
        
            
        
    




The Blood Books (Blood Price, Blood Trail, Blood Lines, Blood Pact, Blood Debt) are a series (that really need a series title) about Vicky Nelson, an ex-Metropolitan Toronto police detective now private investigator, Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci still on the force, and Henry Fitzroy, the bastard son of Henry VIII, romance writer and vampire. Although each book has a self-contained plot, the characters develop through out the series. While you can read them out of order, they work better if you don't.





I originally intended to end the series with Blood Pact but it turned out I had a few more things I wanted to say about the characters so I wrote Blood Debt. I've now said everything I need to at novel length and there will be no more Blood books. None.





Zip. Zilch. Nada.





But I'm not closing the door entirely. I may spin Tony off into his own investigations of the weird and for those of you who can't wait for something so nebulous, there have been, and will be, short stories.





"This Town Ain't Big Enough" is a direct sequel to Blood Pact and is referred to in Blood Debt.





THIS TOWN AIN'T BIG ENOUGH





"Ow! Vicki, be careful!"





"Sorry. Sometimes I forget how sharp they are."





"Terrific." He wove his fingers through her hair and pulled just hard enough to make his point. "Don't."





"Don't what?" She grinned up at him, teeth gleaming ivory in the moonlight spilling across the bed. "Don't forget or don't…"





The sudden demand of the telephone for attention buried the last of her question.





Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci sighed. "Hold that thought," he said, rolled over, and reached for the phone. "Celluci."





"Fifty-two division just called. They've found a body down at Richmond and Peter they think we might want to have a look at."





"Dave, it's…" He squinted at the clock. "…one twenty-nine in the am and I'm off duty."





On the other end of the line, his partner, theoretically off duty as well, refused to take the hint. "Ask me who the stiff is?"





Celluci sighed again. "Who's the stiff?"





"MacEisler."





"Shit."





"Funny, that's exactly what I said." Nothing in Dave Graham's voice indicated he appreciated the joke. "I'll be there in ten."





"Make it fifteen."





"You in the middle of something?"





Celluci watched as Vicki sat up and glared at him. "I was."





"Welcome to the wonderful world of law enforcement."





Vicki's hand shot out and caught Celluci's wrist before he could heave the phone across the room. "Who's Mac Eisler?" she asked as, scowling, he dropped the receiver back in its cradle and swung his legs off the bed.





"You heard that?"





"I can hear the beating of your heart, the movement of your blood, the song of your life." She scratched the back of her leg with one bare foot. "I should think I can overhear a lousy phone conversation."





"Eisler's a pimp." Celluci reached for the light switch, changed his mind, and began pulling on his clothes. Given the full moon riding just outside the window, it wasn't exactly dark and given Vicki's sensitivity to bright light, not to mention her temper, he figured it was safer to cope. "We're pretty sure he offed one of his girls a couple weeks ago."





Vicki scooped her shirt up off the floor. "Irene Macdonald?"





"What? You overheard that too?"





"I get around. How sure's pretty sure?"





"Personally positive. But we had nothing solid to hold him on."





"And now he's dead." Skimming her jeans up over her hips, she dipped her brows in a parody of deep thought. "Golly, I wonder if there's a connection."





"Golly yourself," Celluci snarled. "You're not coming with me."





"Did I ask?"





"I recognized the tone of voice. I know you, Vicki. I knew you when you were a cop, I knew you when you were a P.I. and I don't care how much you've changed physically, I know you now you're a…a…"





"Vampire." Her pale eyes seemed more silver than grey. "You can say it, Mike. It won't hurt my feelings. Bloodsucker. Nightwalker. Creature of Darkness."





"Pain in the butt." Carefully avoiding her gaze, he shrugged into his shoulder holster and slipped a jacket on over it. "This is police business, Vicki, stay out of it. Please." He didn't wait for a response but crossed the shadows to the bedroom door. Then he paused, one foot over the threshold. "I doubt I'll be back by dawn. Don't wait up."





Vicki Nelson, ex of the Metropolitan Toronto Police Force, ex private investigator, recent vampire, decided to let him go. If he could joke about the change, he accepted it. And besides, it was always more fun to make him pay for smart-ass remarks when he least expected it.





She watched from the darkness as Celluci climbed into Dave Graham's car, then, with the tail-lights disappearing in the distance, she dug out his spare set of car keys and proceeded to leave tangled entrails of the Highway Traffic Act strewn from Downsview to the heart of Toronto.





It took no supernatural ability to find the scene of the crime. What with the police, the press, and the morbidly curious, the area seethed with people. Vicki slipped past the constable stationed at the far end of the alley and followed the paths of shadow until she stood just outside the circle of police around the body.





Mac Eisler had been a somewhat attractive, not very tall, white male Caucasian. Eschewing the traditional clothing excesses of his profession, he was dressed simply in designer jeans and an olive-green raw silk jacket. At the moment, he wasn't looking his best. A pair of rusty nails had been shoved through each manicured hand, securing his body upright across the back entrance of a trendy restaurant. Although the pointed toes of his tooled leather cowboy boots indented the wood of the door, Eisler's head had been turned completely around so that he stared, in apparent astonishment, out into the alley.





The smell of death fought with the stink of urine and garbage. Vicki frowned. There was another scent, a pungent predator scent that raised the hair on the back of her neck and drew her lips up off her teeth. Surprised by the strength of her reaction, she stepped silently into a deeper patch of night lest she give herself away.





"Why the hell would I have a comment?"





Preoccupied with an inexplicable rage, she hadn't heard Celluci arrive until he greeted the press. Shifting position slightly, she watched as he and his partner moved in off the street and got their first look at the body.





"Jesus H. Christ."





"On crutches," agreed the younger of the two detectives already on the scene.





"Who found him?"





"Dishwasher, coming out with the trash. He was obviously meant to be found; they nailed the bastard right across the door."





"The kitchen's on the other side and no one heard hammering?"





"I'll go you one better than that. Look at the rust on the head of those nails - they haven't been hammered."





"What? Someone just pushed the nails through Eisler's hands and into solid wood?"





"Looks like."





Celluci snorted. "You trying to tell me that Superman's gone bad?"





Under the cover of their laughter, Vicki bent and picked up a piece of planking. There were four holes in the unbroken end and two remaining three-inch spikes. She pulled a spike out of the wood and pressed it into the wall of the building by her side. A smut of rust marked the ball of her thumb but the nail looked no different.





She remembered the scent.





Vampire.





"…unable to come to the phone. Please leave a message after the long beep."





"Henry? It's Vicki. If you're there, pick up." She stared across the dark kitchen, twisting the phone cord between her fingers. "Come on, Fitzroy, I don't care what you're doing, this is important." Why wasn't he home writing? Or chewing on Tony. Or something. "Look, Henry, I need some information. There's another one of, of us, hunting my territory and I don't know what I should do. I know what I want to do…" The rage remained, interlaced with the knowledge of another. "… but I'm new at this bloodsucking undead stuff, maybe I'm over-reacting. Call me. I'm still at Mike's."





She hung up and sighed. Vampires didn't share territory. Which was why Henry had stayed in Vancouver and she'd come back to Toronto.





Well, all right, it's not the only reason I came back. She tossed Celluci's spare car keys into the drawer in the phone table and wondered if she should write him a note to explain the mysterious emptying of his gas tank. "Nah. He's a detective, let him figure it out."





Sunrise was at five twelve. Vicki didn't need a clock to tell her that it was almost time. She could feel the sun stroking the edges of her awareness.





"It's like that final instant, just before someone hits you from behind, when you know it's going to happen but you can't do a damn thing about it." She crossed her arms on Celluci 's chest and pillowed her head on them adding, "Only it lasts longer."





"And this happens every morning?"





"Just before dawn."





"And you're going to live forever?"





"That's what they tell me. "





Celluci snorted. "You can have it. "





Although Celluci had offered to light-proof one of the two unused bedrooms, Vicki had been uneasy about the concept. At four and a half centuries, maybe Henry Fitzroy could afford to be blase about immolation but Vicki still found the whole idea terrifying and had no intention of being both helpless and exposed. Anyone could walk into a bedroom.





No one would accidentally walk into an enclosed plywood box, covered in a blackout curtain, at the far end of a five foot high crawl space - but just to be on the safe side, Vicki dropped two by fours into iron brackets over the entrance. Folded nearly in half, she hurried to her sanctuary, feeling the sun drawing closer, closer. Somehow she resisted the urge to turn.





"There's nothing behind me," she muttered, awkwardly stripping off her clothes. Her heart slamming against her ribs, she crawled under the front flap of the box, latched it behind her, and squirmed into her sleeping bag, stretched out ready for the dawn.





"Jesus H. Christ, Vicki," Celluci had said, squatting at one end while she'd wrestled the twin bed mattress inside. "At least a coffin would have a bit of historical dignity. "





"You know where I can get one?"





"I'm not having a coffin in my basement. "





"Then quit flapping your mouth. "





She wondered, as she lay there waiting for oblivion, where the other was. Did they feel the same near panic knowing that they had no control over the hours from dawn to dusk? Or had they, like Henry, come to accept the daily death that governed an immortal life? There should, she supposed, be a sense of kinship between them but all she could feel was a possessive fury. No one hunted in her territory.





"Pleasant dreams," she said as the sun teetered on the edge of the horizon. "And when I find you, you're toast."





Celluci had been and gone by the time the darkness returned. The note he'd left about the car was profane and to the point. Vicki added a couple of words he'd missed and stuck it under a refrigerator magnet in case he got home before she did.





She'd pick up the scent and follow it, the hunter becoming the hunted and, by dawn, the streets would be hers again.





The yellow police tape still stretched across the mouth of the alley. Vicki ignored it. Wrapping the night around her like a cloak, she stood outside the restaurant door and sifted the air.





Apparently, a pimp crucified over the fire exit hadn't been enough to close the place and Tex Mex had nearly obliterated the scent of a death not yet twenty-four hours old. Instead of the predator, all she could smell was fajitas.





"God damn it," she muttered, stepping closer and sniffing the wood. "How the hell am I supposed to find…"





She sensed his life the moment before he spoke.





"What are you doing?"





Vicki sighed and turned. "I'm sniffing the door frame. What's it look like I'm doing?"





"Let me be more specific," Celluci snarled. "What are you doing here?"





"I'm looking for the person who offed Mac Eisler," Vicki began. She wasn't sure how much more explanation she was willing to offer.





"No, you're not. You are not a cop. You aren't even a P.I. anymore. And how the hell am I going to explain you if Dave sees you?"





Her eyes narrowed. "You don't have to explain me, Mike."





"Yeah? He thinks you're in Vancouver."





"Tell him I came back."





"And do I tell him that you spend your days in a box in my basement? And that you combust in sunlight? And what do I tell him about your eyes?"





Vicki's hand rose to push at the bridge of her glasses but her fingers touched only air. The retinitis pigmentosa that had forced her from the Metro Police and denied her the night had been reversed when Henry'd changed her. The darkness held no secrets from her now. "Tell him they got better."





"RP doesn't get better."





"Mine did."





"Vicki, I know what you're doing." He dragged both hands up through his hair. "You've done it before. You had to quit the force. You were half-blind. So what? Your life may have changed but you were still going to prove that you were "Victory" Nelson. And it wasn't enough to be a private investigator. You threw yourself into stupidly dangerous situations just to prove you were still who you wanted to be. And now your life has changed again and you're playing the same game."





She could hear his heart pounding, see a vein pulsing, framed in the white vee of his open collar, feel the blood surging just below the surface in reach of her teeth. The Hunger rose and she had to use every bit of control Henry had taught her to force it back down. This wasn't about that.





Since she'd returned to Toronto, she'd been drifting; feeding, hunting, relearning the night, relearning her relationship with Michael Celluci. The early morning phone call had crystallized a subconscious discontent and, as Celluci pointed out, there was really only one thing she knew how to do.





Part of his diatribe was based on concern. After all their years together playing cops and lovers she knew how he thought; if something as basic as sunlight could kill her, what else waited to strike her down? It was only human nature for him to want to protect the people he loved - for him to want to protect her.





But, that was only the basis for part of the diatribe.





"You can't have been happy with me lazing around your house. I can't cook and I don't do windows." She stepped towards him. "I should think you'd be thrilled that I'm finding my feet again."





"Vicki."





"I wonder," she mused, holding tight to the Hunger, "how you'd feel about me being involved in this if it wasn't your case. I am, after all, better equipped to hunt the night than, oh, detective-sergeants."





"Vicki…" Her name had become a nearly inarticulate growl.





She leaned forward until her lips brushed his ear. "Bet you I solve this one first." Then she was gone, moving into shadow too quickly for mortal eyes to track.





"Who you talking to Mike?" Dave Graham glanced around the empty alley. "I thought I heard…" Then he caught sight of the expression on his partner's face. "Never mind."





Vicki couldn't remember the last time she felt so alive. Which, as I'm now a card-carrying member of the bloodsucking undead, makes for an interesting feeling. She strode down Queen Street West, almost intoxicated by the lives surrounding her, fully aware of crowds parting to let her through and the admiring glances that traced her path. A connection had been made between her old life and her new one.





"You must surrender the day," Henry had told her, "but you need not surrender anything else."





"So what you're trying to tell me," she'd snarled, "is that we're just normal people who drink blood?"





Henry had smiled. "How many normal people do you know?"





She hated it when he answered a question with a question but now, she recognized his point. Honesty forced her to admit that Celluci had a point as well. She did need to prove to herself that she was still herself. She always had. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same.





"Well, now we've got that settled…" She looked around for a place to sit and think. In her old life, that would have meant a donut shop or the window seat in a cheap restaurant and as many cups of coffee as it took. In this new life, being enclosed with humanity did not encourage contemplation. Besides, coffee, a major component of the old equation, made her violently ill - a fact she deeply resented.





A few years back, CITY TV, a local Toronto station, had renovated a deco building on the corner of Queen and John. They'd done a beautiful job and the six story, white building, with its ornately molded modern windows, had become a focal point of the neighborhood. Vicki slid into the narrow walkway that separated it from its more down-at-the-heels neighbor and swarmed up what effectively amounted to a staircase for one of her kind.





When she reached the roof a few seconds later, she perched on one crenellated corner and looked out over the downtown core. These were her streets; not Celluci's and not some out of town bloodsucker's. It was time she took them back. She grinned and fought the urge to strike a dramatic pose.





All things considered, it wasn't likely that the Metropolitan Toronto Police Department - in the person of Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci - would be willing to share information. Briefly, she regretted issuing the challenge then she shrugged it off. As Henry said, the night was too long for regrets.





She sat and watched the crowds jostling about on the sidewalks below, clumps of color indicating tourists amongst the Queen Street regulars. On a Friday night in August, this was the place to be as the Toronto artistic community rubbed elbows with wanna-bes and never-woulds.





Vicki frowned. Mac Eisler had been killed before midnight on a Thursday night in an area that never completely slept. Someone had to have seen or heard something. Something they probably didn't believe and were busy denying. Murder was one thing, creatures of the night were something else again. "Now then," she murmured, "where would a person like that - and considering the time and day we're assuming a regular not a tourist - where would that person be tonight?"





She found him in the third bar she checked, tucked back in a corner, trying desperately to get drunk, and failing. His eyes darted from side to side, both hands were locked around his glass, and his body language screamed I'm dealing with some bad shit here, leave me alone.





Vicki sat down beside him and for an instant let the Hunter show. His reaction was everything she could have hoped for.





He stared at her, frozen in terror, his mouth working but no sound coming out.





"Breathe," she suggested.





The ragged intake of air did little to calm him but it did break the paralysis. He shoved his chair back from the table and started to stand.





Vicki closed her fingers around his wrist. "Stay."





He swallowed and sat down again.





His skin was so hot it nearly burned and she could feel his pulse beating against it like a small wild creature struggling to be free. The Hunger clawed at her and her own breathing became a little ragged. "What's your name?"





She caught his gaze with hers and held it. "You saw something last night."





"Yes." Stretched almost to the breaking point, he began to tremble.





"Do you live around here?"





"Yes."





Vicki stood and pulled him to his feet, her tone half command half caress. "Take me there. We have to talk."





Phil stared at her. "Talk?"





She could barely hear the question over the call of his blood. "Well, talk first."





"It was a woman. Dressed all in black. Hair like a thousand strands of shadow, skin like snow, eyes like black ice. She chuckled, deep in her throat, when she saw me and licked her lips. They were painfully red. Then she vanished, so quickly that she left an image on the night."





"Didyou see what she was doing?"





"No. But then, she didn 't have be doing anything to be terrifying. I've spent the last twenty-four hours feeling like I met my death."





Phil had turned out to be a bit of a poet. And a bit of an athlete. All in all, Vicki considered their time together well spent. Working carefully after he fell asleep, she took away his memory of her and muted the meeting in the alley. It was the least she could do for him.





Description sounds like someone escaped from a Hammer film; The Bride ofDracula Kills a Pimp.





She paused, key in the lock, and cocked her head. Celluci was home, she could feel his life and if she listened very hard, she could hear the regular rhythm of breathing that told her he was asleep. Hardly surprising as it was only three hours to dawn.





There was no reason to wake him as she had no intention of sharing what she'd discovered and no need to feed but, after a long, hot shower, she found herself standing at the door of his room. And then at the side of his bed.





Mike Celluci was thirty-seven. There were strands of grey in his hair and although sleep had smoothed out many of the lines, the deeper creases around his eyes remained. He would grow older. In time, he would die. What would she do then?





She lifted the sheet and tucked herself up close to his side. He sighed and without completely waking scooped her closer still.





"Hair's wet," he muttered.





Vicki twisted, reached up, and brushed the long curl back off his forehead. "I had a shower,"





"Where'd you leave the towel?"





"In a sopping pile on the floor."





Celluci grunted inarticulately and surrendered to sleep again. Vicki smiled and kissed his eyelids. "I love you too." She stayed beside him until the threat of sunrise drove her away.





"Irene Macdonald."





Vicki lay in the darkness and stared unseeing up at the plywood. The sun was down and she was free to leave her sanctuary but she remained a moment longer, turning over the name that had been on her tongue when she woke. She remembered facetiously wondering if the deaths of Irene Macdonald and her pimp were connected.





