone. Two chairs. One whole wall of the room, however, was taken up with a massive glass-fronted display case. The inside was lined with flocked red wallpaper. A very old, very moldy leather duster hung inside, as well as a mangy cowboy hat and a leather holster. Relics of some ancient cowboy out west, one of the first U.S. Marshals. Fetlock loved to tell people stories about the old days, when the Marshals were pretty much the only law enforcement west of the Mississippi.

Clara had never been able to figure it out. If there was any American citizen living in the twenty-first century who had less cowboy in him than Marshal Fetlock, she had yet to meet him.

He sat behind the desk looking like he was there to conduct an employee review. Like a dismal little bureaucrat. Maybe a tax lawyer. He had his hands steepled in front of his face and on the desk before him lay Clara’s permanent dossier.

“You were hurt again,” he said.

She took the chair in front of the desk and sat down, trying not to sigh.

“Hurt in the line of duty. Most cops accept that’s going to happen from time to time. They expect commendations for it. Of course—you aren’t actually a cop.”

Clara frowned but said nothing.

“You’re a forensic specialist. Not like Quincy, mind you. Not like CSI Miami. Like in the real world. Where you’re supposed to examine crime scenes, then take evidence back to the lab for analysis. The most dangerous thing you’re supposed to do is handle blood evidence.”

She couldn’t help herself. “In a vampire case, there’s rarely any blood evidence to work with. You need to get in there, in the middle of things, while the evidence still exists, and—”

She stopped because he had lowered his hands to the surface of the desk. He didn’t ask her to shut up. He didn’t need to.

He scared her in a way vampires didn’t. In a dull, ugly little way.

“Laceration to the hip. Contusions to the chest and face. You crashed your own car to stop a suspect from getting away. Even real cops—and I mean field agents, active-duty people—don’t get those kind of injuries very often. This is the second time in a week for you. Hsu—may I call you Clara?”

He waited, as if he actually cared what she said in response.

You can call me Specialist Hsu, you pencil-necked desk drone, she wanted to say. Instead, because this was her job, this was where her paycheck came from, she said, “Sure.”

“Clara. I’m worried about you. Honestly, humanly, compassionately worried for your safety. I wonder if you’re trying to get hurt.”

She couldn’t help herself. She laughed.

He waited until she was done.

“I’ve seen it before. Adrenaline junkies are common enough in any field of law enforcement. Here in the Marshals Service, it’s a real occupational hazard.” He nodded toward his display case. “We forget we’re not all Wyatt Earp. We get addicted to the thrill of the chase, the real, honest, down-in-the-dirt work. Taking out bad guys. So we put ourselves in more and more desperate situations. We forget to call for backup. We discharge our weapons far more often than the policies and guidelines suggest.”

“Sir, honestly, I—”

“It happens to the best of us,” he said, with a sad little sigh. “Look at Caxton. It happened to her and now … look at her. Look at what has become of her.”

“Sir. With all due respect, last night we uncovered some real evidence of a continued—a renewed—vampire presence in Pennsylvania. We—”

He might as well not have heard her. “There’s only one cure, sadly. Removal from active duty. Putting the afflicted on desk jobs where they can’t hurt themselves.”

Christ, no. Not now. “Sir—”

“Of course, we can’t do that in your case.”

“Oh.”

She sat back in her chair. Watched him smile at her for a while.

“No. Since, technically, you’re already assigned to a desk job. At least, a lab job. There’s not really a lot I can do to make your job less dangerous. I doubt you have the necessary clerical skills for actual paper-pushing.”

“No,” she admitted. “I’ve never done that kind of work.”

“So I can’t reassign you,” Fetlock said. He raised his hands in the air, then let them settle on the desk again.

Relief washed through Clara like a cold shower. She closed her eyes and just said thank you for a while. Not to anyone in particular. Just—thank you.

Prematurely, as it turned out.

“No. My only option at this point is to fire you.”

She sat up so fast her knees collided painfully with his desk.

“As of now you are no longer an employee in the USMS,” he told her. “I’ll need you to turn in your ID and any Service equipment or materials you have in your possession. I’ll give you until the end of the day to get your files in order for your replacement. I don’t need to tell you—well, actually, I’m legally required to tell you—that you’ll be observed at all times until you leave your lab for good, and that any office supplies we find on your person after the close of work today will be considered stolen property. There’s the question of your pension and your severance package, which I’ll be happy to go over with you, if you like, and—”

“You son of a bitch! Malvern is alive!”

He looked at her expectantly.

“We fought half-deads last night. She’s not just alive, she’s active. She’s here now, killing people. Maybe she wants to finish Laura off before she goes underground, or maybe she just intends to start her rampage all over again. People are going to die, lots of people are going to die, and—and—”

“I know,” he said when she’d sputtered to a stop.

“What?”

“I know what you found, and I agree. It’s proof positive that Malvern is alive and active. I’m putting a team together right now to handle it.”

“But—you—” For the last two years Fetlock had maintained in public and private that Malvern had died in the prison riot. That vampires were extinct. It had become sort of a private joke between Clara and Glauer—that Fetlock wouldn’t believe Malvern was still alive until she’d actually torn his head off and sucked the blood out of his stump, and that even then he would ask her for identification.

“Despite what Caxton might have led you to believe, I’m no fool,” Fetlock told her. “The evidence you recovered last night is good. It’s solid. I’m convinced.”

“But—then—you need me. You need me on this case. You really need Caxton, but since you can’t have her, you need me to—”

“I need you to stay as far away from this as possible,” he said. “For one very good reason. Where Malvern shows up, Caxton can’t be far away. And I can’t trust you, Clara, not for a second, where Caxton is involved. The romantic relationship the two of you once shared is enough to cloud your judgment. So my decision stands. Do you want to turn over your phone now, or do you still need to make some official calls? At any rate, I’ll take your laminate while I’m thinking about it.”
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