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TAINTED NIGHT, TAINTED BLOOD

I hurried to the front of the house and pressed my back to the wall. The place wasn’t large by vampire standards. It was bigger than where I lived, but not by much. Countess Telia still had a ways to go before she could move up to the mansions the other Counts and Countesses preferred.

I crept along the wall to the nearest window and peeked in. Furniture lay strewn across the room. A mirror had been smashed, leaving shards of bloody glass all over the floor. A coffee table had been shattered as well, adding to the destruction.

And there was blood everywhere.

My stomach rumbled as my inner demon made itself known. I hadn’t fed for over a week and it was starting to get to me. I really should have hunted before coming. Then again, I hadn’t expected to find bodies lying around with blood splattered all over the walls ...
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The body lay crumpled in the driveway—a heap of cloth that could have been anything if not for the distinctive smell that drifted on the light breeze. If I had simply been driving by, minding my own business, I might not have even noticed it. It was halfway up the paved drive, almost blended in with the darkness.

But I had been looking for it, and the corpse assured me I was in the right place.

Countess Telia was known for her cruelty. She hadn’t been active very long, at least as a minor power of her own. She was the head of one of the newest Fledgling Houses and a vampire who tortured dozens of Purebloods to the point of insanity just for the fun of it. Once she was done with her playthings, she would release them, letting her victims return to their families to suffer their final days crippled and mindless.

It appeared this time she had gone too far.

I parked my modified Honda DN-01 just off the road and hid it behind some trees. The motorcycle was completely black, including the piping, so it would be hard for anyone who wasn’t expressly looking for it to see it. Even a vampire would have a hard time picking it out of the shadows.

A dog barking in the distance was the only sound as I slipped into the brush. I crouched down, listening and watching for any sign of pursuit. House Telia was deep within vampire-controlled territory, so the chances of someone spotting me were actually pretty good. I wanted to make sure none of the local vamps or wolves decided to follow the girl on the motorcycle in the hopes of having a little fun.

As far as I could tell, no one had followed me. I breathed a sigh of relief and drew my sword. The demon-crafted blade shone in the moonlight, but I was pretty sure it wouldn’t matter now. By the time Telia saw me coming, it would be too late.

The gun came next. My modified Glock 17 fit comfortably in my hand. The bullets were made of silver, and thanks to Ethan’s modifications, they wouldn’t pass all the way through a supe’s body. They moved too slowly for that.

I rose from my crouch, careful not to let my leather creak in the all-too-silent night. I was dressed in full-on black. It was my usual work attire. It just wouldn’t do to run around fighting vampires wearing a white T-shirt and jeans. I had an image to keep up.

I slipped from the cover of the trees and started up the driveway. The body was just a hump on the paved surface, barely discernible as anything other than a pile of bloody rags. I could smell death on the air and knew this victim had been tortured to the point where there would probably be little left.

I approached, wary nonetheless. Even though I was pretty sure the victim was dead, I nudged her with my foot and touched the silver blade to her flesh to be sure.

Nothing happened.

The dead girl’s shirt was shredded in the front and there was blood everywhere. She had been torn from groin to sternum by what looked to be werewolf claws. It wasn’t exactly Telia’s style, but I wouldn’t put it past her to give a young girl like this to one of her wolves. She had to keep her minions loyal somehow.

Countess Telia was new, a recent break-off from one of the Major Houses. Mikael Engelbrecht, my snitch, hadn’t been able to tell me which Major House she had come from, but he implied it was one of the biggies. He would have told me more, but he was in the pay of the House that Countess Telia once belonged to, so he refused to divulge any more than he had to. I didn’t like it, but I had to respect his loyalty to his customers, especially since I was one of them.

Still, that didn’t stop him from telling me about Telia’s exploits, how she had cut the arms and legs off one of her victims and dumped him outside his home, his wounds sewn closed so he wouldn’t bleed out. His tongue and eyelids had been removed, as were his nipples, ears, and any other dangly bits that she could get to with a knife. He survived in body, although his mind was long gone.

Why she hadn’t been killed by the Major House she ditched was beyond me. Vampires didn’t like it when their underlings defected. A vamp thinking she could leave a Major House to start her own usually turned up dead within an hour of making her claim.

But there Telia was, torturing victims and reveling in their blood just like any other baby vamp, albeit a more violent one. I was there to put a stop to it.

I left the body where I found it and started up the drive, keeping close to the trees so anyone who would happen to glance out a window wouldn’t see my approach. I moved in near silence, my vampire-light feet barely making a sound on the pavement. I’d even learned to minimize the sound of leather with my walk. Being a vampire had its advantages at times.

It wasn’t until I was halfway up the driveway that I noticed the other bodies. All of the lights in the house were blazing, including the outside light. It spilled out over the corpses, illuminating them like actors on a stage. I could see the dark stain of blood against the black pavement.

I froze and gave the house a good long look. One body, I expected. Three was a bit much.

I hadn’t noticed it before because I hadn’t really looked, but the front door was torn nearly off its hinges. The window beside it was intact, but the curtains were hanging at an angle, as if someone had tried to tear them down.

And there were no sounds, no moving shadows that told me where Telia or her minions were. Had her little torture party turned into something much more deadly? I had no idea what she did in there most nights. It was entirely possible she had set three Purebloods loose, sicking her wolves on them for pure entertainment.