Irene had been found beaten nearly to death in the bathroom of her apartment. She'd died two hours later in the hospital.





Celluci said that he was personally certain Mac Eisler was responsible. That was good enough for Vicki.





Eisler could've been unlucky enough to run into a vampire who fed on terror as well as blood - Vicki had tasted terror once or twice during her first year when the Hunger occasionally slipped from her control and she knew how addictive it could be - or he could've been killed in revenge for Irene.





Vicki could think of one sure way to find out.





"Brandon? It's Vicki Nelson."





"Victoria?" Surprise lifted most of the Oxford accent off Dr. Brandon Singh's voice. "I thought you'd relocated to British Columbia."





"Yeah, well, I came back."





"I suppose that might account for the improvement over the last month or so in a certain detective we both know."





She couldn't resist asking. "Was he really bad while I was gone?"





Brandon laughed. "He was unbearable and, as you know, I am able to bear a great deal. So, are you still in the same line of work?"





"Yes, I am." Yes, she was. God, it felt good. "Are you still the Assistant Coroner?"





"Yes, I am. As I think I can safely assume you didn't call me, at home, long after office hours, just to inform me that you're back on the job, what do you want?"





Vicki winced. "I was wondering if you'd had a look at Mac Eisler."





"Yes, Victoria, I have. And I'm wondering why you can't call me during regular business hours. You must know how much I enjoy discussing autopsies in front of my children."





"Oh God, I'm sorry Brandon, but it's important."





"Yes. It always is." His tone was so dry it crumbled. "But since you've already interrupted my evening, try to keep my part of the conversation to a simple yes or no."





"Did you do a blood volume check on Eisler?"





"Yes."





"Was there any missing?"





"No. Fortunately, in spite of the trauma to the neck the integrity of the blood vessels had not been breached."





So much for yes or no; she knew he couldn't keep to it. "You've been a big help, Brandon, thanks."





"I'd say any time, but you'd likely hold me to it." He hung up abruptly.





Vicki replaced the receiver and frowned. She - the other - hadn't fed. The odds moved in favor of Eisler killed because he murdered Irene.





"Well, if it isn't Andrew P." Vicki leaned back against the black Trans Am and adjusted the pair of non-prescription glasses she'd picked up just after sunset. With her hair brushed off her face and the window-glass lenses in front of her eyes, she didn't look much different than she had a year ago. Until she smiled.





The pimp stopped dead in his tracks, bluster fading before he could get the first obscenity out. He swallowed, audibly. "Nelson. I heard you were gone."





Listening to his heart race, Vicki's smile broadened. "I came back. I need some information. I need the name of one of Eisler's other girls."





"I don't know." Unable to look away, he started to shake. "I didn't have anything to do with him. I don't remember."





Vicki straightened and took a slow step towards him. "Try, Andrew."





There was a sudden smell of urine and a darkening stain down the front of the pimp's cotton drawstring pants. "Uh, D…D…Debbie Ho. That's all I can remember. Really."





"And she works?"





"Middle of the track." His tongue tripped over the words in the rush to spit them at her. "Jarvis and Carlton."





"Thank you." Sweeping a hand towards his car, Vicki stepped aside.





He dove past her and into the driver's seat, jabbing the key into the ignition. The powerful engine roared to life and with one last panicked look into the shadows, he screamed out of the driveway, ground his way through three gear changes, and hit eighty before he reached the corner.





The two cops, quietly sitting in the parking lot of the donut shop on that same corner, hit their siren and took off after him.





Vicki slipped the glasses into the inner pocket of the tweed jacket she'd borrowed from Celluci's closet and grinned. "To paraphrase a certain adolescent crime-fighting amphibian, I love being a vampire."





"I need to talk to you Debbie."





The young woman started and whirled around, glaring suspiciously at Vicki. "You a cop?"





Vicki sighed. "Not any more." Apparently, it was easier to hide the vampire than the detective. "I'm a private investigator and I want to ask you some questions about Irene Macdonald."





"If you're looking for the shithead who killed her, you're too late. Someone already found him."





"And that's who I'm looking for."





"Why?" Debbie shifted her weight to one hip.





"Maybe I want give them a medal."





The hooker's laugh held little humor. "You got that right. Mac got everything he deserved."





"Did Irene ever do women?"





Debbie snorted. "Not for free," she said pointedly.





Vicki handed her a twenty.





"Yeah, sometimes. It's safer, medically, you know?"





Editing out Phil's more ornate phrases, Vicki repeated his description of the woman in the alley.





Debbie snorted again. "Who the hell looks at their faces?"





"You'd remember this one if you saw her. She's…" Vicki weighed and discarded several possibilities and finally settled on, "…powerful."





"Powerful." Debbie hesitated, frowned, and continued in a rush. "There was this person Irene was seeing a lot but she wasn't charging. That's one of the things that set Mac off, not that the shithead needed much encouragement. We knew it was gonna happen, I mean we've all felt Mac's temper, but Irene wouldn't stop. She said that just being with this person was a high better than drugs. I guess it could've been a woman. And since she was sort of the reason Irene died, well, I know they used to meet in this bar on Queen West. Why are you hissing?"





"Hissing?" Vicki quickly yanked a mask of composure down over her rage. The other hadn't come into her territory only to killEisler - she was definitely hunting it. "I'm not hissing. I'm just having a little trouble breathing."





"Yeah, tell me about it." Debbie waved a hand ending in three inch scarlet nails at the traffic on Jarvis. "You should try standing here sucking carbon monoxide all night."





In another mood, Vicki might have re-applied the verb to a different object but she was still too angry. "Do you know which bar?"





"What, now I'm her social director? No, I don't know which bar." Apparently they'd come to the end of the information twenty dollars could buy as Debbie turned her attention to a prospective client in a grey sedan. The interview was clearly over.





Vicki sucked the humid air past her teeth. There weren't that many bars on Queen West. Last night she'd found Phil in one. Tonight; who knew.





Now that she knew enough to search for it, minute traces of the other predator hung in the air - diffused and scattered by the paths of prey. With so many lives masking the trail, it would be impossible to track her. Vicki snarled. A pair of teenagers, noses pierced, heads shaved, and Doc Martin's laced to the knee, decided against asking for change and hastily crossed the street.





It was Saturday night, minutes to Sunday. The bars would be closing soon. If the other was hunting, she would have already chosen her prey.





I wish Henry had called back. Maybe over the centuries they've - we've - evolved ways to deal with this. Maybe we're supposed to talk first. Maybe it's considered bad manners to rip her face off and feed it to her if she doesn't agree to leave.





Standing in the shadow of a recessed storefront, just beyond the edge of the artificial safety the street-light offered to the children of the sun, she extended her senses the way she'd been taught and touched death within the maelstrom of life.





She found Phil, moments later, lying in yet another of the alleys that serviced the business of the day and provided a safe haven for the darker business of the night. His body was still warm but his heart had stopped beating and his blood no longer sang. Vicki touched the tiny, nearly closed wound she'd made in his wrist the night before and then the fresh wound in the bend of his elbow. She didn't know how he had died but she knew who had done it. He stank of the other.





Vicki no longer cared what was traditionally "done" in these instances. There would be no talking. No negotiating. It had gone one life beyond that.





"I rather thought that if I killed him you'd come and save me the trouble of tracking you down. And here you are, charging in without taking the slightest of precautions." Her voice was low, not so much threatening as in itself a threat. "You're hunting in my territory, child."





Still kneeling by Phil's side, Vicki lifted her head. Ten feet away, only her face and hands clearly visible, the other vampire stood. Without thinking - unable to think clearly through the red rage that shrieked for release - Vicki launched herself at the snow-white column of throat, finger hooked to talons, teeth bared.





The Beast Henry had spent a year teaching her to control, was loose. She felt herself lost in its raw power and she reveled in it.





The other made no move until the last possible second then she lithely twisted and slammed Vicki to one side.





Pain eventually brought reason back. Vicki lay panting in the fetid damp at the base of a dumpster, one eye swollen shut, a gash across her forehead still sluggishly bleeding. Her right arm was broken.





"You're strong," the other told her, a contemptuous gaze pinning her to the ground. "In another hundred years you might have stood a chance. But you're an infant. A child. You haven't the experience to control what you are. This will be your only warning. Get out of my territory. If we meet again, I will kill you."





Vicki sagged against the inside of the door and tried to lift her arm. During the two and a half hours it had taken her to get back to Celluci's house, the bone had begun to set. By tomorrow night, provided she fed in the hours remaining until dawn, she should be able use it.





"Vicki?"





She started. Although she'd known he was home, she'd assumed - without checking - that because of the hour he'd be asleep. She squinted as the hall light came on and wondered, listening to him pad down the stairs in bare feet, whether she had the energy to make it into the basement bathroom before he saw her.





He came into the kitchen, tying his bathrobe belt around him, and flicked on the overhead light. "We need to talk," he said grimly as the shadows that might have hidden her fled. "Jesus H. Christ. What the hell happened to you?"





"Nothing much." Eyes squinted nearly shut, Vicki gingerly probed the swelling on her forehead. "You should see the other guy."





Without speaking, Celluci reached over and hit the play button on the telephone answering machine.





"Vicki? Henry. If someone'shunting your territory, whatever you do, don't challenge. Do you hear me? Don't challenge. You can't win. They're going to be older, able to overcome the instinctive rage and remain in full command of their power. If you won't surrender the territory…" The sigh the tape played back gave a clear opinion of how likely he thought that was to occur, "…you're going to have to negotiate. If you can agree on boundaries there's no reason why you can't share the city." His voice suddenly belonged again to the lover she'd lost with the change. "Call me, please, before you do anything."





It was the only message on the tape.





"Why," Celluci asked as it rewound, his gaze taking in the cuts and the bruising and the filth, "do I get the impression that it's "the other guy" Fitzroy's talking about?"





Vicki tried to shrug. Her shoulders refused to co-operate. "It's my city, Mike. It always has been. I'm going to take it back."





He stared at her for a long moment then he shook his head. "You heard what Henry said. You can't win. You haven't been…what you are, long enough. It's only been fourteen months."





"I know." The rich scent of his life prodded the Hunger and she moved to put a little distance between them.





He closed it up again. "Come on." Laying his hand in the center of her back, he steered her towards the stairs. Put it aside for now, his tone told her. We 'II argue about it later. "You need a bath."





"I need…"





"I know. But you need a bath first. I just changed the sheets."





The darkness wakes us all in different ways, Henry had told her. We were all human once and we carried our differences through the change.





For Vicki, it was like the flicking of a switch; one moment she wasn't, the next she was. This time, when she returned from the little death of the day, an idea returned with her.





Four hundred and fifty odd years a vampire, Henry had been seventeen when he changed. The other had walked the night for perhaps as long - her gaze had carried the weight of several lifetimes - but her physical appearance suggested that her mortal life had lasted even less time than Henry's had. Vicki allowed that it made sense. Disaster may have precipitated her change but passion was the usual cause.





And no one does that kind of never-say-die passion like a teenager.





It would be difficult for either Henry or the other to imagine a response that came out of a mortal not a vampiric experience. They'd both had centuries of the latter and not enough of the former to count.





Vicki had been only fourteen months a vampire but she'd been human thirty-two years when Henry'd saved her by drawing her to his blood to feed. During those thirty-two years, she'd been nine years a cop - two accelerated promotions, three citations, and the best arrest record on the force.





There was no chance of negotiation.





She couldn't win if she fought.





She'd be damned if she'd flee.





"Besides…" For all she realized where her strength had to lie, Vicki's expression held no humanity, "…she owes me for Phil."





Celluci had left her a note on the fridge. Does this have anything to do with Mac Eisler? Vicki stared at it for a moment then scribbled her answer underneath. Not anymore.





It took three weeks to find where the other spent her days. Vicki used old contacts where she could and made new ones where she had to. Any modern Van Helsing could have done the same.





For the next three weeks, Vicki hired someone to watch the other come and go, giving reinforced instructions to stay in the car with the windows closed and the air conditioning running. Life had an infinite number of variations but one piece of machinery smelled pretty much like any other. It irritated her that she couldn't sit stakeout herself but the information she needed would've kept her out after sunrise.





"How the hell did you burn your hand?"





Vicki continued to smear ointment over the blister. Unlike the injuries she'd taken in the alley, this would heal slowly and painfully. "Accident in a tanning salon."





"That's not funny."





She picked the roll of gauze up off the counter. "You're losing your sense of humor, Mike."





Celluci snorted and handed her the scissors. "I never had one."





"Mike, I wanted to warn you, I won't be back by sunrise."





Celluci turned slowly, the TV dinner he'd just taken from the microwave held in both hands. "What do you mean?"





She read the fear in his voice and lifted the edge of the tray so that the gravy didn't pour out and over his shoes. "I mean I'll be spending the day somewhere else."





"Where?"





"I can't tell you."





"Why? Never mind." He raised a hand as her eyes narrowed. "Don't tell me. I don't want to know. You're going after that other vampire aren't you? The one Fitzroy told you to leave alone."





"I thought you didn't want to know."





"I already know," he grunted. "I can read you like a book. With large type. And pictures."





Vicki pulled the tray from his grip and set it on the counter. "She's killed two people. Eisler was a scumbag who may have deserved it but the other…"





"Other?" Celluci exploded. "Jesus H. Christ, Vicki, in case you've forgotten, murder's against the law! Who the hell painted a big vee on your long-Johns and made you the vampire vigilante?"





"Don't you remember?" Vicki snapped. "You were there. I didn't make this decision, Mike. You and Henry made it for me. You'd just better learn to live with it." She fought her way back to calm. "Look, you can't stop her but I can. I know that galls but that's the way it is."





They glared at each other, toe to toe. Finally Celluci looked away.





"I can't stop you, can I?" he asked bitterly. "I'm only human after all."





"Don't sell yourself short," Vicki snarled. "You're quintessentially human. If you want to stop me, you face me and ask me not to go and then you remember it every time you go into a situation that could get your ass shot off."





After a long moment, he swallowed, lifted his head, and met her eyes. "Don't die. I thought I lost you once and I'm not strong enough to go through that again."





"Are you asking me not to go?"





He snorted. "I'm asking you to be careful. Not that you ever listen."





She took a step forward and rested her head against his shoulder, wrapping herself in the beating of his heart. "This time, I'm listening."





The studios in the converted warehouse on King Street were not supposed to be live-in. A good seventy-five percent of the tenants ignored that. The studio Vicki wanted was at the back on the third floor. The heavy steel door - an obvious upgrade by the occupant - had been secured by the best lock money could buy.





New senses and old skills got through it in record time.





Vicki pushed open the door with her foot and began carrying boxes inside. She had a lot to do before dawn.





"She goes out every night between ten and eleven then she comes home every morning between four and five. You could set your watch by her."





Vicki handed him an envelope.





He looked inside, thumbed through the money, then grinned up at her. "Pleasure doing business for you. Any time you need my services, you know where to call."





"Forget it," she told him.





And he did.





Because she expected her, Vicki knew the moment the other entered the building. The Beast stirred and she tightened her grip on it. To lose control now would be disaster.





She heard the elevator, then footsteps in the hall.





"You know I'm in here," she said silently, "and you know you can take me. Be overconfident, believe I'm a fool and walk right in."





"I thought you were smarter than this." The other stepped into the apartment then casually turned to lock the door. "I told you when I saw you again I'd kill you."





Vicki shrugged, the motion masking her fight to remain calm. "Don't you even want to know why I'm here?"





"I assume, you've come to negotiate." She raised ivory hands and released thick, black hair from its bindings. "We went past that when you attacked me." Crossing the room, she preened before a large ornate mirror that dominated one wall of the studio.





"I attacked you because you murdered Phil."





"Was that his name?" The other laughed. The sound had razored edges. "I didn't bother to ask it."





"Before you murdered him."





"Murdered? You are a child. They are prey, we are predators - their deaths are ours if we desire them. You'd have learned that in time." She turned, the patina of civilization stripped away. "Too bad you haven't any time left."





Vicki snarled but somehow managed to stop herself from attacking. Years of training whispered, Not yet. She had to stay exactly where she was.





"Oh yes." The sibilants flayed the air between them. "I almost forgot. You wanted me to ask you why you came. Very well. Why?"





Given the address and the reason, Celluci could've come to the studio during the day and slammed a stake through the other's heart. The vampire's strongest protection would be of no use against him. Mike Celluci believed in vampires.





"I came," Vicki told her, "because some things you have to do yourself."





The wire ran up the wall, tucked beside the surface mounted cable of a cheap renovation, and disappeared into the shadows that clung to a ceiling sixteen feet from the floor. The switch had been stapled down beside her foot. A tiny motion, too small to evoke attack, flipped it.





Vicki had realized from the beginning that there were a number of problems with her plan. The first involved placement. Every living space included an area where the occupant felt secure - a favorite chair, a window…a mirror. The second problem was how to mask what she'd done. While the other would not be able to sense the various bits of wiring and equipment, she'd be fully aware of Vicki's scent on the wiring and equipment. Only if Vicki remained in the studio, could that smaller trace be lost in the larger.





The third problem was directly connected with the second. Given that Vicki had to remain, how was she to survive?





Attached to the ceiling by sheer brute strength, positioned so that they shone directly down into the space in front of the mirror, were a double bank of lights cannibalized from a tanning bed. The sun held a double menace for the vampire - its return to the sky brought complete vulnerability and its rays burned.





Henry had a round scar on the back of one hand from too close an encounter with the sun. When her burn healed, Vicki would have a matching one from a deliberate encounter with an imitation.





The other screamed as the lights came on, the sound pure rage and so inhuman that those who heard it would have to deny it for sanity's sake.





Vicki dove forward, ripped the heavy brocade off the back of the couch, and burrowed frantically into its depths. Even that instant of light had bathed her skin in flame and she moaned as for a moment the searing pain became all she was. After a time, when it grew no worse, she managed to open her eyes.





The light couldn't reach her, but neither could she reach the switch to turn it off. She could see it, three feet away, just beyond the shadow of the couch. She shifted her weight and a line of blister rose across one leg. Biting back a shriek, she curled into a fetal position, realizing her refuge was not entirely secure.





Okay genius, now what?





Moving very, very carefully, Vicki wrapped her hand around the one by two that braced the lower edge of the couch. From the tension running along it, she suspected that breaking it off would result in at least a partial collapse of the piece of furniture.





And if it goes, I very well may go with it.





And then she heard the sound of something dragging itself across the floor.





Oh shit! She's not dead!





The wood broke, the couch began to fall in on itself, and Vicki, realizing that luck would have a large part to play in her survival, smacked the switch and rolled clear in the same motion.





The room plunged into darkness.





Vicki froze as her eyes slowly readjusted to the night. Which was when she finally became conscious of the smell. It had been there all along but her senses had refused to acknowledge it until they had to.





Sunlight burned.





Vicki gagged.





The dragging sound continued.





The hell with this! She didn't have time to wait for her eyes to repair the damage they'd obviously taken. She needed to see now. Fortunately, although it hadn't seemed fortunate at the time, she'd learned to maneuver without sight.





She threw herself across the room.





The light switch was where they always were, to the right of the door.





The thing on the floor pushed itself up on fingerless hands and glared at her out of the blackened ruin of a face. Laboriously it turned, hate radiating off it in palpable waves and began to pull itself towards her again.





Vicki stepped forward to meet it.





While the part of her that remembered being human writhed in revulsion, she wrapped her hands around its skull and twisted it in a full circle. The spine snapped. Another full twist and what was left of the head came off in her hands.





She'd been human for thirty-two years but she'd been fourteen months a vampire.





"No one hunts in my territory," she snarled as the other crumbled to dust.





She limped over to the wall and pulled the plug supplying power to the lights. Later, she'd remove them completely - the whole concept of sunlamps gave her the creeps.





When she turned, she was facing the mirror.





The woman who stared out at her through bloodshot eyes, exposed skin blistered and red, was a hunter. Always had been really. The question became, who was she to hunt?





Vicki smiled. Before the sun drove her to use her inherited sanctuary, she had a few quick phone calls to make. The first to Celluci; she owed him the knowledge that she'd survived the night. The second to Henry for much the same reason.





The third call would be to the eight hundred line that covered the classifieds of Toronto's largest alternative newspaper. This ad was going to be a little different than the one she'd placed upon leaving the force. Back then, she'd been incredibly depressed about leaving a job she loved for a life she saw as only marginally useful. This time, she had no regrets.





Victory Nelson, Investigator: Otherworldly Crimes a Specialty.





I'm a huge fan of Georgette Heyer's regency novels so when Pat Elrod asked me to do a story for a historical vampire anthology she was editing, I asked, in turn, if I could use Regency England. Pat was agreeable and so Henry Fitzroy sat down to play cards.





WHAT MANNER OF MAN





Shortly after three o'clock in the morning, Henry Fitzroy rose from the card table, brushed a bit of ash from the sleeve of his superbly fitting coat and inclined his head toward his few remaining companions. "If you'll excuse me, gentlemen, I believe I'll call it a night."





"Well, I won't excuse you." Sir William Wyndham glared up at Fitzroy from under heavy lids. "You've won eleven hundred pounds off me tonight, damn your eyes, and I want a chance to win it back."





His gaze flickering down to the cluster of empty bottles by Wyndham's elbow, Henry shook his head. "I don't think so, Sir William, not tonight."





"You don't think so?" Wyndham half rose in his chair, dark brows drawn into a deep vee over an aristocratic arc of nose. His elbow rocked one of the bottles. It began to fall.





Moving with a speed that made it clear he had not personally been indulging over the course of the evening's play, Henry caught the bottle just before it hit the floor. "Brandy," he chided softly, setting it back on the table, "is no excuse for bad manners."





Wyndham stared at him for a moment, confusion replacing the anger on his face, instinct warning him of a danger reason couldn't see. "Your pardon," he said at last. "Perhaps another night." He watched as the other man bowed and left, then muttered, "Insolent puppy."





"Who is?" asked another of the players, dragging his attention away from the brandy.





"Fitzroy." Raising his glass to his mouth, his hand surprisingly steady considering how much he'd already drunk, Wyndham tossed back the contents. "He speaks to me like that again and he can name his seconds."





"Well, I wouldn't fight him."





"No one's asking you to."





"He's just the sort of quiet chap who's the very devil when pushed too far. I've seen that look in his eyes, I tell you – the very devil when pushed too far."





"Shut up." Opening a fresh deck, Wyndham sullenly pushed Henry Fitzroy from his thoughts and set about trying to make good his losses.





His curly brimmed beaver set at a fashionably rakish angle on his head, Henry stood on the steps of his club and stared out at London. Its limits had expanded since the last time he'd made it his principal residence, curved courts of elegant townhouses had risen where he remembered fields, but, all in all, it hadn't changed much. There was still something about London – a feel, an atmosphere – shared by no other city in the world.





One guinea-gold brow rose as he shot an ironic glance upward at the haze that hung over the buildings, the smoke from a thousand chimney pots that blocked the light of all but the brightest stars. Atmosphere was, perhaps, a less than appropriate choice of words. "Shall I get you a hackney or a chair, Mr. Fitzroy?" "Thank you, no." He smiled at the porter, his expression calculated to charm, and heard the elderly man's heart begin to beat a little faster. The Hunger rose in response but he firmly pushed it back. It would be the worst of bad ton to feed so close to home. It would also be dangerous but, in the England of the Prince Regent, safety came second to social approval. "I believe I'll walk."





"If you're sure, sir. There's some bad'uns around after dark." "I'm sure." Henry's smile broadened. "I doubt I'll be bothered."





The porter watched as the young man made his way down the stairs and along St. James Street. He'd watched a lot of gentlemen during the years he'd worked the clubs – first at Boodles, then at Brook's, and finally here at White's – and Mr. Henry Fitzroy had the unmistakable mark of Quality. For all he was so polite and soft-spoken, something about him spoke strongly of power. It would, the porter decided, take a desperate man, or a stupid one, to put Mr. Fitzroy in any danger. Of course, London has no shortage of either desperate or stupid men.





"Take care, sir," he murmured as he turned to go inside.





Henry quelled the urge to lift a hand in acknowledgement of the porter's concern, judging that he'd moved beyond the range of mortal hearing. As the night air held a decided chill, he shoved his hands deep in the pockets of his many-caped greatcoat, even though it would have to get a great deal colder before he'd feel it. A successful masquerade demanded attention to small details.





Humming under his breath, he strode down Brook Street to Grosvenor Square, marveling at the new technological wonder of the gaslights. The long lines of little brightish dots created almost as many shadows as they banished but they were still a big improvement over a servant carrying a lantern on a stick. That he had no actual need of the light, Henry considered unimportant in view of the achievement.





Turning toward his chambers in Albany, he heard the unmistakable sounds of a fight. He paused, head cocked, sifting through the lives involved. Three men beating a fourth.





"Not at all sporting," he murmured, moving forward so quickly that, had anyone been watching, it would have seemed he simply disappeared.





"Be sure that he's dead." The man who spoke held a narrow sword in one hand and the cane it had come out of in the other. The man on the ground groaned and the steel point moved around. "Never mind, I'll take care of it myself."





Wearing an expression of extreme disapproval, Henry stepped out of the shadows, grabbed the swordsman by the back of his coat, and threw him down the alley. When the other two whirled to face him, he drew his lips back off his teeth and said, in a tone of polite, but inarguable menace, "Run."





Prey recognized predator. They ran.





He knelt by the wounded man, noted how the heartbeat faltered, looked down, and saw a face he knew. Captain Charles Evans of the Horse Guards, the nephew of the current Earl of Whitby. Not one of his few friends – friends were chosen with a care honed by centuries of survival – but Henry couldn't allow him to die alone in some dark alley like a stray dog.





A sudden noise drew his attention around to the man with the sword-cane. Up on his knees, his eyes unfocused, he groped around for his weapon. Henry snarled. The man froze, whimpered once, then, face twisted with fear, scrambled to his feet and joined his companions in flight.





The sword had punched a hole high in the captain's left shoulder, not immediately fatal but bleeding to death was a distinct possibility.





"Fitz…roy?"





"So you're awake are you?" Taking the other man's chin in a gentle grip, Henry stared down into pain-filled eyes. "I think it might be best if you trusted me and slept," he said quietly.





The captain's lashes fluttered then settled down to rest against his cheeks like fringed shadows.





Satisfied that he was unobserved, Henry pulled aside the bloodstained jacket – like most military men, Captain Evans favored Scott – and bent his head over the wound.





"You cut it close. Sun's almost up."





Henry pushed past the small, irritated form of his servant. "Don't fuss, Varney, I've plenty of time."





"Plenty of time is it?" Closing and bolting the door, the little man hurried down the short hall in Henry's shadow. "I was worried sick, I was, and all you can say is don't fuss?"





Sighing, Henry shrugged out of his greatcoat – a muttering Varney caught it before it hit the floor – and stepped into his sitting room. There was a fire lit in the grate, heavy curtains over the window that opened onto a tiny balcony, and a thick oak slab of a door replacing the folding doors that had originally led to the bedchamber. The furniture was heavy and dark, as close as Henry could come to the furniture of his youth. It had been purchased in a fit of nostalgia and was now mostly ignored.





"You've blood on your cravat!"





"It's not mine," Henry told him mildly.





Varney snorted. "Didn't expect it was but you're usually neater than that. Probably won't come out. Blood stains, you know."





"I know."





"Mayhap if I soak it…" The little man quivered with barely concealed impatience.





Henry laughed and unwound the offending cloth, dropping it over the offered hand. After thirty years of unique service, certain liberties were unavoidable. "I won eleven hundred pounds from Lord Wyndham tonight."





"You and everyone else. He's bad dipped. Barely a feather to fly with so I hear. Rumor has it, he's getting a bit desperate."





"And I returned a wounded Charlie Evans to the bosom of his family."





"Nice bosom so I hear."





"Don't be crude, Varney." Henry sat down and lifted one foot after the other to have the tight Hessians pulled gently off. "I think I may have prevented him from being killed."





"Robbery?"





"I don't know."





"How many did you kill?"





"No one. I merely frightened them away."





Setting the gleaming boots to one side, Varney stared at his master with frank disapproval. "You merely frightened them away?"





"I did consider ripping their throats out but as it wasn't actually necessary, it wouldn't have been…" he paused and smiled, "…polite."





"Polite!? You risked exposure so as you can be polite?"





The smile broadened. "I am a creature of my time."





"You're a creature of the night! You know what'll come of this? Questions, that's what. And we don't need questions!"





"I have complete faith in your ability to handle whatever might arise."





Recognizing the tone, the little man deflated. "Aye and well you might," he muttered darkly. "Let's get that jacket off you before I've got to carry you in to your bed like a sack of meal."





"I can do it myself," Henry remarked as he stood and turned to have his coat carefully peeled from his shoulders.





"Oh, aye, and leave it lying on the floor no doubt." Folding the coat in half, Varney draped it over one skinny arm. "I'd never get the wrinkles out. You'd go about looking like you dressed out of a ragbag if it wasn't for me. Have you eaten?" He looked suddenly hopeful.





One hand on the bedchamber door, Henry paused. "Yes," he said softly.





The thin shoulders sagged. "Then what're you standing about for?"





A few moments later, the door bolted, the heavy shutter over the narrow window secured, Henry Fitzroy, vampire, bastard son of Henry the VIII, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, Earl of Nottingham, and Lord President of the Council of the North, slid into the day's oblivion.





"My apologies, Mrs. Evans, for not coming by sooner, but I was out when your husband's message arrived." Henry laid his hat and gloves on the small table in the hall and allowed the waiting footman to take his coat. "I trust he's in better health than he was when I saw him last night?"





"A great deal better, thank you." Although there were purple shadows under her eyes and her cheeks were more than fashionably pale, Lenore Evans' smile lit up her face. "The doctor says he lost a lot of blood but he'll recover. If it hadn't been for you…"





As her voice trailed off, Henry bowed slightly. "I was happy to help." Perhaps he had taken a dangerous chance. Perhaps he should have wiped all memory of his presence from the Captain's mind and left him on his own doorstep like an oversized infant. Having become involved, he couldn't very well ignore the message an obviously disapproving Varney had handed him at sunset with a muttered, I told you so.





It appeared that there were indeed going to be questions.





Following Mrs. Evans up the stairs, he allowed himself to be ushered into a well-appointed bedchamber and left alone with the man in the bed.





Propped up against his pillows, recently shaved but looking wan and tired, Charles Evans nodded a greeting. "Fitzroy. I'm glad you've come."





Henry inclined his own head in return, thankful that the bloodscent had been covered by the entirely unappetizing smell of basilicum powder. "You're looking remarkably well, all things considered."





"I've you to thank for that."





"I really did very little."





"True enough, you only saved my life." The captain's grin was infectious and Henry found himself returning it in spite of an intention to remain aloof. "Mind you, Dr. Harris did say he'd never seen such a clean wound." One hand rose to touch the bandages under his nightshirt. "He said I was healing faster than any man he'd ever examined."





As his saliva had been responsible for that accelerated healing, Henry remained silent. It had seemed foolish to resist temptation when there'd been so much blood going to waste.





"Anyway…" The grin disappeared and the expressive face grew serious. "I owe you my life and I'm very grateful you came along but that's not why I asked you to visit. I can't get out of this damned bed and I have to trust someone." Shadowed eyes lifted to Henry's face. "Something tells me that I can trust you."





"You barely know me," Henry murmured, inwardly cursing his choice of words the night before. He'd told Evans to trust him and now it seemed he was to play the role of confidant. He could remove the trust as easily as he'd placed it but something in the man's face made him hesitate. Whatever bothered him, involved life and death – Henry had seen the latter too often to mistake it now. Sighing, he added, "I can't promise anything, but I'll listen."





"Please." Gesturing at a chair, the captain waited until his guest had seated himself, then waited a little longer, apparently searching for a way to begin. After a few moments, he lifted his chin. "You know I work at the Home Office?"





"I had heard as much, yes." In the last few years, gossip had become the preferred entertainment of all classes and Varney was a devoted participant.





"Well, for the last little while – just since the start of the Season, in fact – things have been going missing."





"Things?"





"Papers. Unimportant ones for the most part, until now." His mouth twisted up into a humorless grin. "I can't tell you exactly what the latest missing document contained – in spite of everything we'd still rather it wasn't common knowledge – but I can tell you that if it gets into the wrong hands, into French hands, a lot of British soldiers are going to die."





"Last night you were following the thief?"





"No. The man we think is his contact. A french spy named Yves Bouchard."





Henry shook his head, interested in spite of himself. "The man who stabbed you last night was no Frenchman. I heard him speak, and he was as English as you or I. English, and though I hesitate to use the term, a Gentleman."





"That's Bouchard. He's the only son of an old emigre family. They left France during the revolution – Yves was a mere infant at the time and now he dreams of restoring the family fortunes under Napoleon."





"One would have thought he'd be more interested in defeating Napoleon and restoring the rightful king."





Evans shrugged, winced and said, "Apparently not. Anyway, Bouchard's too smart to stay around after what happened last night. I kept him from getting his hands on the document, now we have to keep it from leaving England by another means."





"We?" Henry asked, surprised into ill-mannered incredulity. "You and I?"





"Mostly you. The trouble is, we don't know who actually took the document although we've narrowed it down to three men who are known to be in Bouchard's confidence and who have access to the Guard's offices."





"One moment, please." Henry raised an exquisitely manicured hand. "You want me to find your spy for you?"





"Yes."





"Why?"





"Because I can't be certain of anyone else in my office and because I trust you."





Realizing he had only himself to blame, Henry sighed. "And I suppose you can't bring the three in for questioning because two of them are innocent?"





Evans' pained expression had nothing to do with his wound. "Only consider the scandal. I will if I must but, as this is Wednesday and the information must be in France by Friday evening or it won't get to Napoleon in time for it to be of any use, one of those three will betray himself in the next two days."





"So the document must be recovered with no public outcry?"





"Exactly."





"I would have thought, the Bow Street Runners.





"No. The Runners may be fine for chasing down highway men and murderers, but my three suspects move in the best circles. Only a man of their own class could get near them without arousing suspicion." He lifted a piece of paper off the table beside the bed and held it out to Henry, who stared at it for a long moment.





Lord Ruthven, Mr. Maxwell Aubrey, and Sir William Wyndham. Frowning, Henry looked up to meet Captain Evans' weary gaze. "You're sure about this?"





"I am. Send word when you're sure, I'll do the rest."





The exhaustion shading the other man's voice reminded Henry of his injury. Placing the paper back beside the bed, he stood. "This is certainly not what I expected."





"But you'll do it?"





He could refuse, could make the captain forget that this conversation had ever happened, but he had been a prince of England and, regardless of what he had become, he could not stand back and allow her to be betrayed. Hiding a smile at the thought of what Varney would have to say about such melodrama, he nodded. "Yes, I'll do it."





The sound of feminine voices rising up from the entryway caused Henry to pause for a moment on the landing.





"…so sorry to arrive so late, Mrs. Evans, but we were passing on our way to dinner before Almack's and my uncle insisted we stop and see how the Captain was doing."





Carmilla Amworth. There could be no mistaking the faint country accent not entirely removed by hours of lessons intended to erase it. She had enough fortune to be considered an Heiress and that, combined with a dark-haired, pale-skinned, waif-like beauty, brought no shortage of admirers. Unfortunately, she also had a disturbing tendency to giggle when she felt herself out of her depth.





"My uncle," she continued, "finds it difficult to get out of the carriage and so sent me in his place."





"I quite understand." The smile in the answering voice suggested a shared amusement. "Please tell your uncle that the captain is resting comfortably and thank him for his consideration."





A brief exchange of pleasantries later, Miss Amworth returned to her uncle's carriage and Henry descended the rest of the stairs.





Lenore Evans turned and leapt backwards, one hand to her heart, her mouth open. She would have fallen had Henry not caught her wrist and kept her on her feet.