If so, then where was she? I should have seen a flicker of a shadow, heard the howl of a wolf. She would have wanted to watch the events as they took place.

I approached the two other bodies, keeping my gaze on the house as I went. They could be in there, watching me. The night was still young, so I was sure they hadn’t bedded down for the day.

The first corpse turned out to be another Pureblood, this one male. He had been stripped naked and lay in a pool of his own blood. His ribs showed through flesh pulled tight, as if he had been starved before being released. His stomach had been ripped open and his throat slashed.

I nudged him like I had the other corpse to make sure he was really dead. Sometimes it was hard to tell between a Pureblood and a young werewolf or vampire. It was possible this was some sort of initiation rite that Telia cooked up for her newest recruits. Torture them, let them bleed a while, and then take them in.

But this guy was definitely dead. If she had tried to turn him, she had started the process far too late.

The last body was a few paces away, and at first I thought he was wearing a fur coat. As I got closer, I realized that wasn’t the case and alarm bells started ringing in my head in earnest.

The werewolf was lying facedown, his head a few inches from his body. The cut was ragged, as if it had taken a few hacks to cut through the wolf ’s thick neck. There were marks on his arms and shoulder where he had tried to protect himself.

It hadn’t helped. The wolf had been hamstrung, making him an easy target for whomever had done this. I wasn’t sure if Telia had done it herself or if someone else was involved. Either way, I didn’t like it.

I hurried to the front of the house and pressed my back to the wall. The place wasn’t large by vampire standards. It was bigger than where I lived, but not by much. Countess Telia still had a ways to go before she could move up to the mansions the other Counts and Countesses preferred.

I crept along the wall to the nearest window and peeked in. Furniture lay strewn across the room. A mirror had been smashed, leaving shards of bloody glass all over the floor. A glass coffee table had been shattered as well, adding to the destruction.

And there was blood everywhere.

My stomach rumbled as my inner demon made itself known. I hadn’t fed for over a week and it was starting to get to me. I really should have hunted before coming. Then again, I hadn’t expected to find bodies lying around with blood splattered all over the walls.

I fought the urge to feed, pushed it as deep as I could. The blood was probably tainted anyway. To taste it would be to risk contaminating myself further.

I slipped past the window to the door. I still had yet to see any movement from within. It was entirely possible Countess Telia had been attacked by a rogue wolf or two and was out chasing down the last of them. She could return at any time.

Or she could be inside, bathing in the blood of her victims. It was hard to tell with vamps, especially ones like her.

I stepped around the corner and into the house, my gun leading the way.

There was blood on the floor just inside the door, but there were no bodies. One of the dead outside could have been wounded here before staggering out into the driveway to die.

Either that or whoever had been injured here was somewhere farther in the house, wounded and angry.

I worked my way deeper, checking each room as I passed. The living room I had seen from the window was to my left, and I paid it only a casual glance as I passed by. The dining room and kitchen were likewise empty, though I did find what looked to be an ear lying on the kitchen counter. Whomever it belonged to wasn’t anywhere to be found.

There were two other rooms on the ground floor, but I had yet to come across any sign that anyone was alive inside. I still had the basement and the upstairs to canvas, yet something told me I wouldn’t find anyone in the house. For whatever reason, Countess Telia wasn’t home.

Still, I headed for the stairs. I would check over the place first, freeing any Purebloods I found, and then would wait for Telia to return. I couldn’t let her continue her torturous ways. Not in my town.

From the bottom of the stairs, I could see what appeared to be a man’s boot resting beside a bloody wall. I slowly made my way up the stairs sideways, keeping my gun trained just above the boot in case the guy sat up.

I needn’t have bothered. The boot turned out not to be connected to anyone. The hallway behind it was empty of everything but blood. I stepped around the boot and just happened to glance back at it as I passed.

There was a foot inside.

The alarm bells in my head weren’t just ringing now. They were clanging so loudly my ears rang with the phantom sound. Something was definitely wrong here.

The first room on my right turned out to be a bathroom. The owner of the foot was inside, lying on the floor, a bloody mess. His head lay in the tub, severed from his body much like the wolf ’s had been. The job had been sloppy, most likely performed with a dull blade. The dead man’s mouth was wide, exposing two extended fangs. Vampires don’t turn to dust when killed like they do in the movies.

I looked around the bathroom in the hopes of finding something that would identify the victim. I didn’t know what Telia’s lone vampire minion looked like. If this was him, then something truly bad had happened here, and by the smell, it hadn’t happened too long ago.

I left the bathroom, my body thrumming with excitement. Had the Major House come down on Telia after all? Or was it someone else? Could another House have decided they’d had enough of the Fledgling vamp and her torturous ways? Or another Fledgling House could have come after her, looking to make themselves stronger.

A surge of anger coursed through my body. If Mikael held out on me because he knew Telia’s old House was coming after her, I was going to be pissed. What if I had shown up while the killing was going on? I might have been caught in the middle of a fight between vamps and wolves from a Major House and Telia’s own. I could have been killed.

I wasn’t positive that was what happened. Most vampires didn’t fight with swords, let alone dull ones. They would have sent werewolves to finish the job. A few well-placed bullets would have wounded Telia and her minions; then the wolves could have torn them apart at their leisure.

This was different somehow. I wasn’t quite sure how, but I knew something else was going on. Had Telia tired of her House? Had she killed everyone in an orgy of blood and torture?