He could feel her pulse racing beneath the thin sheath of heated skin. The Hunger rose and he hurriedly broke the contact. Self-indulgence, besides being vulgar, was a sure road to the stake.





"Heavens, you startled me." Cheeks flushed, she increased the distance between them. "I didn't hear you come down."





"My apologies. I heard Miss Amworth and didn't wish to break in on a private moment."





"Her uncle works with Charles and wanted to know how he was but her uncle is also a dear friend of his Royal Highness and is, shall we say, less than able to climb in and out of carriages. Is Charles…?"





"I left him sleeping."





"Good." Her right hand wrapped around the place where Henry had held her. She swallowed, then, as though reminded of her duties by the action, stammered, "Can I get you a glass of wine?"





"Thank you, no. I must be going."





"Good. That is, I mean…" Her flush deepened. "You must think I'm a complete idiot. It's just that with Charles injured…"





"I fully understand." He smiled, careful not to show teeth.





Lenore Evans closed the door behind her husband's guest and tried to calm the pounding of her heart. Something about Henry Fitzroy spoke to a part of her she'd thought belonged to Charles alone. Her response might have come out of gratitude for the saving of her husband's life, but she didn't think so. He was a handsome young man, and she found the soft curves of his mouth a fascinating contrast to the gentle strength in his grip.





Shaking her head in self-reproach, she lifted her skirts with damp hands and started up the stairs. "I'm beginning to think," she sighed, "that Aunt Georgette was right. Novels are a bad influence on a young woman."





What she needed now was a few hours alone with her husband but, as his wound made that impossible, she'd supposed she'd have to divert her thoughts with a book of sermons instead.





Almack's Assembly Rooms were the exclusive temple of the Beau Monde and vouchers to the weekly ball on Wednesday were among the most sought after items in London. What matter that the assembly rooms were plain, the dance floor inferior, the anterooms unadorned, and the refreshments unappetizing – this was the seventh heaven of the fashionable world and to be excluded from Almack's was to be excluded from the upper levels of society.





Henry, having discovered that a fashionable young man could live unremarked from dark to dawn, had effortlessly risen to the top.





After checking with the porter that all three of Captain Evans' potential spies were indeed in attendance, Henry left hat, coat and gloves and made his way up into the assembly rooms. Avoiding the gaze of Princess Esterhazy, who he considered to be rude and overbearing, he crossed the room and made his bow to the Countess Lieven.





"I hear you were quite busy last night, Mr. Fitzroy."





A little astonished by how quickly the information had made its way to such august ears, he murmured he had only done what any man would have.





"Indeed. Any man. Still, I should have thought the less of you had you expected a fuss to be made." Tapping her closed fan against her other hand, she favored him with a long, level look. "I have always believed there was more to you than you showed the world."





Fully aware that the Countess deserved her reputation as the cleverest woman in London, Henry allowed a little of his mask to slip.





She smiled, satisfied for the moment with being right and not overly concerned with what she had been right about. "Appearances, my dear Mr. Fitzroy, are everything. And now, I believe they are beginning a country-dance. Let me introduce you to a young lady in need of a partner."





Unable to think of a reason why she shouldn't, Henry bowed again. A few moments later, as he moved gracefully through the pattern of the dance, he wondered if he should pay the Countess a visit some night, had not made a decision by the time the dance ended, and put it off indefinitely as he escorted the young woman in his care back to her waiting mama.





Well aware that he looked, at best, in his early twenties, Henry could only be thankful that a well-crafted reputation as a man who trusted to the cards for the finer things in life took him off the Marriage Mart. No matchmaking mama would allow her daughter to become shackled to someone with such narrow prospects.





As he had no interest in giggling young damsels just out of the schoolroom, he could only be thankful. The older women he spent time with were much more…appetizing.





Trying not to stare, one of the young damsels so summarily dismissed in Henry's thoughts leaned toward a second and whispered, "I wonder what Mr. Fitzroy is smiling about."





The second glanced up, blushed rosily, and ducked her head. "He looks hungry."





The first, a little wiser in the ways of the world than her friend, sighed and laid silent odds that the curve of Mr. Henry Fitzroy's full lips had nothing to do with bread and butter.





Hearing a familiar voice, Henry searched through the moving couples and spotted Sir William Wyndham dancing with Carmilla Am worth. Hardly surprising if he'd lost as much money lately as Varney suggested. While Henry wouldn't have believed the fragile, country-bred heiress to his taste – it was a well known secret that he kept a yacht off Dover for the express purpose of entertaining the women of easy virtue he preferred – upon reflection he supposed Sir William would consider her inheritance sufficiently alluring. And a much safer way of recovering his fortune than selling state secrets to France.





With one of Captain Evans' suspects accounted for, Henry began to search for the other two, moving quietly and unobtrusively from room to room. As dancing was the object of the club and no high stakes were allowed, the card rooms contained only dowagers and those gentlemen willing to play whist for pennies. Although he found neither of the men he looked for, he did find Carmilla Amworth's uncle, Lord Beardsley. One of the Prince Regent's cronies, he was a stout and somewhat foolish middle-aged gentleman who smelled strongly of scent and creaked alarmingly when he moved. Considering the bulwark of his stays, Henry was hardly surprised that he'd been less than able to get out of the carriage to ask after Captain Evans.





"…cupped and felt much better," Lord Beardsley was saying as Henry entered the room. "His Royal Highness swears by cupping, you know. Must've had gallons taken out over the years."





Henry winced, glanced around, and left. As much as he deplored the waste involved in frequent cupping, he had no desire to avail himself of the Prince Regent's blood – which he strongly suspected would be better than ninety percent Madeira.





When he returned to the main assembly room, he found Aubrey on the dance floor and Lord Ruthven brooding in a corner. Sir William had disappeared but he supposed a two for one trade couldn't be considered bad odds and wondered just how he was expected to watch all three men at once. Obviously, he'd have to be more than a mere passive observer. The situation seemed to make it necessary he tackle Ruthven first.





Dressed in funereal black, the peer swept the room with a somber gaze. He gave no indication that he'd noticed Henry's approach and replied to his greeting with a curt nod.





"I'm surprised to see you here, Lord Ruthven." Henry locked eyes with the lord and allowed enough power to ensure a reply. "It is well known you do not dance."





"I am here to meet someone."





"Who, if I may be so bold as to ask. I've recently come from the card rooms and may have seen him."





A muscle jumped under the sallow skin of Ruthven's cheek. To Henry's surprise, he looked away, sighed deeply, and said, "It is of no account as he is not yet here."





Impressed by the man's willpower – if unimpressed by his theatrical melancholy – Henry bowed and moved away. The man's sullen disposition and cold, corpse-grey eyes isolated him from the society his wealth and title gave him access to. Could he be taking revenge against those who shunned him by selling secrets to the French? Perhaps. This was not the time, nor the place, for forcing an answer.





Treading a careful path around a cluster of turbaned dowagers – more dangerous amass than a crowd of angry peasants with torches and pitchforks – Henry made his way to the side of a young man he knew from White's and asked for an introduction to Mr. Maxwell Aubrey.





"Good lord, Henry, whatever for?"





Henry smiled disarmingly. "I hear he's a damnably bad card player."





"He is, but if you think to pluck him, you're a year too late or two years too early. He doesn't come into his capital until he's twenty-five and after the chicken incident, his trustees keep a tight hold of the purse strings."





"Chicken incident?"





"That's right, it happened before you came to London. You see, Aubrey fell in with this fellow named Bouchard."





"Yves Bouchard?"





"That's right. Anyway, Bouchard had Aubrey wrapped around his little finger. Dared him to cluck like a chicken in the middle of the dance floor. I thought Mrs. Drummond-Burrell was going to have spasms. Neither Bouchard nor Aubrey were given vouchers for the rest of the Season."





"And this Season?"





He nodded at Aubrey who was leading his partner off the dance floor. "This Season, all is forgiven."





"And Bouchard?" Henry asked.





"Bouchard too. Although he doesn't seem to be here tonight."





So Aubrey was wrapped around Bouchard's little finger. Wrapped tightly enough to spy for the French? Henry wondered.





The return of a familiar voice diverted his attention. He turned to see Sir William once again playing court to Carmilla. When she giggled and looked away, it only seemed to inspire Sir William the more. Henry moved closer until he could hear her protests. She sounded both flattered and frightened.





Now that's a combination impossible to resist, Henry thought, watching Wyndham respond. With a predator's fluid grace, he deftly inserted himself between them. "I believe this dance is mine." When Carmilla giggled but made no objection, there was nothing Wyndham could do but quietly seethe.





Once on the floor, Henry smiled down into cornflower blue eyes. "I hope you'll forgive me for interfering, Miss Amworth, but Sir William's attentions seemed to be bothering you."





She dropped her gaze to the vicinity of his waistcoat. "Not bothering, but a bit overwhelming. I'm glad of the chance to gather my thoughts."





"I feel I should warn you, he has a sad reputation."





"He is a very accomplished flirt."





"He is a confirmed rake, Miss Amworth."





"Do you think he is more than merely flirting then?" Her voice held a hint of hope.





Immortality, Henry mused, would not provide time enough to understand women. Granted, Sir William had been blessed with darkly sardonic good looks and an athletic build but he was also – the possibility of his being a spy aside – an arrogant, self-serving libertine. Some women were drawn to that kind of danger; he had not thought Carmilla Amworth to be one of them. His gaze dropped to the pulse beating at an ivory temple and he wondered just how much danger she dared to experience.





Obviously aware that she should be at least attempting conversation, she took a deep breath and blurted, "I hear you saved Captain Evans last night."





Had everyone heard about it? Varney would not be pleased. "It was nothing."





"My maid says that he was set upon by robbers and you saved his life."





"Servants' gossip."





A dimple appeared beside a generous mouth. "Servants usually know."





Considering his own servant, Henry had to admit the truth of that.





"Were they robbers?"





"I didn't know you were so bloodthirsty, Miss Amworth." When she merely giggled and shook her head, he apologized and added, "I don't know what they were. They ran off as I approached."





"Surely Captain Evans knew."





"If he did, he didn't tell me."





"It must have been so exciting." Her voice grew stronger and her chin rose, exposing the soft flesh of her throat. "There are times I long to just throw aside all this so-called polite society."





I should have fed before I came. After a brief struggle with his reaction, Henry steered the conversation to safer grounds. It wasn't difficult as Carmilla, apparently embarrassed by her brief show of passion, answered only yes and no for the rest of the dance.





As he escorted her off the floor, Wyndham moved possessively toward her. While trying to decide just how far he should extend his protection, Henry saw Aubrey and Ruthven leave the room together. He heard the younger man say "Bouchard" and lost the rest of their conversation in the surrounding noise.





Good lord, are they both involved?





"My dance this time, I believe, Fitzroy." Shooting Henry an obvious warning, Sir William captured Carmilla's hand and began to lead her away. She seemed fascinated by him and he, for his part, clearly intended to have her.





Fully aware that the only way to save the naive young heiress was to claim her himself, Henry reluctantly went after Aubrey and Ruthven.





By the time he reached King Street, the two men were distant shadows, almost hidden by the night. Breathing deeply in an effort to clear his head of the warm, meaty odor of the assembly rooms, Henry followed, his pace calculated to close the distance between them without drawing attention to himself. An experienced hunter knew better than to spook his prey.





He could hear Aubrey talking of a recent race meeting, could hear Ruthven's monosyllabic replies, and heard nothing at all that would link them to the missing document or to Yves Bouchard. Hardly surprising. Only fools would speak of betraying their country so publicly.





When they went into Aubrey's lodgings near Portman Square, Henry wrapped himself in darkness and climbed to the small balcony off the sitting room. He felt a bit foolish, skulking about like a common housebreaker. Captain Evans' desire to avoid a scandal, while admirable, was becoming irritating.





"Here it is."





"Are you sure?" Ruthven's heart pounded as though he'd been running. It all but drowned out the sound of paper rustling.





"Why would Bouchard lie to me?"





Why indeed? A door opened, and closed, and Henry was on the street waiting for Ruthven when he emerged from the building. He was about to step forward when a carriage rumbled past, reminding him that, in spite of the advanced hour, the street was far from empty.





Following close on Ruthven's heels – and noting that wherever the dour peer was heading it wasn't toward home – Henry waited until he passed the mouth of a dark and deserted mews then made his move. With one hand around Ruthven's throat and the other holding him against a rough stone wall, his lips drew back off his teeth in involuntary anticipation of the other man's terror.





To his astonishment, Ruthven merely declared with gloomy emphasis. "Come Death, strike. Do not keep me waiting any longer."





His own features masked by the night, Henry frowned. Mouth slightly open to better taste the air, he breathed in an acrid odor he recognized. "You're drunk!" Releasing his grip, he stepped back.





"Although it is none of your business, I am always drunk." Under his customary scowl Ruthven's dull grey eyes flicked from side to side, searching the shadows.





That explained a great deal about Ruthven's near legendary melancholy and perhaps it explained something else as well. "Is that why you're spying for France?"





"The only thing I do for France is drink their liquor." The peer drew himself up to his full height. "And Death or not, I resent your implication."





His protest held the ring of truth. "Then what do you want with Yves Bouchard?"





"He said he could get me…" All at once he stopped and stared despondently into the night. "That also is none of your business."





Beginning to grow irritated, Henry snarled.





Ruthven pressed himself back against the wall. "I ordered a cask of brandy from him. Don't ask me how he smuggles it through the blockade because I don't know. He was to meet me tonight at Almack's but he never came."





"What did Maxwell Aubrey give you?"





"Bouchard's address." As the wine once again overcame his fear – imitation willpower, Henry realized – Ruthven's scowl deepened. "I don't believe you are Death. You're nothing but a common-cutpurse." His tone dripped disdain. "I shall call for the Watch."





"Go right ahead." Henry's hand darted forward, patted Ruthven's vest, and returned clutching Bouchard's address. Slipping the piece of paper into an inner pocket, he stepped back and merged with the night.





Varney would probably insist that Ruthven should die but Henry suspected that nothing he said would be believed. Besides, if he told everyone he'd met Death in an alley, he wouldn't be far wrong.





As expected, Bouchard was not in his rooms.





And neither, upon returning to Portman Square, was Maxwell Aubrey. Snarling softly to himself, Henry listened to a distant watchman announce it was a fine night. At just past two, it was certainly early enough for Aubrey to have gone to one of his clubs, or to a gaming hell, or to a brothel. Unfortunately, all Henry knew of him was that he was an easily influenced young man. Brow furrowed, he'd half decided to head back toward St. James Street when he heard the crash of breaking branches coming from the park the square enclosed.





Curious, he walked over to the wrought iron fence and peered up into an immense old oak. Believing himself familiar with every nuance of the night, he was astonished to see Aubrey perched precariously on a swaying limb, arms wrapped tightly around another, face nearly as white as his crumpled cravat.





"What the devil are you doing up there?" Henry demanded, beginning to feel that Captain Evans had sent him on a fool's mission. The night was rapidly taking on all the aspects of high farce.





Wide-eyed gaze searching the darkness for the source of the voice, Aubrey flashed a nervous smile in all directions. "Seeber dared me to spend a night in one of these trees," he explained ingenuously. Then he frowned. "You're not the Watch are you?"





"No, I'm not the Watch."





"Good. That is, I imagine it would hard to explain this to the Watch."





"I imagine it would be," Henry repeated dryly.





"You see, it's not as easy as it looks like it would be." He shifted position slightly and squeezed his eyes closed as the branch he sat on bobbed and swayed.





The man was an idiot and obviously not capable of being a French spy. Bouchard would have to be a greater idiot to trust so pliable a tool.





"I don't suppose you could help me down."





Henry considered it. "No," he said at last and walked away.





He found Sir William Wyndham, the last name on the list, and therefore the traitor by default, at White's playing deep basset. Carefully guarding his expression after Viscount Hanely had met him in a dimly lit hall and leapt away in terror, Henry declined all invitations to play. Much like a cat at a mouse hole, he watched and waited for Sir William to leave.





Unfortunately, Sir William was winning.





At five, lips drawn back off his teeth, Henry left the club. He could feel the approaching dawn and had to feed before the day claimed him. He had intended to feed upon Sir William, leaving him weak and easy prey for the captain's men – but Sir William obviously had no intention of leaving the table while his luck held.





The porter who handed Mr. Fitzroy his greatcoat and hat averted his gaze and spent the next hour successfully convincing himself that he hadn't seen what he knew he had.





Walking quickly through the dregs of the night, Henry returned to Albany but, rather than enter his own chambers, he continued to where he could gain access to the suite on the second floor. Entering silently through the large window, he crossed to the bed and stared down at its sleeping occupant.





George Gordon, the 6th Lord Byron, celebrated author of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, was indeed a handsome young man. Henry had never seen him as having the ethereal and poignant beauty described by Caroline Lamb but then, he realized, Caro Lamb had never seen the poet with his hair in paper curlers.





His bad mood swept away by the rising Hunger, Henry sat down on the edge of the bed and softly called Byron's name, drawing him up but not entirely out of sleep.





The wide mouth curved into an anticipatory smile, murmuring "Incubus" without quite waking.





"I don't like you going to see that poet," Varney muttered, carefully setting the buckled shoes to one side. "You're going to end up in trouble there, see if you don't."





"He thinks I'm a dream." Henry ran both hand back through his hair and grinned, remembering the curlers. So much for Byron's claim that the chestnut ringlets were natural. "What could possibly happen?"





"You could end up in one of his stories, that's what." Unable to read, Varney regarded books with a superstitious awe that bordered on fear. "The secret'd be out and some fine day it'd be the stake sure as I'm standing here." The little man drew himself up to his full height and fixed Henry with an indignant glare. "I told you before and I'll tell you again, you got yourself so mixed up in this society thing you're forgetting what you are! You got to stop taking so many chances." His eyes glittered. "Try and remember, most folks don't look kindly on the bloodsucking undead."





"I'll try and remember." Glancing up at his servant over steepled fingers, Henry added, "I've something for you to do today. I need Sir William Wyndham watched. If he's visited by someone named Yves Bouchard, go immediately to Captain Evans; he'll know what to do. If he tries to leave London, stop him."





Brows that crossed above Varney's nose in a continuous line, lifted. "How stopped?"





"Stopped. Anything else, I want to be told at sunset."





"So, what did this bloke do that he's to be stopped?" Varney raised his hand lest Henry get the wrong idea. "Not that I won't stop him, mind, in spite of how I feel about you suddenly taking it into your head to track down evil doers. You know me, give me an order and I'll follow it."





"Which is why I found you almost dead in a swamp outside Plassey while the rest of your regiment was inside Plassey?"





"Not the same thing at all," the ex-soldier told him, pointedly waiting for the answer to his question.





"He sold out Wellington's army to the French."





Varney grunted. "Stopping's too good for him."





"Sir William Wyndham got a message this afternoon. Don't know what was in it, but he's going to be taking a trip to the coast tonight."





"Damn him!" Henry dragged his shirt over his head. "He's taking the information to Napoleon himself!"





Varney shrugged and brushed invisible dust off a green striped waistcoat. "I don't know about that but, if his coachman's to be trusted, he's heading for the coast right enough, soon as the moon lights the road."





Henry stood on the steps of Sir William's townhouse, considered his next move and decided the rising moon left him no time to be subtle.





The butler who answered the imperious summons of the polished brass knocker, opened his mouth to deny this inopportune visitor entry but closed it again without making a sound.





"Take me to Sir William," Henry commanded.





Training held, but only just. "Very good, sir. If you would follow me." The butler's hand trembled sightly but his carefully modulated voice gave no indication that he had just been shown his own mortality. "Sir William is in the library, sir. Through this door here. Shall I announce you?"





With one hand on the indicated door, Henry shook his head. "That won't be necessary. In fact, you should forget I was ever here."





Lost in the surprisingly dark depths of the visitor's pale eyes, the butler shuddered. "Thank you, sir. I will."





Three sets of branched candelabra lit the library, more than enough for Henry to see that the room held two large leather chairs, a number of hunting trophies, and very few books.





Sir William, dressed for travel in breeches and top boots, stood leaning on the mantelpiece reading a single sheet of paper. He turned when he heard the door open and scowled when he saw who it was. "Fitzroy! What the devil are you doing here? I told Babcock I was not to be.





Then his voice trailed off as he got a better look at Henry's face. There were a number of men in London he considered to be dangerous but until this moment, he would not have included Henry Fitzroy among them. Forcing his voice past the growing panic he stammered, "W-what?"





"You dare to ask when you're holding that?" A pale hand shot forward to point at the paper in Wyndham's hand.





"This?" Confusion momentarily eclipsed the fear. "What has this to do with you?"





Henry charged across the room, grabbed a double handful of cloth and slammed the traitor against the wall. "It has everything to do with me!"





"I didn't know! I swear to God I didn't know!" Hanging limp in Henry's grasp, Sir William made no struggle to escape. Every instinct screamed "RUN!" but a last vestige of reason realized he wouldn't get far. "If I'd known you were interested in her…"





"Who?"





"Carmilla Amworth."





Sir William crashed to his knees as Henry released him and stepped back. "So that's how you were going to hide it," he growled. "A seduction on your fabled yacht. Was a French boat to meet you in the channel?"





"A French boat?"





"Or were you planning on finding sanctuary with Napoleon? And what of Miss Amworth, compromised both by your lechery and your treason?"





"Treason?"





"Forcing her to marry you would gain you her fortune but tossing her overboard would remove the only witness." Lips drawn back off his teeth, Henry buried his hand in Sir William's hair and forced his head back. Cravat and collar were thrown to the floor, exposing the muscular column of throat. "I don't know how you convinced her to accompany you, but it doesn't really matter now."





With the last of his strength, Sir William shoved the crumpled piece of paper in Henry's face, his life saved by the faint scent of a familiar perfume clinging to it.





Henry managed to turn aside only because he'd fed at dawn. His left hand clutching the note, his right still holding Sir William's hair, he straightened.





"… I can no longer deny you but it must be tonight for reasons I can not disclose at this time." It was signed, C. Amworth.





Frowning, he looked down into Sir William's face. If Carmilla had insisted that they leave for the yacht tonight there could be only one answer. "Did Yves Bouchard suggest you seduce Miss Amworth?"





"I do not seduce young woman on the suggestion of acquaintances," Sir William replied as haughtily as possible under the circumstances. "However," he added hurriedly as the hazel eyes locked onto his began to darken, "Bouchard may have mentioned she was not only rich but ripe for the plucking."





So, there was the Bouchard connection. Caught between the two men, Carmilla Amworth was being used by both. By Bouchard to gain access to Wyndham's yacht and therefore France. By Wyndham to gain access to her fortune. And that seemed to be all that Sir William was guilty of. Still frowning, Henry stepped back. "Well, if you didn't steal the document," he growled, "who did?"





"I did." As he turned, Carmilla pointed a small but eminently serviceable pistol at him. "I've been waiting in Sir William's carriage these last few moments and when no one emerged, I let myself in. Stay right where you are, Mr. Fitzroy," she advised, no longer looking either fragile or waif-like. "I am held to be a very good shot." Her calm gaze took in the positions of the two men and she suddenly smiled, dimples appearing in both cheeks. "Were you fighting for my honor?"





Lips pressed into a thin line, Henry bowed his head. "Until I discovered you had none."





The smile disappeared. "I was raised a republican, Mr. Fitzroy, and I find the thought of that fat fool returning to the throne of France to be ultimately distasteful. In time…" Her eyes blazed. "…I'll help England be rid of her own fat fool."





"You think the English will rise and overthrow the royal family?"





"I know they will."





"If they didn't rise when m…" About to say, my father, he hastily corrected himself. "…when King Henry burned Catholic and Protestant indiscriminately in the street what makes you think they'll rise now?"





Her delicate chin lifted. "The old ways are finished. It's long past time for things to change."





"And does your uncle believe as you do?"





"My uncle knows nothing. His little niece would come visiting him at his office and little bits of paper would leave with her." The scornful laugh had as much resemblance to the previous giggles as night to day. "I'd love to stand around talking politics with you, but I haven't the time." Her lavender kid glove tightened around the butt of one of Manton's finest. "There'll be a French boat meeting Sir William's yacht very early tomorrow morning and I have information I must deliver."





"You used me!" Scowling, Sir William got slowly to his feet. "I don't appreciate being used." He took a step forward but Henry stopped him with a raised hand.





"You're forgetting the pistol."





"The pistol?" Wyndham snorted. "No woman would have the fortitude to kill a man in cold blood."





Remembering how both his half-sisters had held the throne, Henry shook his head. "You'd be surprised. However," he fixed Carmilla with an inquiring stare, "we seem to be at a stand-still as you certainly can't shoot both of us."





"True. But I'm sure both of you gentlemen…" The emphasis was less than complimentary. "…will co-operate lest I shoot the other."





"I'm afraid you're going to shoot no one." Suddenly behind her, Henry closed one hand around her wrist and the other around the barrel of the gun. He had moved between one heartbeat and the next; impossible to see, impossible to stop.





"What are you?" Carmilla whispered, her eyes painfully wide in a face blanched of color.





His smile showed teeth. "A patriot." He'd been within a moment of killing Sir William, ripping out his throat and feasting on his life. His anger had been kicked sideways by Miss Amworth's entrance and he supposed he should thank her for preventing an unredeemable faux pas. "Sir William, if you could have your footman go to the house of Captain Charles Evans on Clarges Street, I think he'll be pleased to know we've caught his traitor."





"… so they come and took the lady away but that still doesn't explain where you've been 'til nearly sunup."





"I was with Sir William. We had unfinished business."





Varney snorted, his disapproval plain. "Oh. It was like that, was it?"





Henry smiled as he remembered the feel of Sir William's hair in his hand and the heat rising off his kneeling body.





Well aware of what the smile meant, Varney snorted again. "And did Sir William ask what you were?"





"Sir William would never be so impolite. He thinks we fought over Carmilla, discovered she was a traitor, drank ourselves nearly senseless, and parted the best of friends." Feeling the sun poised on the horizon, Henry stepped into his bedchamber and turned to close the door on the day. "Besides, Sir William doesn't want to know what I am."





"Got some news for you." Varney worked up a lather on the shaving soap. "Something happened today."





Resplendent in a brocade dressing gown, Henry leaned back in his chair and reached for the razor. "I imagine that something happens every day."





"Well today, that Carmilla Amworth slipped her chain and runoff."





"She escaped from custody?"





"That's what I said. Seems they underestimated her, her being a lady and all. Still, she's missed her boat so even if she gets to France she'll be too late. You figure that's where she's heading?"





"I wouldn't dare to hazard a guess." Henry frowned and wiped the remaining lather off his face. "Is everyone talking about it?"





"That she was a French spy? Not likely, they're all too busy talking about how she snuck out of Lady Glebe's party and into Sir William's carriage." He clucked his tongue. "The upper classes have got dirty minds, that's what I say."





"Are you including me in that analysis?"





Varney snorted. "Ask your poet. All I say about you is that you've got to take more care. So you saved Wellington's Army. Good for you. Now…" He held out a pair of biscuit colored pantaloons. "…do you think you could act a little more suitable to your condition?"





"I don't recall ever behaving unsuitably."





"Oh, aye, dressing up so fine and dancing and going to the theater and sitting about playing cards at clubs for gentlemen." His emphasis sounded remarkably like that of Carmilla Amworth.





"Perhaps you'd rather I wore grave clothes and we lived in a mausoleum?"





"No, but…"





"A drafty castle somewhere in the mountains of eastern Europe?"





Varney sputtered incoherently.





Henry sighed and deftly tied his cravat. "Then let's hear no more about me forgetting who and what I am. I'm very sorry if you wanted someone a little more darkly tragic. A brooding, mythic personae who only emerges to slake his thirst on the fair throats of helpless virgins…"





"Here now! None of that!"





"But I'm afraid you're stuck with me." Holding out his arms, he let Varney help him into his jacket. "And I am almost late for an appointment at White's. I promised Sir William a chance to win back his eleven hundred pounds."





His sensibilities obviously crushed, Varney ground his teeth.





"Now, what's the matter?"





The little man shook his head. "It just doesn't seem right that you, with all you could be, should be worried about being late for a card game."





His expression stern, Henry took hold of Varney's chin, and held the servant's gaze with his. "I think you forget who I am." His fingertips dimpled stubbled flesh. "I am a Lord of Darkness, a Creature of the Night, an Undead Fiend with Unnatural Appetites, indeed a Vampyre; but all of that…" His voice grew deeper and Varney began to tremble. "…is no excuse for bad manners."





SCELERATUS





"Man, this whole church thing just freaks me right out." Tony came out of the shadows where the streetlights stopped short of Holy Rosary Cathedral and fell into step beside the short, blond man who'd just come out of the building. "I mean, you're a member of the bloodsucking undead for Christ's sa . . . Ow!" He rubbed the back of his head. "What was that for?"





"I just came from Confession. I'm in a mood."





"It's going to pass, right?" In the time it took him to maneuver around three elderly Chinese women, his companion had made it almost all the way to the parking lot and he had to run to catch up. "You know, we've been together what, almost two years, and you haven't been in church since last year around this time and ..."





"Exactly this time."





"Okay. Is it like an anniversary or something?"





"Exactly like an anniversary." Henry Fitzroy, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, bastard son of Henry VIII, fished out the keys to his BMW and un locked the door.





Tony studied Henry's face as he got into his own seat, as he buckled his seat belt, as Henry pulled out onto Richards Street. "You want to tell me about it?" he asked at last.





They'd turned onto Smithe Street before Henry answered...





Even after three weeks of torment, her body burned and broken, she was still beautiful to him. He cut the rope and caught her as she dropped, allowing her weight to take him to his knees. Hold ing her against his heart, rocking back and forth in a sticky pool, he waited for grief.





She had been dead only a few hours when he'd found her, following a blood scent so thick it left a trail even a mortal could have used. Her wrists had been tightly bound behind her back, a coarse rope threaded through the lashing and used to hoist her into the air. Heavy iron weights hung from burned ankles. The Inquisitors had begun with flogging and added more painful persuasions over time. Time had killed her; pain layered on pain until finally life had fled.





They'd had a year together, a year of nights since he'd followed her home from the Square of San Marco. He'd waited until the servants were asleep and then slipped unseen and unheard into her fa ther's house, into her room. Her heartbeat had drawn him to the bed, and he'd gently pulled the covers





back. Her name was Ginevra Treschi. Almost thirty, and three years a widow, she wasn't beautiful but she was so alive--even asleep--that he'd found himself staring. Only to find a few moments later that she was staring back at him.





"I don't want to hurry your decision," she'd said dryly, "but I'm getting chilled and I'd like to know if I should scream."





He'd intended to feed and then convince her that he was a dream but he found he couldn't.





For the first time in a hundred years, for the first time since he had willingly pressed his mouth to the bleeding wound in his immortal lover's breast, Henry Fitzroy, allowed someone to see him as he was.





All he was.





Vampire. Prince. Man.





Allowed love.





Ginevra Treschi had brought light back into a life spent hiding from the sun.





Only one gray eye remained beneath a puckered lid and the Inquisitors had burned off what remained of the dark hair--the ebony curls first shorn in the convent that had been no protection from the Hounds of God. In Venice, in the year of our Lord 1637, the Hounds hunted as they pleased among the powerless. First, it had been the Jews, and then the Moors, and then those suspected of Protestantism until finally the Inquisition, backed by the gold flowing into Spain from the New World, began to cast its net where it chose. Ginevra had been an intelligent woman who dared to think for herself. In this time, that was enough.





Dead flesh compacted under his hands as his grip tightened. He wanted to rage and weep and mourn his loss, but he felt nothing. Her light, her love, had been extinguished and darkness had filled its place.





His heart as cold as hers, Henry kissed her forehead and laid the body gently down. When he stood, his hands were covered in her blood. There would be blood enough to wash it away.





He found the priests in a small study, sitting at ease in a pair of cushioned chairs on either side of a marble hearth, slippered feet stretched out toward the fire, gold rings glittering on pale fingers. Cleaned and fed, they still stank of her death.





"... confessed to having relations with the devil, was forgiven, and gave her soul up to God. Very satisfactory all around. Shall we return the body to the Sisters or to her family?"





The older Dominican shrugged. "I cannot see that it makes any difference, she . . . Who are you?"





Henry lifted his lip off his teeth in a parody of a smile. "I am vengeance," he said, closing and bolting the heavy oak door behind him. When he turned, he saw that the younger priest, secure in the power he wielded, blinded by that security, had moved toward him.





Their eyes met. The priest, who had stood calmly by while countless heretics found their way to re demption on paths of pain, visibly paled.





Henry stopped pretending to smile. "And I am the devil Ginevra Treschi had relations with."





He released the Hunger her blood had called. They died begging for their lives as Ginevra had died.





It wasn't enough.





The Grand Inquisitor had sent five other Domini cans to serve on his Tribunal in Venice. Three died at prayer. One died in bed. One died as he dictated a letter to a novice who would remember nothing but darkness and blood.





* * *





The Doge, needing Spain's political and monetary support to retain power, had given the Inquisitors a wing of his palace. Had given them the room where the stone walls were damp and thick and the screams of the those the Hounds brought down would not disturb his slumber.





Had killed Ginevra as surely as if he'd used the irons.





With a soft cry, Gracia la Valla sat bolt upright in the Doge's ornate bed clutching the covers in both hands. The canopy was open and a spill of moonlight patterned the room in shadows.





She heard a sound beside her and, thinking she'd woken her lover, murmured, as she reached out for him, "Such a dark dream I had."





Her screams brought the household guard.





He killed the Inquisition's holy torturer quickly, like the animal he was, and left him lying beside the filthy pallet that was his bed.





It still wasn't enough.





In the hour before dawn, Henry carried the body of Ginevra Treschi to the chapel of the Benedictine Sisters who had tried to shelter her. He had washed her in the canal, wrapped her in linen, and laid her in front of their altar, her hands closed around the rosary she'd given him the night they'd parted.





Her lips when he kissed them were cold.





But so were his.





Although he had all but bathed in the blood of her murderers, it was her blood still staining his hands. He met none of the sisters and, as much as he could feel anything, he was glad of it. Her miraculous return to the cloister would grant her burial in their consecrated ground but not if death returned with her.





Henry woke the next night in one of the vaults under San Marco, the smell of her blood all around him. It would take still more blood to wash it away. For all their combined power of church and state, the Inquisition did not gather their victims randomly. Someone had borne witness against her.





Giuseppe Lemmo.





Marriage to him had been the alternative to the convent.





He had a large head, and a powdered gray wig, and no time for denial. After Henry had drunk his fill, head and wig and the body they were more or less attached to slid silently into the canal.





As Lemmo sank beneath the filthy water, the sound of two men approaching drove Henry into the shadows. His clothing stank of new death and old, but it was unlikely anyone could smell it over the stink of the city.





"No, no, I say the Dominicans died at the hand of the Devil rising from hell to protect one of His own."





Henry fell silently into step behind the pair of mer chants, the Hunger barely leashed.





"And I say," the second merchant snorted, "that the Holy Fathers called it on themselves. They spend so much time worrying about the Devil in others, well, there's no smoke without fire. They enjoyed their work too much for my taste and you'll notice, if you look close, that most of their heretics had a hefty purse split between the Order and the Doge after their deaths."





"And more talk like that will give them your purse to split, you fool."





Actually, it had saved them both, but they would never know it.





"Give who my purse? The Hounds of God in Ven ice have gone to their just reward." He turned his head and spat into the dark waters of the canal. "And I wish Old Nick the joy of them."





His companion hurriedly crossed himself. "Do you think they're the only dogs in the kennel? The Dom inicans are powerful, their tribunals stretch all the way back to Spain and up into the northlands. They won't let this go unanswered. I think you will find before very long that Venice will be overrun by the Hounds of God."





"You think? Fool, the One Hundred will be too busy fighting over a new Doge to tell His Holiness that some of his dogs have been put down."