I crept down the hall, checking each room as I passed. There was no one inside and I had yet to hear the slightest sound. I could taste blood where my fangs had started pushing through in my excitement.

The door to the last room of the house was hanging open. As I neared, I could smell the blood coming from inside. Someone was dead in there. More than one someone by the smell of it.

I neared and as the massacre inside came into view, I knew Telia’s killing days were over.

The Countess lay sprawled across her bed. At least most of her did. One of her arms was lying on the floor just inside the door, and her head was lying under the window. She was naked and was propped atop the dead Pureblood tied to the bed beneath her.

I stepped over the arm and another body, this one a werewolf, came into view. The wolf was fully shifted, but his body was nothing but a bloody pulp of entrails and muscle. It looked like something had fed on his intestines.

“What the fuck?” I said, scanning the room. Now that I was farther in, I could see what had killed the Pureblood under Telia. His face was gone, having been chewed away by something. I had a feeling he’d been alive when Telia had been riding him.

I slowly approached Telia’s headless body. I was pretty sure she had been beheaded by the same weapon that had killed the others. Whoever had done this had somehow snuck up on her and the first blow had severed her spine. With all the dead lying around, I had no idea how that was even possible. She should have heard something, should have known things weren’t right within her House.

A strange feeling crept up my gut. I didn’t believe this was an inside job. I was almost positive it wasn’t done by a Major House either. This looked a lot like something I would have done years ago, before I was changed, before I had silver weapons.

I hurried out of the room and headed for the basement. If anyone was still alive, it would be down there. Vampires usually kept cages there where they held their Pureblood prisoners. If someone was trying to copy my earlier work, then there was a chance they left the Purebloods down there.

I threw open the basement door and ran down the stairs. I almost stepped on another werewolf corpse as I hit the concrete floor. I staggered to the side, bringing my gun to bear, just in case the wolf wasn’t dead.

It didn’t take more than a glance to know he wasn’t getting up again. He didn’t have a head.

I took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. My fangs pushed the rest of the way through my gums and I started panting. There was so much blood down here, it was intoxicating.

My gaze roamed the room, and my shock was all that kept me from giving in to my demon.

The Pureblood prisoners were mostly still in their cages. Those who had gotten too close to the bars had been torn apart, pulled through the bars piece by piece. Arms and legs looked gnawed upon, and someone’s jawbone lay against the wall.

Those Purebloods who had managed to huddle far back in their cages hadn’t been able to escape the hungry jaws of the beast that had fed here. The bars of their cells had been ripped open and they had been killed where they cowered, easy prey to the wolf who had done this.

My hunger warred with my disgust. I couldn’t figure out who would have done this. Why would a werewolf need a sword when he had his claws? None of this made any sense.

I turned and fled up the stairs, knowing I was wasting my time here. House Telia was no more, but it hadn’t been by my hand.

I slipped in a pool of blood at the top of the stairs and nearly fell. I growled deep in my throat and bolted for the front door. I could feel the urge to feed so strongly it nearly had a hold on me. I couldn’t give in. Not now. Not like this.

I hurried out of the house, down the driveway, to my Honda. The fresh air did me some good, cleared my head, but it did nothing to stop the anger that came bubbling forth.

Mikael had to have known this was going to happen. It was the only thing that made sense. Why else wouldn’t he have told me everything he knew?

I started up my motorcycle and sped away from the house. Everyone was dead inside, even the Purebloods. Whoever had done this was just as dangerous as Telia had been. They had to be stopped.

And I was going to be the one to stop them.
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The Bloody Stake parking lot was full when I arrived, forcing me to park just off the road instead. Patrons were coming in and out of the door in streams, most of them supes, but a few Purebloods here and there. It was busier than usual, and I wondered what could possibly be going on tonight of all nights.

It wasn’t until I was inside that I remembered.

Just because The Bloody Stake catered to vampires and werewolves, as well as Purebloods willing to risk their neck for a drink, didn’t mean it wasn’t any less a bar. Hell, the sign out front of a woman repeatedly staking an overdressed vampire probably brought in more customers than it turned away.

But being a bar meant Bart, the owner and only bartender, had to make money. And tonight was one of those nights when The Bloody Stake became something different, something I would never have set foot into if the guy I wanted to see wasn’t inside.

Tonight was singles’ night.

Bart wasn’t a big fan of turning his bar into a singles’ hangout, but it’s hard to say no to quadrupling your nightly take. He rarely held special events like this, preferring the normal dangers of serving monsters to the risks of bringing in the desperate. The last singles’ night took place five months ago after a pretty bad fight left him with a hearty repair bill. I wondered what disaster prompted this one.

I frowned at the crowd, wishing they would all just go away. Quite a few of the people there would die that very night. There were still a lot of people who didn’t quite realize how dangerous taking a vampire or werewolf home to bed with them really was. You were less likely to find your heart’s desire than you would be to find your heart sitting atop your chest by night’s end.

I pushed past a group of women leaving with a guy who looked too drunk to stand. I wasn’t sure which were the supes and didn’t care. It was their choice whom they left with, and if someone ended up dead, it wasn’t on my hands. As long as they did their business away from the bar, Bart wouldn’t interfere either.

Music blared over the speakers, drowning out the shouts and screams of the people dancing and fondling each other. The Bloody Stake was packed nearly wall to wall, and all the tables that usually adorned the middle of the room were pushed to the side, leaving a large, empty space for the singles to dance.