Before they could draw near the lights and crowds around the Grand Canal, Henry slipped into the deeper darkness between two buildings. The Domini can's Tribunals stretched all the way back to Spain. He looked down at Ginevra's blood on his hands.





"Drink, signore?"





Without looking at either the bottle or the man who offered it, Henry shook his head and continued staring out over the moonlit water toward the lights of Sicily. Before him, although he could not tell which lights they were, were the buildings of the Inquisi tion's largest tribunal outside of Spain. They had their own courthouse, their own prison, their own chapel, their own apartments where half of every her etic's possessions ended up.





It was entirely possible they knew he was coming or that something was coming. Rumor could travel by day and night while he could move only in darkness. Behind him stretched a long line of the dead. He had killed both Dominicans and the secular authori ties who sat with them on the tribunals. He had killed the lawyers hired by the Inquisition. He had killed those who denounced their neighbors to the Inquisition and those who lent the Inquisition their support. He had killed those who thought to kill him.





He had never killed so often or been so strong. He could stand on a hill overlooking a village and know how many lives were scattered beneath him. He could stand in shadow outside a shuttered building and count the number of hearts beating within. He could stare into the eyes of the doomed and be almost deafened by the song of blood running through their veins. It was becoming hard to tell where he ended and the Hunger began.





The terrified whispers that followed him named him demon so, when he fed, he hid the marks that would have shown what he truly was. There were too many who believed the old tales and he was far too vulnerable in the day.





"Too good to drink with me, signore?" Stinking of wine, he staggered along the rail until the motion of the waves threw him into Henry's side. Stumbling back, he raised the jug belligerently. "Too good to..."





Henry caught the man's gaze with his and held it. Held it through the realization, held it through the terror, held it as the heart began to race with panic, held it as bowels voided. When he finally released it, he caught the jug that dropped from nerveless fingers and watched the man crawl whimpering away, his mind already refusing to admit what he had seen.





It had been easy to find a ship willing to cross the narrow strait at night. Henry had merely attached himself to a party of students negotiating their return





to the university after spending the day in the broth els of Reggio and the exotic arms of mainland whores. Although the sky was clear, the moon full, and the winds from the northwest, the captain of the schoo ner had accepted their combined coin so quickly he'd probably been looking for an excuse to make the trip. No doubt, his hold held some of the steady stream of goods from France, Genoa, and Florence that moved illegally down the western coast to the Spanish-controlled kingdom of Naples and then to Sicily.





The smugglers would use the students as Henry intended, as a diversion over their arrival in Messina.





They passed the outer arm of the sickle-shaped harbor, close enough that the night no longer hid the individual buildings crouched on the skirts of Mount Etna. He could see the spire of the cathedral, the Abbey of Santa Maria della Valle, the monastery of San Giorgio, but nothing that told him where the Dominicans murdered in the name of God.





No matter.





It would be easy enough to find what he was look ing for.





They could lock themselves away, but Henry would find them. They could beg or plead or pray, but they would die. And they would keep dying until enough blood had poured over his hands to wash the stain of Ginevra's blood away.





Messina was a port city and had been in continu ous use since before the days of the Roman Empire. Beneath its piers and warehouses, beneath broad ave nues and narrow streets, beneath the lemon trees and the olive groves, were the ruins of an earlier city. Beneath its necropolis were Roman catacombs.





As the students followed their hired torchbearer from the docks to the university, Henry followed the scent of death through the streets until he came at last to the end of the Via Annunziata to the heavy iron gates that closed off the Piazza del Dominico from the rest of the city. The pair of stakes rising out of the low stone dais in the center of the square had been used within the last three or four days. The stink of burning flesh almost overwhelmed the stink of fear.





Almost.





"Hey! You! What are you doing?"





The guard's sudden roar out of the shadows was intended to intimidate.





"Why the gates?" Henry asked without turning. The Hounds preferred an audience when they burned away heresy.





"You a stranger?"





"I am vengeance," Henry said quietly, touching the iron and rubbing the residue of greasy smoke between two fingers. As the guard reached for him, he turned and closed his hand about the burly wrist, tightening his grip until bones cracked and the man fell to his knees. "Why the gates?" he repeated.





"Friends. Oh, God, please ..." It wasn't the pain that made him beg but the darkness in the stranger's eyes. "Some of the heretics got friends!"





"Good." He had fed in Reggio, so he snapped the guard's neck and let the body fall back into the shad ows. Without the guard, the gates were no barrier.





"You said he was ready to confess." Habit held up out of the filth, the Dominican stared disapprovingly at the body on the rack. "He is unconscious!"





The thin man in the leather apron shrugged. "Wasn't when I sent for you."





"Get him off that thing and back into the cell with the others." Sandals sticking to the floor, he stepped





back beside the second monk and shook his head. "I am exhausted and his attorney has gone home. Let God's work take a break until morning, for pity's ..."





The irons had not been in the fire, but they did what they'd been made to do. Even as the Hunger rose to answer the blood now turning the robe to black and white and red, Henry appreciated the irony of the monk's last word. A man who knew no pity had died with pity on his tongue. The second monk screamed and choked on a crimson flood as curved knives, taken from the table beside the rack, hooked in under his arms and met at his breastbone.





Henry killed the jailer as he'd killed the guard. Only those who gave the orders paid in blood.





Behind doors of solid oak, one large cell held half a dozen prisoners and two of the smaller cells held one prisoner each. Removing the bars, Henry opened the doors and stepped back out of sight. He had learned early that prisoners would rather remain to face the Inquisition than walk by him, but he always watched them leave, some small foolish part of his heart hoping he'd see Ginevra among them, free and alive.





The prisoner from one of the small cells surged out as the door was opened. Crouched low and ready for a fight, he squinted in the torchlight searching for an enemy. When he saw the bodies, he straightened and his generous mouth curved up into a smile. Hair as red-gold as Henry's had begun to gray, but in spite of approaching middle-age, his body was trim and well built. He was well-dressed and clearly used to being obeyed.





On his order, four men and two women shuffled out of the large cell, hands raised to block the light, bits of straw dinging to hair and clothing. On his order, they led the way out of the prison.





He was using them to see if the way was dear, Henry realized. Clever. Ginevra had been clever, too.





Murmured Latin drew his attention back to the bodies of the Dominicans. Kneeling between them, a hand on each brow, the elderly Franciscan who'd emerged from the other cell performed the Last Rites.





"In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. Amen." One hand gripping the edge of the rack, he pulled himself painfully to his feet. "You can come out now. I know what you are."





"You have no idea, monk."





"You think not?" The old man shrugged and bent to release the ratchet that held the body on the rack taut. "You are the death that haunts the Inquisition. You began in Venice, you finally found your way to us here in Messina."





"If I am death, you should fear me."





"I haven't feared death for some time." He turned and swept the shadows with a rheumy gaze. "Are you afraid to face me, then?"





Lips drawn back off his teeth, Henry moved into the light.





The Franciscan frowned. "Come closer."





Snarling, Henry stepped over one of the bodies, the blood scent wrapping around him. Prisoner of the Inquisition or not, the monk would learn fear. He caught the Franciscan's gaze with his but, to his astonishment, couldn't hold it. When he tried to look away, he could not.





After a long moment, the old monk sighed, and released him. "Not evil, although you have done evil. Not anger, nor joy in slaughter. I never knew your kind could feel such pain."





He staggered back, clutching for the Hunger as it fled. "I feel nothing!"





"So you keep telling yourself. What happened in





Venice, vampire? Who did the Inquisition kill that you try to wash away the blood with theirs?"





Over the roaring in his head, Henry heard himself say, "Ginevra Treschi."





"You loved her."





It wasn't a question. He answered it anyway. "Yes."





"You should kill me, you know. I have seen you. I know what you are. I know what is myth ..." He touched two fingers to the wooden cross hanging against his chest. ... and I know how to destroy you. When you are helpless in the day, I could drag your body into sunlight; I could hammer a stake through your heart. For your own safety, you should kill me."





He was right.





What was one more death? Henry's fingers, sticky with blood already shed, closed around the old man's skinny neck. He would kill him quickly and return to the work he had come here to do. There were many, many more Dominicans in Messina.





The Franciscan's pulse beat slow and steady.





It beat Henry's hand back to his side. "No. I do not kill the innocent."





"I will not argue original sin with you, vampire, but you're wrong. Parigi Carradori, the man from the cell next to mine, seeks power from the Lord of Hell by sacrificing children in dark rites."





Henry's lip curled. "Neither do I listen to the In quisition's lies."





"No lie; Carradori admits it freely without persua sion. The demons hold full possession of his mind, and you have sent him out to slaughter the closest thing to innocence in the city."





"That is none of my concern."





"Do not push me, old man!" He reached for the Hunger but for the first time since Ginevra's death it was slow to answer.





"By God's Grace, you are being given a chance to save yourself. To find, if you will, redemption. You may, of course, choose to give yourself fully to the darkness you have had wrapped about you for so many months, allowing it, finally, into your heart. Or you may choose to begin making amends."





"Amends?" He stepped back slowly so it wouldn't look so much like a retreat and spat into the drying blood pooled out from the Dominicans' bodies. "You want me to feel sorrow for the deaths of these men?"





"Not yet. To feel sorrow, you must first feel. Begin by stopping Carradori. We will see what the Lord has in mind for you after that." He patted the air between them, an absentminded benediction, then turned and began to free the man on the rack, working the leather straps out of creases in the swollen arms.





Henry watched him for a moment, then turned on one heel and strode out of the room.





He was not going after Carradori. His business was with the Inquisition, with those who had slowly mur dered his Ginevra, not with a man who may or may not be dealing with the Dark One.





... you have sent him out to slaughter the closest thing to innocence in the city."









He was not responsible for what Carradori chose to do with his freedom. Stepping out into the square, he listened to the sound of Dominican hearts beating all around him. Enough blood to finally be enough.





... seeks power from the Lord of Hell by sacrificing children in dark rites."





Children died. Some years, more children died than lived. He could not save them all even were he willing to try.





"You may choose to give yourself fully to the darkness. Or you may choose to begin making amends."





"Shut up, old man!"





Torch held high, head cocked to better peer be yond its circle of light, a young monk stepped out of one of the other buildings. "Who is there? Is that you Brother Pe . . . ?" He felt more than saw a shadow slip past him. When he moved the torch forward, he saw only the entrance to the prison. A bloody handprint glistened on the pale stone.





The prisoners had left the gate open. Most of them had taken the path of least resistance and stumbled down the Via Annunziata, but one had turned left, gone along the wall heading up toward the mountain.





Carradori.





Out away from the stink of terror that filled the prison, Henry could smell the taint of the Dark One in his blood.





The old man hadn't lied about that, at least.





Behind him, a sudden cacophony of male voices suggested his visit had been discovered. It would be dangerous to deal further with the Inquisition tonight. He turned left.





He should have caught up to Carradori in minutes, but he didn't and he found himself standing outside a row of tenements pressed up against the outer wall of the necropolis with no idea of where the man had gone. Lip drawn up off his teeth, he snarled softly and a scrawny dog, thrown out of sleep by the sound, began to howl. In a heartbeat, a dozen more were protesting the appearance of a new predator on their territory.





The noise the monks had made was nothing in comparison.





As voices rained curses down from a dozen win dows, Henry ran for the quiet of the necropolis.





The City of the Dead had tenements of its own; the dead had been stacked in this ground since the Greeks controlled the strait. Before Venice, before Ginevra, Henry had spent very little time with the dead--his own grave had not exactly been a restful place. Of late, however, he had grown to appreciate the silence. No heartbeats, no bloodsong, nothing to call the Hunger, to remind him of vengeance not yet complete.





But not tonight.





Tonight he could hear two hearts and feel a life poised on the edge of eternity.





The houses of the dead often became temples for the dark arts.





Warding glyphs had been painted in blood on the outside of the mausoleum. Henry sneered and passed them by. Blood held a specific power over him, as specific as the power he held over it. The dark arts were a part of neither.





The black candles, one at either end of the skinny child laid out on the tomb, shed so little light Henry entered without fear of detection. To his surprise, Carradori looked directly at him with wild eyes.





"And so the agent of my Dark Lord comes to take his place by my side." Stripped to the waist, he had cut more glyphs into his own flesh, new wounds over old scars.





"I am no one's agent," Henry spat, stepping forward.





"You set me free, vampire. You slaughtered those who had imprisoned me."





"You may choose to give yourself fully to the darkness."





"That had nothing to do with you."





Holding a long straight blade over the child, Carra dori laughed. "Then why are you here?"





"Or you may choose to begin making amends."





"I was curious."





"Then let me satisfy your curiosity."





He lifted the knife and the language he spoke was neither Latin nor Greek, for Henry's father had seen that he was fluent in both. It had hard consonants that tore at the ears of the listener as much as at the throat of the speaker. The Hunger, pushed back by the Franciscan, rose in answer.





This would be one way to get enough blood. Then the child turned her head.





Gray eyes stared at Henry past a fall of ebony curls. One small, dirty hand stretched out toward him.





But the knife was already on its way down.





He caught the point on the back of his arm, felt it cut through him toward the child as his fist drove the bones of Carradori's face back into his brain. He was dead before he hit the floor.





The point of the blade had touched the skin over the child's heart but the only blood in the tomb was Henry's.





He dragged the knife free and threw it aside, catch ing the little girl up in his arms and sliding to his knees. The new wound in his arm was nothing to the old wound in his heart. It felt as though a glass case had been shattered and now the shards were slicing their way out. Rocking back and forth, he bur ied his face in the child's dark curls and sobbed over and over, "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry."





"... confessed to having relations with the devil, was forgiven, and gave her soul up to God."





"And I am the devil Ginevra Treschi had relations with."





Loving him had killed her.





When he woke the next evening, the old Franciscan was sitting against the wall, the shielded lantern at his feet making him a gray shadow in the darkness.





"I thought you'd bring a mob with stakes and torches."





"Not much of a hiding place, if that's what you thought."





Sitting up, Henry glanced around the alcove and shrugged. He had left the girl at the tenements, one grimy hand buried in the ruff of the scrawny dog he'd wakened and then, with dawn close on his heels, he'd gone into the first layer of catacombs and given himself to the day.





"Why didn't you?"





" 'Vengeance is mine,' sayeth the Lord. And besides . . ." Clutching the lantern, he heaved himself to his feet. ". . . I hate to lose a chance to redeem a soul."





"You know what I am. I have no soul."





"You said you loved this Ginevra Treschi. Love does not exist without a soul."





"My love killed her."





"Perhaps." Setting the lantern on the tomb, he took Henry's left hand in his and turned his palm to the light. The wound began to bleed sluggishly again, the blood running down the pale skin of Henry's forearm to pool in his palm. "Did she choose to love you in return?"





His voice less than a whisper. "Yes."





"Then don't take that choice away from her. She





has lost enough else. You have blood on your hands, vampire. But not hers."





He stared at the crimson stains. "Not hers."





"No. And you can see whose blood is needed to wash away the rest." He gently dosed Henry's fingers.





"Mine ... "





The smack on the back of the head took him by surprise. He hadn't even seen the old monk move.





"The Blood of the Lamb, vampire. Your death will not bring my brother Dominicans back to life, but your life will be long enough to atone."





"You are a very strange monk"





"I wasn't always a monk. I knew one of your kind in my youth and perhaps by redeeming you, I redeem myself for the mob and the stakes I brought to him."





Henry could see his own sorrow mirrored in the Franciscan's eyes. He knew better than to attempt to look beyond it.





"Why were you a prisoner of the Inquisition?"





"I'm a Franciscan. The Dominicans don't appreci ate our holding of the moral high ground."





"The moral high ground ..."





"Christ was poor. We are poor. They are not. Which does not mean, however, that they need to die."





"I didn't . . ."





"I know." He laid a warm palm against Henry's hair. "How long has it been since your last con fession . . . ?"





"The Tribunal's buildings were destroyed in an earthquake in 1783. They were never rebuilt. When I went back to Messina in the 1860s, even I couldn't find the place they'd been."





Tony stared out into the parking garage. They'd been home for half an hour, just sitting in the car while Henry talked. "Did you really kill all those people?"





"Yes."





"But some of them were bad people, abusing their power and . . . that's not the point, is it?"





"No. They died because I felt guilty about what happened to Ginevra, not because the world would have been a better place without them in it, not because I had to kill to survive." His lips pulled back off his teeth. "I have good reasons when I kill peo ple now."





"Speaking as people," Tony said softly, "I'm glad to hear that."





His tone drew Henry's gaze around. "You're not afraid?"





"Because you vamped out three hundred and fifty years ago?" He twisted in the seat and met Henry's eyes. "No. I know you now." When Henry looked away, he reached out and laid a hand on his arm. "Hey, I got a past, too. Not like yours, but you can't live without having done things you need to make up for. Things you're sorry you did."





"Is being sorry enough?"





"I haven't been to Mass since I was a kid, but isn't it supposed to be? I mean, if you're really sorry? So what kind of penance did he give you?" Tony asked a few moments later when it became obvious Henry wasn't going to elaborate on how sorry he was.





"Today?"





"No, three hundred and fifty years ago. I mean, three Hail Marys aren't gonna cut it after, well ..."





"He made me promise to remember."





"That's all?" When it became dear Henry wasn't going to answer that either, he slid out of the car





and leaned back in the open door. "Come on, TSN's got Australian rugger on tonight. You know you love it."





"You go. I'll be up in a few minutes."





"You okay?"





"Fine."





"I could . . ."





"Tony."





"Okay. I could go upstairs." He straightened, closed the car door, and headed across the parking garage to the elevator. When he reached it, he hit the call button and waited without turning. He didn't need to turn. He knew what he'd see.





Henry.





Still sitting in the car.





Staring at his hands.





THE VENGEFUL SPIRIT OF LAKE NEPEAKEA





"Camping?"





"Why sound so amazed?" Dragging the old turquoise cooler behind her, Vicki Nelson, once one of Toronto's finest and currently the city's most successful paranormal investigator, backed out of Mike Celluci's crawl space.





"Why? Maybe because you've never been camping in your life. Maybe because your idea of roughing it is a hotel without room service. Maybe…" He moved just far enough for Vicki to get by then followed her out into the rec room. "…because you're a…"





"A?" Setting the cooler down beside two sleeping bags and a pair of ancient swim fins, she turned to face him. "A what, Mike?" Gray eyes silvered.





"Stop it."





Grinning, she turned her attention back to the cooler. "Besides, I won't be on vacation, I'll be working. You'll be the one enjoying the great outdoors."





"Vicki, my idea of the great outdoors is going to the Skydome for a Jay's game."





"No one's forcing you to come." Setting the lid to one side, she curled her nose at the smell coming out of the cooler's depths. "When was the last time you used this thing?"





"Police picnic, 1992. Why?"





She turned it up on its end. The desiccated body of a mouse rolled out, bounced twice and came to rest with its sightless little eyes staring up at Celluci. "I think you need to buy a new cooler."





"I think I need a better explanation than "I've got a great way for you to use up your long weekend'" he sighed, kicking the tiny corpse under the rec room couch.





"So this developer from Toronto, Stuart Gordon, bought an old lodge on the shores of Lake Nepeakea and he wants to build a rustic, time-share resort so junior executives can relax in the woods. Unfortunately, one of the surveyors disappeared and local opinion seems to be that he's pissed off the lake's protective spirit…"





"The what?"





Vicki pulled out to pass a transport and deftly reinserted the van back into her own lane before replying. "The protective spirit. You know, the sort of thing that rises out of the lake to vanquish evil." A quick glance toward the passenger seat brought her brows in. "Mike, are you all right? You're going to leave permanent finger marks in the dashboard."





He shook his head. The truck load of logs coming down from Northern Ontario had missed them by inches. Feet at the very most. All right, maybe meters but not very many of them. When they'd left the city, just after sunset, it had seemed logical that Vicki, with her better night sight, should drive. He was regretting that logic now but, realizing he didn't have a hope in hell of gaining control of the vehicle, he tried to force himself to relax. "The speed limit isn't just a good idea," he growled through clenched teeth, "it's the law."





She grinned, her teeth very white in the darkness. "You didn't used to be this nervous."





"I didn't used to have cause." His fingers wouldn't release their grip so he left them where they were. "So this missing surveyor, what did he…"





"She."





"…she do to piss off the protective spirit?"





"Nothing much. She was just working for Stuart Gordon."





"The same Stuart Gordon you're working for."





"The very one."





Right. Celluci stared out at the trees and tried not to think about how fast they were passing. Vicki Nelson against the protective spirit of Lake Nepeakea. That's one for pay for view…





"This is the place."





"No. In order for this to be 'the place' there'd have to be something here. It has to be 'a place 'before it can be 'the place'."





"I hate to admit it," Vicki muttered, leaning forward and peering over the arc of the steering wheel, "but you've got a point." They'd gone through the village of Dulvie, turned right at the ruined barn and followed the faded signs to The Lodge. The road, if the rutted lanes of the last few kilometers could be called a road, had ended, as per the directions she'd received, in a small gravel parking lot – or more specifically in a hard packed rectangular area that could now be called a parking lot because she'd stopped her van on it. "He said you could see the lodge from here."





Celluci snorted. "Maybe you can."





"No. I can't. All I can see are trees." At least she assumed they were trees, the high contrast between the area her headlights covered and the total darkness beyond made it difficult to tell for sure. Silently calling herself several kinds of fool, she switched off the lights. The shadows separated into half a dozen large evergreens and the silhouette of a roof steeply angled to shed snow.





Since it seemed they'd arrived, Vicki shut off the engine. After a heartbeat's silence, the night exploded into a cacophony of discordant noise. Hands over sensitive ears, she sank back into the seat. "What the hell is that?"





"Horny frogs."





"How do you know?" she demanded.





He gave her a superior smile. "PBS."





"Oh." They sat there for a moment, listening to the frogs. "The creatures of the night," Vicki sighed, "what music they make." Snorting derisively, she got out of the van. "Somehow, I expected the middle of nowhere to be a lot quieter."





Stuart Gordon had sent Vicki the key to the lodge's back door and once she switched on the main breaker, they found themselves in a modern, stainless steel kitchen that wouldn't have looked out of place in any small, trendy restaurant back in Toronto. The sudden hum of the refrigerator turning on momentarily drowned out the frogs and both Vicki and Celluci relaxed. "So now what?" he asked.





"Now we unpack your food from the cooler, we find you a room, and we make the most of the short time we have until dawn."





"And when does Mr. Gordon arrive?" "Tomorrow evening. Don't worry, I'll be up." "And I'm supposed to do what, tomorrow in the daytime?" "I'll leave my notes out. I'm sure something'll occur to you." "I thought I was on vacation?" "Then do what you usually do on vacation." "Your foot work." He folded his arms. "And on my last vacation – which was also your idea – I almost lost a kidney."





Closing the refrigerator door, Vicki crossed the room between one heartbeat and the next. Leaning into him, their bodies touching between ankle and chest, she smiled into his eyes and pushed the long curl of hair back off of his forehead. "Don't worry, I'll protect you from the spirit of the lake. I have no intention of sharing you with another legendary being."





"Legendary?" He couldn't stop a smile. "Think highly of yourself, don't you?"





"Are you sure you'll be safe in the van?"





"Stop fussing. You know I'll be fine." Pulling her jeans up over her hips, she stared out the window and shook her head. "There's a whole lot of nothing out there."





From the bed, Celluci could see a patch of stars and the top of one of the evergreens. "True enough."





"And I really don;t like it."





"Then why are we here?"





"Stuart Gordon just kept talking. I don't even remember saying yes but the next thing I knew, I'd agreed to do the job."





"He pressured you?" Celluci's emphasis on the final pronoun made it quite clear that he hadn't believed such a thing was possible.





"Not pressured, no. Convinced with extreme prejudice."





"He sounds like a prince."





"Yeah? Well, so was Machiavelli." Dressed, she leaned over the bed and kissed him lightly. "Want to hear something romantic? When the day claims me, yours will be the only life I'll be able to feel."





"Romantic?" His breathing quickened as she licked at the tiny puncture wounds on his wrist. "I feel like a box luuu…ouch! All right. It's romantic."





Although she'd tried to keep her voice light when she'd mentioned it to Celluci, Vicki really didn't like the great outdoors. Maybe it was because she understood the wilderness of glass and concrete and needed the anonymity of three million lives packed tightly around hers. Standing by the van, she swept her gaze from the first hints of dawn to the last lingering shadows of night and couldn't help feeling excluded, that there was something beyond what she could see that she wasn't a part of. She doubted Stuart Gordon's junior executives would feel a part of it either and wondered why anyone would want to build a resort in the midst of such otherness.





The frogs had stopped trying to get laid and the silence seemed to be waiting for something.





Waiting…





Vicki glanced toward Lake Nepeakea. It lay like a silver mirror down at the bottom of a rocky slope. Not a ripple broke the surface. Barely a mile away, a perfect reflection brought the opposite shore closer still.





Waiting…





Whippoor-will!





Vicki winced at the sudden, piercing sound and got into the van. After locking both outer and inner doors, she stripped quickly – if she were found during the day, naked would be the least of her problems – laid down between the high, padded sides of the narrow bed and waited for the dawn. The bird call, repeated with Chinese water torture frequency, cut its way through special seals and interior walls.





"Man, that's annoying," she muttered, linking her fingers over her stomach. "I wonder if Celluci can sleep through…"





As soon as he heard the van door close, Celluci fell into a dreamless sleep that lasted until just past noon. When he woke, he stared up at the inside of the roof and wondered where he was. The rough lumber looked like it' d been coated in creosote in the far distant past.





"No insulation, hate to be here in the winter…"





Then he remembered where here was and came fully awake.





Vicki had dragged him out to a wilderness lodge, north of Georgian Bay, to hunt for the local and apparently homicidal protective lake spirit.





A few moments later, his sleeping bag neatly rolled on the end of the old iron bed, he was in the kitchen making a pot of coffee. That kind of a realization upon waking needed caffeine.





On the counter next to the coffee maker, right where he'd be certain to find it first thing, he found a file labeled Lake Nepeakea in Vicki's unmistakable handwriting. The first few pages of glossy card stock had been clearly sent by Stuart Gordon along with the key. An artist's conception of the timeshare resort, they showed a large L-shaped building where the lodge now stood and three dozen "cottages" scattered through the woods, front doors linked by broad gravel paths. Apparently, the guests would commute out to their personal chalets by golf cart.





"Which they can also use on…" Celluci turned the page and shook his head in disbelief. "…the nine hole golf course." Clearly, a large part of Mr. Gordon's building plan involved bulldozers. And right after the bulldozers would come the cappuccino. He shuddered.





The next few pages were clipped together and turned out to be photocopies of newspaper articles covering the disappearance of the surveyor. She'd been working with her partner in the late evening, trying to finish up a particularly marshy bit of shore destined to be filled in and paved over for tennis courts, when, according to her partner, she'd stepped back into the mud, announced something had moved under her foot, lost her balance, fell, screamed, and disappeared. The OPP, aided by local volunteers, had set up an extensive search but she hadn't been found. Since the area was usually avoided because of the sink holes, sink holes a distraught Stuart Gordon swore he knew nothing about – "Probably distraught about having to move his tennis courts," Celluci muttered – the official verdict allowed that she'd probably stepped in one and been sucked under the mud.





The headline on the next page declared DEVELOPER ANGERS SPIRIT, and in slightly smaller type, Surveyor Pays the Price. The picture showed an elderly woman with long gray braids and a hawklike profile staring enigmatically out over the water. First impressions suggested a First Nations elder. In actually reading the text, however, Celluci discovered that Mary Joseph had moved out to Dulvie from Toronto in 1995 and had become, in the years since, the self-proclaimed keeper of local myth. According to Ms. Joseph, although there had been many sightings over the years, there had been only two other occasions when the spirit of the Lake had felt threatened enough to kill. "Itprotects the lake," she was quoted as saying, "from those who would disturb its peace. "





"Two weeks ago," Celluci noted, checking the date. "Tragic but hardly a reason for Stuart Gordon to go to the effort of convincing Vicki to leave the city."





The final photocopy included a close-up of a car door that looked like it had been splashed with acid. SPIRIT ATTACKS DEVELOPER'S VEHICLE. During the night of May 13th, the protector of Lake Nepeakea had crawled up into the parking lot of the lodge and secreted something corrosive and distinctly fishy against Stuart Gordon's brand new Isuzu trooper. A trail of dead bracken, a little over afoot wide and smelling strongly of rotting fish, led back to the lake. Mary Joseph seemed convinced it was a manifestation of the spirit, the local police were looking for anyone who might have information about the vandalism, and Stuart Gordon announced he was bringing in a special investigator from Toronto to settle it once and for all.





It was entirely probable that the surveyor had stepped into a mud hole and that local vandals were using the legends of the spirit against an unpopular developer. Entirely probable. But living with Vicki had forced Mike Celluci to deal with half a dozen improbable things every morning before breakfast so, mug in hand, he headed outside to investigate the crime scene.





Because of the screen of evergreens – although given their size 'barricade' was probably the more descriptive word – the parking lot couldn't be seen from the lodge. Considering the impenetrable appearance of the overlapping branches, Celluci was willing to bet that not even light would get through. The spirit could have done anything it wanted to, up to and including changing the oil, in perfect secrecy.





Brushing one or two small insects away from his face, Celluci found the path they'd used the night before and followed it. By the time he reached the van, the one or two insects had become twenty-nine or thirty and he felt the first bite on the back of his neck. When he slapped the spot, his fingers came away dotted with blood.





"Vicki's not going to be happy about that," he grinned wiping it off on his jeans. By the second and third bites, he' d stopped grinning. By the fourth and fifth, he really didn't give a damn what Vicki thought. By the time he'd stopped counting, he was running for the lake, hoping that the breeze he could see stirring its surface would be enough to blow the little bastards away.





The faint but unmistakable scent of rotting fish rose from the dead bracken crushed under his pounding feet and he realized that he was using the path made by the manifestation. It was about two feet wide and led down an uncomfortably steep slope from the parking lot to the lake. But not exactly all the way to the lake. The path ended about three feet above the water on a granite ledge.





Swearing, mostly at Vicki, Celluci threw himself backwards, somehow managing to save both his coffee and himself from taking an unexpected swim. The following cloud of insects effortlessly matched the move. A quick glance through the bugs showed the ledge tapering off to the right. He bounded down it to the water's edge and found himself standing on a small, man-made beach staring at a floating dock that stretched out maybe fifteen feet into the lake. Proximity to the water had seemed to discourage the swarm so he headed for the dock hoping that the breeze would be stronger fifteen feet out.





It was. Flicking a few bodies out of his coffee, Celluci took a long grateful drink and turned to look back up at the lodge. Studying the path he'd taken, he was amazed he hadn't broken an ankle and had to admit a certain appreciation for who or what had created it. A graying staircase made of split logs offered a more conventional way to the water and the tiny patch of gritty sand, held in place by a stone wall. Stuart Gordon's plans had included a much larger beach and had replaced the old wooden dock with three concrete piers.





"One for papa bear, one for mama bear, and one for baby bear," Celluci mused, shuffling around on the gently rocking platform until he faced the water. Not so far away, the far shore was an unbroken wall of trees. He didn't know if there were bears in this part of the province but there was certainly bathroom facilities for any number of them. Letting the breeze push his hair back off his face, he took another swallow of rapidly cooling coffee and listened to the silence. It was unnerving.





The sudden roar of a motor boat came as a welcome relief. Watching it bounce its way up the lake, he considered how far the sound carried and made a mental note to close the window should Vicki spend any significant portion of the night with him.





The moment distance allowed, the boat's driver waved over the edge of the cracked windshield and, in a great, banked turn that sprayed a huge fantail of water out behind him, headed toward the exact spot where Celluci stood. Celluci's fingers tightened around the handle of the mug but he held his ground. Still turning, the driver cut his engines and drifted the last few meters to the dock. As empty bleach bottles slowly crumpled under the gentle impact, he jumped out and tied off his bow line.





"Frank Patton," he said, straightening from the cleat and holding out a callused hand. "You must be the guy that developer's brought in from the city to capture the spirit of the lake."





"Detective Sergeant Mike Celluci." His own age or a little younger, Frank Patton had a working man's grip that was just a little too forceful. Celluci returned pressure for pressure. "And I'm just spending a long weekend in the woods."





Patton's dark brows drew down. "But I thought…"





"You thought I was some weirdo phychic you could impress by crushing his fingers." The other man looked down at their joined hands and had the grace to flush. As he released his hold, so did Celluci. He'd played this game too often to lose at it. "I suggest, if you get the chance to meet the actual investigator, you don't come on quite so strong. She's liable to feed you your preconceptions."





"She's…"





"Asleep right now. We got in late and she's likely to be up…investigating tonight."





"Yeah. Right." Flexing his fingers, Patton stared down at the toes of his workboots. "It's just, you know, we heard that, well…" Sucking in a deep breath, he looked up and grinned. "Oh hell, talk about getting off on the wrong foot. Can I get you a beer, Detective?"





Celluci glanced over at the Styrofoam cooler in the back of the boat and was tempted for a moment. As sweat rolled painfully into the bug bites on the back of his neck, he remembered just how good a cold beer could taste. "No, thanks," he sighed with a disgusted glare into his mug. "I've, uh, still got coffee."





To his surprise, Patton nodded and asked, "How long've you been dry? My brother-in-law gets that exact same look when some damn fool offers him a drink on a hot almost-summer afternoon," he explained as Celluci stared at him in astonishment. "Goes to AA meetings in Bigwood twice a week."





Remembered all the bottles he'd climbed into during those long months Vicki had been gone, Celluci shrugged. "About two years now – give or take."





"I got generic cola…"





He dumped the dregs of cold bug infested coffee into the lake. The Ministry of Natural Resources could kiss his ass. "Love one," he said.





"So essentially everyone in town and everyone who owns property around the lake and everyone in a hundred kilometer radius has reason to want Stuart Gordon gone."





"Essentially," Celluci agreed, tossing a gnawed chicken bone aside and pulling another piece out of the bucket. He'd waited to eat until Vicki got up, maintaining the illusion that it was a ritual they continued to share. "According to Frank Patton, he hasn't endeared himself to his new neighbors. This place used to belong to an Anne Kellough who…What?"





Vicki frowned and leaned toward him. "You're covered in bites."





"Tell me about it." The reminder brought his hand up to scratch at the back of his neck. "You know what Nepeakea means? It's an old Indian word that translates as 'I'm fucking sick of being eaten alive by black flies; let's get the hell out of here.'"





"Those old Indians could get a lot of mileage out of a word."





Celluci snorted. "Tell me about it."





"Anne Kellough?"





"What, not even one poor sweet baby?"





Stretching out her leg under the table, she ran her foot up the inseam of his jeans. "Poor sweet baby."





"That'd be a lot more effective if you weren't wearing hiking boots." Her laugh was one of the things that hadn't changed when she had. Her smile was too white and too sharp and it made too many new promises but her laugh remained fully human. He waited until she finished, chewing, swallowing, congratulating himself for evoking it, then said, "Anne Kellough ran this place as sort of a therapy camp. Last summer, after ignoring her for 13 years, the Ministry of Health people came down on her kitchen. Renovations cost more than she thought, the bank foreclosed, and Stuart Gordon bought it twenty minutes later."





"That explains why she wants him gone – what about everyone else?"





"Lifestyle."





"They think he's gay?"





"Not his, theirs. The people who live out here, down in the village and around the lake – while not adverse to taking the occasional tourist for everything they can get – like the quiet, they like the solitude and, god help them, they even like the woods. The boys who run the hunting and fishing camp at the west end of the lake…"





"Boys?"





"I'm quoting here. The boys," he repeated, with emphasis, "say Gordon's development will kill the fish and scare off the game. He nearly got his ass kicked by one of them, Pete Wegler, down at the local gas station and then got tossed out on said ass by the owner when he called the place quaint."





"In the sort of tone that adds, and a Starbucks would be a big improvement?" When Celluci raised a brow, she shrugged. "I've spoken to him, it's not that much of an extrapolation."