Bart stood at the bar, watching everything carefully. His shotgun was in front of him, just under the counter. If anyone got a little too frisky in his bar, they’d be leaving without their head. The scar on his face and his limp were clear evidence that The Bloody Stake had its fair share of violent outbreaks.

I gave him the briefest of nods as his eyes passed over me. He looked surprised to see me there but returned the nod anyway. He turned back to his patrons, a grimace on his face.

I worked my way around the edge of the room until I spotted Mikael in his usual booth. There were four girls intertwined around him, which wasn’t much of a surprise. He always had girls hanging all over him. I had no idea why. He wasn’t much to look at.

Two of the girls were pressed so close to him they might as well have been part of his attire. His slicked-back hair shone in the dim lights of the bar and despite the girls plastered against him, it wasn’t mussed. Only the backs of the other two girls were visible. Their heads were beneath the table somewhere, doing something I didn’t even want to think about.

I turned away, disgusted. Mikael wasn’t the most pleasant of people, but I counted him amongst my friends for some strange reason. His taste in women was pretty wide, though usually they were all young and pretty. How he managed to attract them was beyond me. Maybe there was more to him than appearances. Money probably had something to do with it.

But even though I was used to it by now, it didn’t mean I wanted to watch. I scanned the bar instead, allowing the girls time to finish their business so I could have a little sit-down with him.

I didn’t like it being so busy. I was pretty sure there was more than one person in the bar who would have loved to know who I was. There was a pretty big bounty on my head, although no one but those I trusted knew what I looked like or knew my real name. I made sure of that.

It was hard to make out much of anything in the mass of twisting bodies. There were just too many people gyrating against each other for me to get a good look at any one face. And thanks to the loose atmosphere, there were quite a few people who seemed to have lost a few articles of clothing. It was actually pretty distracting.

A girl just a few feet away was down to her bra and panties, and if she kept rubbing up against everyone like that, I was sure she wouldn’t have even that before long. She looked high on something. Her eyes were glazed; her mouth hung open as if she couldn’t figure out how to close it. She was prime pickings for anyone looking for an easy lay.

Or snack.

It was almost too much. Usually, The Bloody Stake was a place I went to in order to relax. I’d never been to singles’ night before and I planned on never being there for one again. If I’d known it was this bad, I would have waited until tomorrow night to confront Mikael.

But I was here now and I wanted to get it over with. I glanced back over the table and found that the two girls were sitting back up. One was kissing him, and even from where I was standing, I could see his tongue probing her mouth.

Ew.

I started toward his table. I was so ready to get out of there.

I hadn’t gone a handful of steps before someone pressed up against me from behind. Bone-thin arms wrapped across my chest and warm breath blew across my ear.

“Hey, beautiful,” the girl said. She stank of alcohol and sweat. “How ’bout you slip out of that coat and we see what you have to offer.”

She reached for the edge of my coat, fingers tiptoeing across the leather. My hand shot up and I grabbed her by the wrist a little too hard. She cried out as I twisted.

I could almost feel Bart’s eyes on me, so I let her go before I got myself into trouble. The girl backed away, blue eyes wide. She wouldn’t have been too bad to look at if she wasn’t so damn skinny. The guy next to her didn’t seem to mind, however. As soon as she was close, he grabbed her around the waist and licked the side of her neck.

I turned away and continued on to Mikael without glancing at Bart. There was a good chance he might ask me to leave if I acknowledged him. He didn’t like violence in his bar even though he catered to the most violent of monsters. Most people respected his limits. I was usually one of them.

Dancers moved out of my way as I stalked across the room. They’d seen what I had done to the girl and didn’t want to have any part of it. The look on my face probably kept those that liked it from making advances of their own.

Mikael saw me coming and pulled away from his company. He whispered something into each of their ears, which caused them all to giggle, and they slid out of his booth one by one. He made sure to give each a nice pat on the ass as they passed.

I was sure the disapproval was clear on my face, because his smile widened as I sat down across from him.

“I’m surprised you are here on this wonderful evening, my sweet,” he said, his thick accent slurring his words. He sounded as slimy as he looked.

“You seem to be enjoying it.”

“Of course.” His grin widened. “How best to sample the quality America has to offer than to taste the youth? It is quite refreshing.”

“I’m sure it is,” I said, trying not to think about him tasting anything, especially after what I had seen. The music was so loud I was forced to lean across the table to hear him, and I could smell him. He smelled like sex.

“Why have you come to me tonight? Is there more I can do to be of service to you?” He winked. “Perhaps you are ready to sample a taste of Sweden.” He waggled his eyebrows.

I knew he was joking, but the thought made my stomach flip anyway. I had to clench my fists and bite the inside of my lip to keep from saying something nasty. As much as I liked what Mikael did for me, he could be trying at times.

“Who else did you tell about House Telia?” I asked. I spoke just loud enough for him to hear, not wanting anyone else in the room to catch wind of our conversation. Who knew who might be lurking in the shadows, waiting for someone to say the wrong thing.

Of course, Mikael had chosen The Bloody Stake to do his business for a reason. Anyone who wanted to keep their life wouldn’t even think about eavesdropping on anyone else’s conversation. It was just too damn dangerous.

“What do you mean?” he asked, frowning. “I give only information that is asked and paid for.”

“But House Telia? You couldn’t tell me everything I wanted to know.”

His smile returned. “But that would have no bearing on your business,” he said. “Only you have asked about Countess Telia and her new House. I gave you all I could under the circumstances.”

I stared at him long and hard, wondering what those circumstances might be. I knew he was telling the truth, that he had told me everything he was able, yet I felt that there should have been more. He should have warned me.

I hated the fact that Mikael had basically worked out who I was. He’d always suspected, and it wasn’t until recently he was certain I was Lady Death. I never came out and actually admitted it, choosing instead to pretend I might know her, but he knew. He was smart that way.

Normally, I would have killed him for that knowledge. I didn’t go around spouting it freely, and anyone I didn’t want to know about it ended up dead pretty fast. It was the only way I could keep doing what I did without having people hunting me left and right.

“She’s dead,” I said, figuring it best not to belabor the point any longer. He knew who I was, why beat around the bush?

His brow crinkled. “I figured she would be soon enough, but why are you telling me this, my sweet?”

“Because it wasn’t clean.”

He looked at me like I was speaking some sort of foreign language. “I don’t understand.”

I took a deep breath. Even though I knew he knew, it was still hard to just come out and say it. It would be admitting something I didn’t want anyone else to know. Doing that didn’t come easy.

“I didn’t kill her,” I said, finally. It felt sort of good to say it. I really didn’t talk to too many people about what I did for a living.

Still, my fingers flittered near my belt and I had to ball them even tighter to keep from drawing a knife and sticking it in Mikael’s throat. Old habits die hard.

He simply nodded and leaned forward, all business. “How did it happen?”

“They were dead when I got there.”

He blinked. “And?”

“And I was wondering if you knew who did it. I don’t like walking into something like this without knowing the whole story. If you knew someone was coming after her, you should have told me.”

His face didn’t change, but I could tell he knew something.

“What?”

“How did they die?” he asked. He glanced around the room before his gaze resettled on me.

“It looked like a werewolf with a sword,” I said. “Many of the bodies were torn up pretty bad and it looked like they were fed upon.”

“The sword was not of silver?”

“I don’t think so. If I were to guess, I would say the thing hadn’t been sharpened in a few years. Whoever did it had to work at it.”

Mikael nodded as if it made perfect sense. “I told no one of your plans,” he said. “No one else asked about this House. The House I spoke of before is not involved in this in any way.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“But you know who might be?”

“Perhaps,” he said. He folded his hands and glanced down at the table in front of him.

I sighed. “I don’t have any money on me. I’ll have it the next time I see you.”

He studied me a moment before nodding. “You are good for it. I can trust you.”

I just stared at him.

“There have been some strange happenings as of late, much of it attributed to Lady Death.”

“Like what?” I shifted in my seat, uneasy. I didn’t like the sound of this at all. If people were blaming me for things I hadn’t done, it would only draw even more unwanted attention my way.

“Mostly rogues,” Mikael said. “They are found by others, torn up, heads separated. A few times families have died, killed in the same manner.” He gave me a look. “I did not believe it was you, but not many fight with a blade and hunt those of their kind.”

I ground my teeth together. “People are blaming me for this? You should know better.”

He shrugged. “It is hard to say. I thought perhaps you were practicing for something. These kills had your mark, even if they were sloppier.”

“But why haven’t I heard anything? You could have said something.”

“Perhaps you did not ask the right questions. I give only the information asked of me.” He waved a hand. “Besides, these were just rogues. Who cares about them anyway, yes? And it was all so new, if it is someone coming after your title, you would take care of them eventually.”

“Okay, but why kill Countess Telia? Could they have known I was coming for her and decided to show me up?”

“I do not know,” Mikael said. “But I think it is more likely a coincidence. House Telia was new and small. They would make an easy target for anyone looking to test the waters.”

I supposed that was true, but I didn’t like it. How long before testing the waters turned into coming after the competition? If someone was trying to copy me or take over my work, then what was to stop them from hunting me next?

“I would be careful on this,” he said. He glanced across the room again and I followed his gaze. If there was anything to see other than the dancers, I wasn’t seeing it. “If these killers are looking to replace you, you may be next on their list.”

Even though I just had the same thought, a chill ran up and down my spine upon hearing it from someone else’s lips. This was supposed to be a quick and easy run. Things were getting far too complicated.

“What can you tell me about who is doing this?” I asked. If the killer had me on their list, the best thing I could do would be to come after them first. The more I knew, the better prepared I would be.

“Very little,” Mikael admitted. “I wish I could tell you more, but there is not much to tell. I, like many others, assumed Lady Death had a hand in the deaths. Maybe you were training an apprentice, someone who could help you in your mission to rid the city of the filth.” He smiled a little at that, as if he thought the idea ridiculous.

“You assumed wrong,” I said.

“It appears so,” he said. “And I do not like it. I am rarely wrong.” He sighed and scratched his eyebrow. “It makes for dangerous times. Who is to say they will not come for someone here tonight, that they aren’t here themselves? I could be next. You could be.”

I couldn’t stop my gaze from traveling to the dancing crowd. What if the killers were here? Could they be watching me even now?

As far as I could tell, no one was looking our way. A few stray glances passed over us, but nothing that seemed to have any intent behind it.

“So you can’t tell me anything else?” I asked.

Mikael shook his head. “I am sorry,” he said. “Whoever is doing this is more dangerous than they appear. House Telia might have been a small House, but it was a vampire House. You don’t become a House of your own, even a small one, without power.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and was surprised to see the slightest tremble to them. Someone was out there killing werewolves and vampires, hunting them, and it wasn’t me. Why did that bother me so much?

Of course I knew. Purebloods had died—people who might have been completely innocent of any crime. Someone who wanted to copy me would have known I never killed the innocent if I could help it. This had been nothing more than a slaughter. I couldn’t abide by that.

And there was the fact I was a vampire myself. If they were killing all supes, no matter who, then how long before someone came after me?

Thoughts of the Luna Cult Den drifted to my mind, but I pushed them away. I didn’t need to be thinking about them right then. They could take care of themselves.

I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I thanked Mikael for his time and rose. I had no idea how I was going to handle this. The best I could hope for was that the killer slipped up and got himself or herself killed.

I barely noticed the people bumping into me as I made for the door. I kept my hands close to my weapons out of habit, but would never draw them in The Bloody Stake. They were illegal here just as they were everywhere else. If someone were to catch wind that I was carrying silver in a bar full of vamps and wolves, I could be in for a long, bloody night.

I managed to get outside without incident. I breathed in the chill night air and made my way to my Honda. As much as I wanted to do something about the killer, I couldn’t do anything now. I didn’t have enough information to even think about starting a search.

It was still pretty early, but I’d already had enough of the night. The only thing I wanted to do now was go home and take a long, hot bath. Who knew? It might be the last one I’d ever get to take.
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I hadn’t gone far when I noticed the truck following me. At first, I tried to dismiss it as my imagination working overtime. I wasn’t a stranger to paranoia. In my line of work, it’s almost a necessity. You never stopped looking over your shoulder if you wanted to live.

I kept my eyes on the headlights behind me, certain I was overreacting. No one had followed me out of The Bloody Stake that I had seen. Just because a vehicle was behind me didn’t mean it was after me. I wasn’t the only person who ever drove these roads.

Still, I wasn’t about to let my guard down. I couldn’t discern the make of the truck or the driver in my mirrors. The lights were too bright and the night too dark. The driver wasn’t on my ass exactly, but he stayed close enough that it bothered me.

I turned down a side street I knew led to a residential district that was on the decline. The street wasn’t the worst I had driven, but it was starting to crumble around the edges. Scraggly bushes were creeping into the road and if someone didn’t come along and clear them away, they would soon overtake it.

The truck turned down the street behind me and my paranoia leaped to new heights.

I sped up now that there was no traffic to worry about. The truck sped up behind me, its engine coughing with the increased speed.

There was no question about it now. The truck was following me.

Houses passed on either side as we zoomed down the road. Most of them were utterly dark. Shades were drawn, lights were off, but a few had glows around upstairs windows, just barely visible in the all-too-dark night. No one wanted to be a target, telling the prowlers that someone was home, but life did have to go on. Sometimes people couldn’t help but leave a light on now and again.

The road curved ahead and I tore around it far faster than I should have. I started to tip but managed to drop my boot fast enough to rebalance myself and finish the turn. A move like that might have torn the leg right off of anyone else. As a vampire, it was almost too easy.

The truck skidded behind me as I took another turn and sped up on a straight stretch. There were no lights ahead hinting at any sort of civilization. The tightly locked houses soon became empty shells where the inhabitants had either moved to a safer location or had died. It wasn’t a good idea to live this close to a place like The Bloody Stake. It was just asking for trouble.

I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw the truck slip off the road for an instant before popping back on. The driver swerved a few times before reorienting himself on me and speeding up.

I smiled, the thrill of the chase tingling throughout my body. I leaned into the wind as I shot forward, looking for a good place for a confrontation.

It took only a moment to find it.

Empty houses sat on either side of the street, just around a curve. My pursuer had been losing ground fast, even though he had to have had the gas pedal pressed to the floor. I had only a few moments before he would be on me, however, so I acted fast.

I turned hard and went a short distance through a yellowed yard, coming to a halt at the side of a house that stood just off the road. I leaped off my Honda, yanked my gun free, and waited. The guy driving the truck wouldn’t be able to see me until it was too late.

A second ticked by. I could hear the truck rumbling closer. I tensed.

As soon as my pursuer came into view, I fired. His tire blew, and I could hear his curse over the tortured sound of metal as the rubber flew free. He slammed on the brakes, still in the process of trying to make that last turn, and the truck spun sideways.

For a second, it looked like he might make it, but just as he was about to coast to a stop, the back tire slid off the road and the truck tipped over. It turned over twice before slamming to a stop at the base of a tree in the yard across the street.

I rose from my crouch and drew my sword. Just because his truck was a mess didn’t mean the driver was down for the count. I headed toward the wreck, gun trained on the bottom of the truck, eyes scanning every which way.

Something moved in a window across the street. It could have been just the flutter of a ratty curtain in the breeze through a broken window. Or it could have been something else, someone watching.

I didn’t have time to worry about it. There was a grunt from within the truck and I stopped to wait for the driver to get out. Glass shattered as he kicked out the windshield. I couldn’t see him from where I stood, but I could hear him slithering out. I was glad he survived. I wanted answers.

“Bloody fucking hell,” he said as he emerged. “Fucking bitch broke my goddamn arm.”

I stood there, aiming toward the sound of his voice. I wasn’t going to say a damn thing until I saw him. I didn’t know if this was just some Pureblood out chasing down chicks for kicks, or if he was something more.

I didn’t have to wait long to find out. My pursuer rose and walked around the truck, staggering slightly. He cradled his arm against his chest, hissing in a sharp breath with every step. I could smell the blood from where I stood. The bone had probably popped through the skin.

“You owe me some serious shit for this,” he said, coming closer.

“I don’t owe you a thing, asshole.” I trained my gun on the middle of his face. He kept his head down as if his neck was hurting. “Why were you following me?”

The man took another step closer and raised his head, eyes falling on me where I stood. He had piercings all over his face and his spiked hair was purple. A knot of scar tissue glared out from his forehead, telling me all I needed to know about him.

He stopped walking and sneered at me as his gaze traveled to my gun. He spit a wad of blood and snot onto the ground and wiped his mouth with the back of his good hand.

“What does Adrian want?” I snarled the words, barely keeping myself from pulling the trigger. This guy had followed me before. He and his friend had dropped a goddamn werewolf on top of me in the middle of the road, scratching my bike all to hell. He still owed me for that.

“Fuck you,” he said. His eyes darted from side to side as if he planned on running for it. Like a good boy, he stayed put.

“Why were you following me?” I really wanted to shoot him, but answers came first. I could shoot him later. “I don’t like being followed.”

He laughed. “Stupid bitch thinks she’s all important.” He glanced toward the truck. “She wrecks my goddamn ride and thinks I owe her an explanation.” His grin turned sinister. “Maybe I was just looking for a fuck.”

I had to restrain myself from shooting him right then and there. I knew I probably should have. Nothing good could come out of one of Adrian’s wolves chasing after me.

Adrian Davis was a defector from the Luna Cult. He had sided with a vampire Count in order to secure his own power base. He wanted me to join him, become his mate or some shit. I had no intention of ever working with that asshole.

Purple Hair started hacking, blood splattering his lips. It dropped him to his knees and his head lowered. “Fuck,” he cursed, spitting out more blood.

“You might need to get that looked at,” I said, taking far too much satisfaction in his misery.

He started to rise again but suddenly shifted his weight at the last moment and went into a roll. I fired and my bullet took him in the broken arm. He screamed in pain, but the silver didn’t slow him down. He was shifting before he hit his feet.

His face contorted, bones snapping and re-forming as his body remade itself. The piercings around his nose popped out, tearing gashes in his face. The ones in his ears and lips merely moved with the change, giving his wolfish grin a strange metallic look.

He screamed in agony as his broken arm shifted, the muscles tensing around the break. A jet of blood shot out of the wound, falling a few feet away from me. It distracted me enough that I didn’t get another good shot at him.

He bound around the side of his truck just as I realigned my aim. My bullet ricocheted off the tail end, bouncing harmlessly into the night.

“Damn it,” I said. I walked slowly sideways, keeping my aim where I last saw the wolf. He couldn’t be far. The only place he could run was out in the open.

As soon as I stepped around the back of the truck, he leaped out at me. I was too far back for him to come anywhere close. I squeezed off two shots, both hitting, and he dropped to the ground. Before I could fire a final bullet into his brain, he was on his feet and charging.

I drew my sword and swung in a fluid movement that was all reflex. The silver blade took him in his good arm, nearly severing it at the elbow. He howled in pain and fell to the ground in a heap. Bloody froth fell from his lips and he rolled over onto his back to face me.

I stayed well back. Even an injured werewolf was dangerous. I considered shooting him in the head and finishing him off but stopped myself. I still needed answers.

I took a moment to glance around. I wasn’t totally positive Purple Hair was the only one in the truck. He might have had a friend. I also was worried about that flutter in the window. Who knew who might be watching?

“Why did Adrian send you?” I asked, my gaze returning to the wolf. There wasn’t much I could do about the house now. If someone was in there, they would be best served just to stay inside.

The wolf snarled at me and struggled to sit up.

I shot him in the leg.

He cried out and fell back, limp. He was bleeding all over, and I was pretty sure the crash had caused some serious internal injuries. Shifting as he had probably made them worse.

“I’d shift back if I were you,” I said, poking him in the groin with the tip of my sword. “You aren’t dead yet, and if you answer my questions, you won’t have to be.”

He shifted back, screaming all the while. The bullets lodged in his body ground against the bones, tearing bigger holes in his muscles. The pain had to be almost unbearable.

“Fuck you,” he said the moment he could speak again. Blood dribbled from his lips.

I took a step toward him. He was nude now, his clothes having fallen off him when he shifted the first time. There was no place for him to hide a weapon, at least no place he could get to quickly with a broken arm and a nearly severed one. If he tried to shift again, I could easily kill him before he completed the change.

“I could get you help,” I said. “You don’t have to die. Just tell me what I want to know.”

He tried to sneer again, but it turned into a grimace of pain. He was sweating profusely and was shaking. The slightest breath had to be pure agony.

“Why would Adrian send you after me? He had to know you stood no chance.”

He groaned and his eyes rolled into the back of his head, showing only whites.

“No, you don’t,” I said, kicking him in the broken arm.

He screamed, eyes flashing open. They turned a wolf yellow for an instant before turning back into his normal browns.

“I asked you a question.”

“I don’t have to fucking answer a thing.” He spoke through gritted teeth. Something was whistling and I wasn’t so sure it was his nose. He might have punctured a lung.

“I could leave you here to die,” I said. “I’m pretty sure your injuries are bad enough even a werewolf would struggle to recover.” I made a point to look around at what I hoped to be empty houses. “Or I could finish you off now. It matters little to me.”

“Then do it,” he spat. He screamed as he tried to shift positions on the ground. He moved his broken arm as if to clutch at the nearly severed one and screamed again. “Fuck.”

“I could take you to someone for help,” I said. I wasn’t so sure it would matter. He was losing a ton of blood. If he had been a Pureblood, he would have been dead by now. “All you have to do is tell me why Adrian sent you. He had to know it would end like this.”

The wolf started panting, his chest rising and falling in quick, hitching breaths. He licked at his lips and blood all but poured from his mouth. He wasn’t going to live much longer.

And he knew it too. He forced a grin and started laughing. It had to have hurt like hell to laugh like that, but he kept on doing it. Blood bubbles rose and burst from his lips. His wounds were pumping at an alarming rate. Blood stained the ground, and despite the fact he was a werewolf and taking his blood would drive me insane, it awoke the hunger within me.

I stepped back quickly, my fangs bursting free. Blood ran down my chin and my breathing started coming fast. I fought it as hard as I could. If I so much as tasted his blood, I knew I wouldn’t be able to stop. I had waited far too long to feed. I needed blood and I needed it soon.

“Kill me,” the wolf gasped between breaths. His laughing slowed and turned into something that sounded more like a death rattle. “Please. Kill me.”

I looked down at the man, wanting nothing more than to give him his dying wish, yet I was afraid to get any closer. My hunger needed sated. A bullet would kill him, but it wouldn’t feel as good.

“Kill me!” he shouted. He followed it up with a scream that had to have been heard miles away. His eyes were blazing and he was shuddering uncontrollably. The blood coming from his arm was slowing.

I wasn’t totally sure he would die on his own. He might suffer there, linger near death, but eventually recover.

I couldn’t have that.

I raised the gun, intent on putting an end to him and getting the hell out of there before my control broke.

Flashing blue and red lights stopped me. I dropped my aim and spun around as a police cruiser pulled up. I hadn’t even heard the car approaching. My eyes flashed to the window where I had seen movement and I wondered if whoever was inside had called the cops on us.

The cop got out, eyes wide, scanning the wreckage. My coat hid my sword, though if he looked hard enough, he would see my gun.

“Is everyone all right?” he asked. He looked from me, to the overturned truck, and then finally to the bleeding wolf on the ground. His eyes widened and he started to turn away.

I broke. Everything went blood red and I leaped at him, dropping my sword and gun. The officer managed to get an arm up in time so that I didn’t immediately sink my fangs into his neck, but it did him little good.

I slammed him up against the cruiser, only wanting one thing. It was the only thing that mattered. The smell of blood was overpowering, my need overriding every last ounce of control I had. The cop screamed, but his pleas went unanswered.

I bared my fangs at him and he fell abruptly silent. His eyes widened just as I buried my face in his neck and started feeding.

Some part of me knew what I was doing was wrong, that this man was innocent. But I also knew he was most likely safe to feed upon without testing him against silver. The Pureblood police regularly underwent silver tests to make sure they weren’t infected. An infected cop was relieved of duty and promptly forgotten about.

The officer fought beneath me, pushed at me with hands far too weak. He reached for his gun, but I intercepted him out of pure reflex, grabbing his arm and twisting it behind him. I felt it snap as I twisted too far. He screamed and kicked feebly at my legs.

His fighting weakened and my brain kicked back on. I wanted to keep feeding, wanted to drain him of every last drop. If I were to kill him, I would be able to go without feeding longer. There was something about that last pull that sucked the essence straight out of a victim. If I stopped now, I would have to feed again all too soon.

But as much as I wanted to keep going, I forced myself to stop. I jerked away from him and staggered back a few steps, appalled at what I had just done. The cop slumped down the front of his cruiser, blood dribbling from the wounds in his neck. He stared at me with mostly glazed eyes.

I didn’t know what to do. He would die if I left him there. I glanced at the wolf, but he had stopped struggling. I wasn’t sure if he was dead or unconscious, and it really didn’t matter. I had bigger problems to worry about.

I opened the cruiser door and tore open the glove compartment. There were napkins there and I grabbed every one I could find. I slapped them against the wound in the cop’s neck, and raised his hand and pressed it against the napkins.

“Hold these tight,” I said, slapping him lightly on the face. He gave me a dazed look but held on to the napkins. His broken arm hung limply at his side.

Once I was sure he wasn’t going to pass out on me, I reached into the car and grabbed his radio. “Officer down.” I gave our location and let the mic drop to the floor as the person on the other end started asking rapid-fire questions.

I stepped back, wishing there was more I could do. If I took the cop to a hospital, I was sure they wouldn’t let me leave. They would want to know what happened, and when they found out, they would try to detain me.

I couldn’t hurt anyone else. Not tonight.

I hurried to my Honda, hating myself with every step. I should have done more. I shouldn’t have attacked him. I never should have let myself get so far gone.

I grabbed my sword and gun on the way and started the motorcycle. It rumbled to life, sounding too loud in the suddenly quiet night. I pulled back onto the road, giving the cop one last apologetic look.

Then I left him there. To live or die? I didn’t know.

I wasn’t so sure it mattered.
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