"Yeah, exactly that sort of tone. Frank also told me that people with kids are concerned about the increase in traffic right through the center of the village.





"Afraid they'll start losing children and pets under expensive sport utes?"





"That, and they're worried about an increase in taxes to maintain the road with all the extra traffic." Pushing away from the table, he started closing plastic containers and carrying them to the fridge. "Apparently, Stuart Gordon, ever so diplomatically, told one of the village women that this was no place to raise kids."





"What happened?"





"Frank says they got them apart before it went much beyond name calling."





Wondering how far 'much beyond name calling' went, Vicki watched Mike clean up the remains of his meal. "Are you sure he's pissed off more than just these few people? Even if this was already a resort and he didn't have to rezone, local council must've agreed to his building permit."





"Yeah, and local opinion would feed local council to the spirit right along side Mr. Gordon. Rumor has it, they've been bought off."





Tipping her chair back against the wall, she smiled up at him. "Can I assume from your busy day that you've come down on the mud hole/vandals side of the argument?"





"It does seem the most likely." He turned and scratched at the back of his neck again. When his fingertips came away damp, he heard her quick intake of breath. When he looked up, she was crossing the kitchen. Cool fingers wrapped around the side of his face.





"You didn't shave."





It took him a moment to find his voice. "I'm on vacation."





Her breath lapped against him, then her tongue.





The lines between likely and unlikely blurred.





Then the sound of an approaching engine jerked him out of her embrace.





Vicki licked her lips and sighed. "Six cylinder, sport utility, four wheel drive, all the extras, black with gold trim."





Celluci tucked his shirt back in. "Stuart Gordon told you what he drives."





"Unless you think I can tell all that from the sound of the engine."





"Not likely."





"A detective sergeant? I'm impressed." Pale hands in the pockets of his tweed blazer, Stuart Gordon leaned conspiratori-ally in toward Celluci, too many teeth showing in too broad a grin. "I don't suppose you could fix a few parking tickets."





"No."





Thin lips pursed in exaggerated reaction to the blunt monosyllable. "Then what do you do, detective sergeant?"





"Violent crimes."





Thinking that sounded a little too much like a suggestion, Vicki intervened. "Detective Celluci has agreed to assist me this weekend. Between us, we'll be able to keep a 24 hour watch."





"Twenty four hours?" The developer's brows drew in. "I'm not paying more for that."





"I'm not asking you to."





"Good." Stepping up onto the raised hearth as though it were a stage, he smiled with all the sincerity of a television infomercial. "Then I'm glad to have you aboard Detective, Mike – can I call you Mike?" He continued without waiting for an answer. "Call me Stuart. Together we'll make this a safe place for the weary masses able to pay a premium price for a premium week in the woods." A heartbeat later, his smile grew strained. "Don't you two have detecting to do?"





"Call me Stuart?" Shaking his head, Celluci followed Vicki's dark on dark silhouette out to the parking lot. "Why is he here?"





"He's bait."





"Bait? The man's a certified asshole, sure, but we are not using him to attract an angry lake spirit."





She turned and walked backward so she could study his face. Sometimes he forgot how well she could see in the dark and forgot to mask his expressions. "Mike, you don't believe that call-me-Stuart has actually pissed off some kind of vengeful spirit protecting Lake Nepeakea?"





"You're the one who said bait…"





"Because we're not going to catch the person, or persons, who threw acid on his car unless we catch them in the act. He understands that."





"Oh. Right."





Feeling the bulk of the van behind her, she stopped. "You didn't answer my question."





He sighed and folded his arms, wishing he could see her as well as she could see him. "Vicki, in the last four years I have been attacked by demons, mummies, zombies, werewolves…"





"That wasn't an attack, that was a misunderstanding."





"He went for my throat, I count it as an attack. I've offered my blood to the bastard son of Henry VIII and I've spent two years watching you hide from the day. There isn't anything much I don't believe in anymore."





"But…"





"I believe in you," he interrupted, "and from there, it's not that big a step to just about anywhere. Are you going to speak with Mary Joseph tonight?"





His tone suggested the discussion was over. "No, I was going to check means and opportunity on that list of names you gave me." She glanced down toward the lake then up at him, not entirely certain what she was looking for in either instance. "Are you going to be all right out here on your own?"





"Why the hell wouldn't I be?"





"No reason." She kissed him, got into the van, and leaned out the open window to add, "Try and remember, Sigmund, that sometimes a cigar is just a cigar."





Celluci watched Vicki drive away and then turned on his flashlight and played the beam over the side of Stuart's car. Although it would have been more helpful to have seen the damage, he had to admit that the body shop had done a good job. And to give the man credit, however reluctantly, developing a wilderness property did provide more of an excuse than most of his kind had for the four wheel drive.





Making his way over to an outcropping of rock where he could see both the parking lot and the lake but not be seen, Celluci sat down and turned off his light. According to Frank Patton, the black flies only fed during the day and the water was still too cold for mosquitoes. He wasn't entirely convinced but since nothing had bitten him so far the information seemed accurate. "I wonder if Stuart knows his little paradise is crawling with blood suckers." Right thumb stroking the puncture wound on his left wrist, he turned toward the lodge.





His eyes widened.





Behind the evergreens, the lodge blazed with light. Inside lights. Outside lights. Every light in the place. The harsh yellow-white illumination washed out the stars up above and threw everything below into sharp such sharp relief that even the lush, spring growth seemed manufactured. The shadows under the distant trees were now solid, impenetrable sheets of darkness.





"Well at least Ontario Hydro's glad he's here." Shaking his head in disbelief, Celluci returned to his surveillance.





Too far away for the light to reach it, the lake threw up shimmering reflections of the stars and lapped gently against the shore.





Finally back on the paved road, Vicki unclenched her teeth and followed the southern edge of the lake toward the village. With nothing between the passenger side of the van and the water but a whitewashed guard rail and a few tumbled rocks, it was easy enough to look out the window and pretend she was driving on the lake itself. When the shoulder widened into a small parking area and a boat ramp, she pulled over and shut off the van.





The water moved inside its narrow channel like liquid darkness, opaque and mysterious. The part of the night that belonged to her ended at the water's edge.





"Not the way it's supposed to work," she muttered, getting out of the van and walking down the boat ramp. Up close, she could see through four or five inches of liquid to a stony bottom and the broken shells of fresh water clams but beyond that, it was hard not believe she couldn't just walk across to the other side.





The ubiquitous spring chorus of frogs suddenly fell silent, drawing Vicki's attention around to a marshy cove off to her right. The silence was so complete she thought she could hear a half a hundred tiny amphibian hearts beating. One. Two…





"Hey, there."





She'd spun around and taken a step out into the lake before her brain caught up with her reaction. The feel of cold water filling her hiking boots brought her back to herself and she damped the hunter in her eyes before the man in the canoe had time to realize his danger.





Paddle in the water, holding the canoe in place, he nodded down at Vicki's feet. "You don't want to be doing that."





"Doing what?"





"Wadding at night. You're going to want to see where you're going, old Nepeakea drops off fast." He jerked his head back toward the silvered darkness. "Even the ministry boys couldn't tell you how deep she is in the middle. She's got so much loose mud on the bottom it kept throwing back their sonar readings."





"Then what are you doing here?"





"Well, I'm not wading, that's for sure."





"Or answering my question," Vicki muttered stepping back out on the shore. Wet feet making her less than happy, she half hoped for another smart ass comment.





"I often canoe at night. I like the quiet." He grinned in at her, clearly believing he was too far away and there was too little light for her to see the appraisal that went with it. "You must be that investigator from Toronto. I saw your van when I was up at the lodge today."





"You must be Frank Patton. You've changed your boat."





"Can't be quiet in a 50 horsepower Evinrude can I? You going in to see Mary Joseph?"





"No. I was going in to see Anne Kellough."





"Second house past the stop sign on the right. Little yellow bungalow with a carport." He slid backward so quietly even Vicki wouldn't have known he was moving had she not been watching him. He handled the big aluminum canoe with practiced ease. "I'd offer you a lift but I'm sure you're in a hurry."





Vicki smiled. "Thanks anyway." Her eyes silvered. "Maybe another time."





She was still smiling as she got into the van. Out on the lake, Frank Patton splashed about trying to retrieve the canoe paddle that had dropped from nerveless fingers.





"Frankly, I hate the little bastard, but there's no law against that." Anne Kellough pulled her sweater tighter and leaned back against the porch railing. "He's the one who set the health department on me you know."





"I didn't."





"Oh yeah. He came up here about three months before it happened looking for land and he wanted mine. I wouldn't sell it to him so he figured out a way to take it." Anger quickened her breathing and flared her nostrils. "He as much as told me, after it was all over, with that big shit-eating grin and his, 'Rough luck, Ms. Kellough, too bad the banks can't be more forgiving.' The patronizing asshole." Eyes narrowed, she glared at Vicki. "And you know what really pisses me off? I used to rent the lodge out to people who needed a little silence in their lives; you know, so they could maybe hear what was going on inside their heads. If Stuart Gordon has his way, there won't be any silence and the place'll be awash in brand names and expensive dental work."





"If Stuart Gordon has his way?" Vicki repeated, brows rising.





"Well, it's not built yet, is it?"





"He has all the paperwork filed; what's going to stop him?"





The other woman picked at a flake of paint, her whole attention focused on lifting it from the railing. Just when Vicki felt she'd have to ask again, Anne looked up and out toward the dark waters of the lake. "That's the question, isn't it," she said softly, brushing her hair back off her face.





The lake seemed no different to Vicki than it ever had. About to suggest that the question acquire an answer, she suddenly frowned. "What happened to your hand? That looks like an acid burn."





"It is." Anne turned her arm so that the burn was more clearly visible to them both. "Thanks to Stuart fucking Gordon, I couldn't afford to take my car in to the garage and I had to change the battery myself. I thought I was being careful…" She shrugged.





"A new battery, eh? Afraid I can't help you miss." Ken, owner of Ken's Garage and Auto Body, pressed one knee against the side of the van and leaned, letting it take his weight as he filled the tank. "But if you're not in a hurry I can go into Bigwood tomorrow and get you one." Before Vicki could speak, he went on. "No wait, tomorrow's Sunday, place'll be closed. Closed Monday too seeing as how it's Victoria Day." He shrugged and smiled. "I'll be open but that won't get you a battery."





"It doesn't have to be a new one. I just want to make sure that when I turn her off on the way home I can get her started again." Leaning back against the closed driver's side door, she gestured into the work bay where a small pile of old batteries had been more or less stacked against the back wall. "What about one of them?"





Ken turned, peered, and shook his head. "Damn but you've got good eyes, miss. It's dark as bloody pitch in there."





"Thank you."





"None of them batteries will do you any good though, cause I drained them all a couple of days ago. They're just too dangerous, eh? You know, if kids get poking around?" He glanced over at the gas pump and carefully squirted the total up to an even thirty-two dollars. "You're that investigator working up at the lodge, aren't you?" he asked as he pushed the bills she handed him into a greasy pocket and counted out three loonies in change. "Trying to lay the spirit?"





"Trying to catch whoever vandalized Stuart Gordon's car."





"He, uh, get that fixed then?"





"Good as new." Vicki opened the van door and paused, one foot up on the running board. "I take it he didn't get it fixed here?"





"Here?" The slightly worried expression on Ken's broad face vanished to be replaced by a curled lip and narrowed eyes. "My gas isn't good enough for that pissant. He's planning to put his own tanks in if he gets that god damned yuppie resort built."





"If?"





Much as Anne Kellough had, he glanced toward the lake. "If."





About to swing up into the van, two five gallon glass jars sitting outside the office caught her eye. The lids were off and it looked very much as though they were airing out. "I haven't seen jars like that in years," she said, pointing. "I don't suppose you want to sell them?"





Ken turned to follow her finger. "Can't. They belong to my cousin. I just borrowed them, eh? Her kids were supposed to come and get them but, hey, you know kids."





According to call-me-Stuart, the village was no place to raise kids.





Glass jars would be handy for transporting acid mixed with fish bits.





And where would they have gotten the fish, she wondered, pulling carefully out of the gas station. Maybe from one of the boys who runs the hunting and fishing camp.





Pete Wegler stood in the door of his trailer, a slightly confused look on his face. "Do I know you?"





Vicki smiled. "Not yet. Aren't you going to invite me in?"





Ten to twelve. The lights were still on at the lodge. Celluci stood, stretched, and wondered how much longer Vicki was going to be. Surely everyone in Dulvie's asleep by now.





Maybe she stopped for a bite to eat.





The second thought followed the first too quickly for him to prevent it so he ignored it instead. Turning his back on the lodge, he sat down and stared out at the lake. Water looked almost secretive at night, he decided as his eyes readjusted to the darkness.





In his business, secretive meant guilty.





"And if Stuart Gordon has gotten a protective spirit pissed off enough to kill, what then?" he wondered aloud, glancing down at his watch.





Midnight.





Which meant absolutely nothing to that ever expanding catalogue of things that went bump in the night. Experience had taught him that the so called supernatural was just about as likely to attack at two in the afternoon as at midnight but he couldn't not react to the knowledge that he was as far from the dubious safety of daylight as he was able to get.





Even the night seemed affected.





Waiting…





A breeze blew in off the lake and the hair lifted on both his arms.





Waiting for something to happen.





About fifteen feet from shore, a fish broke through the surface of the water like Alice going the wrong way through the Looking Glass. It leapt up, up, and was suddenly grabbed by the end of a glistening, gray tube as big around as his biceps. Teeth, or claws or something back inside the tube's opening sank into the fish and together they finished the arch of the leap. A hump, the same glistening gray, slid up and back into the water, followed by what could only have been the propelling beat of a flat tail. From teeth to tail the whole thing had to be at least nine feet long.





"Jesus H. Christ." He took a deep breath and added, "On crutches."





"I'm telling you, Vicki, I saw the spirit of the lake manifest." "You saw something eat a fish." Vicki stared out at the water but saw only the reflection of a thousand stars. "You probably saw a bigger fish eat a fish. A long, narrow pike leaping up after a nice fat bass."





About to deny he'd seen any such thing, Celluci suddenly frowned. "How do you know so much about fish?"





"I had a little talk with Pete Wegler tonight. He provided the fish for the acid bath, provided by Ken the garageman, in glass jars provided by Ken's cousin, Kathy Boomhower – the mother who went much beyond name calling with our boy Stuart. Anne Kellough did the deed – she's convinced Gordon called in the Health Department to get his hands on the property – having been transported quietly to the site in Frank Patton's canoe." She grinned. "I feel like Hercule Poirot on the Orient Express."





"Yeah? Well, I'm feeling a lot more Stephen King than Agatha Christie."





Sobering, Vicki laid her hand on the barricade of his crossed arms and studied his face. "You're really freaked by this aren't you?"





"I don't know exactly what I saw, but I didn't see a fish get eaten by another fish."





The muscles under her hand were rigid and he was staring past her, out at the lake. "Mike, what is it?"





"I told you, Vicki. I don't know exactly what I saw." In spite of everything, he still liked his world defined. Reluctantly transferring his gaze to the pale oval of her upturned face, he sighed. "How much, if any, of this do you want me to tell Mr. Gordon tomorrow?" "How about none? I'll tell him myself after sunset." "Fine. It's late, I'm turning in. I assume you'll be staking out the parking lot for the rest of the night."





"What for? I guarantee the vengeful spirits won't be back." Her voice suggested that in a direct, one-on-one confrontation, a vengeful spirit wouldn't stand a chance. Celluci remembered the thing that rose up out of the lake and wasn't so sure. "That doesn't matter, you promised 24 hour protection." "Yeah, but…" His expression told her that if she wasn't going to stay, he would. "Fine, I'll watch the car. Happy?"





"That you're doing what you said you were going to do? Ecstatic." Celluci unfolded his arms, pulled her close enough to kiss the frown lines between her brows, and headed for the lodge. She had a little talk with Pete Wegler, my ass. He knew Vicki had to feed off others, but he didn't have to like it.





Should never have mentioned Pete Wegler. She settled down on the rock still warm from Celluci's body heat and tried unsuccessfully to penetrate the darkness of the lake. When something rustled in the underbrush bordering the parking lot, she hissed without turning her head. The rustling moved away with considerably more speed than it had used to arrive. The secrets of the lake continued to elude her.





"This isn't mysterious, it's irritating."





As Celluci wandered around the lodge, turning off lights, he could hear Stuart snoring through the door of one of the two mainfloor bedrooms. In the few hours he'd been outside, the other man had managed to leave a trail of debris from one end of the place to the other. On top of that, he' d used up the last of the toilet paper on the roll and hadn't replaced it, he'd put the almost empty coffee pot back on the coffee maker with the machine still on so that the dregs had baked onto the glass, and he'd eaten a piece of Celluci's chicken, tossing the gnawed bone back into the bucket. Celluci didn't mind him eating the piece of chicken but the last thing he wanted was Stuart Gordon's spit over the rest of the bird.





Dropping the bone into the garbage, he noticed a crumpled piece of paper and fished it out. Apparently the resort was destined to grow beyond its current boundaries. Destined to grow all the way around the lake, devouring Dulvie as it went.





"Which would put Stuart Gordon's spit all over the rest of the area."





Bored with watching the lake and frightening off the local wildlife, Vicki pressed her nose against the window of the sports ute and clicked her tongue at the dashboard full of electronic displays, willing to bet that call-me-Stuart didn't have the slightest idea of what most of them meant.





"Probably has a trouble light if his air freshener needs…hello."





Tucked under the passenger seat was the unmistakable edge of a lap top.





"And how much to you want to bet this ming'll scream bloody blue murder if I try and jimmy the door…" Turning toward the now dark lodge, she listened to the sound of two heartbeats. To the slow, regular sound that told her both men were deeply asleep.





Stuart slept on his back with one hand flung over his head and a slight smile on his thin face. Vicki watched the pulse beat in his throat for a moment. She'd been assured that, if necessary she could feed off lower lifeforms – pigeons, rats, developers – but she was just as glad she'd taken the edge off the Hunger down in the village. Scooping up his car keys, she went out of the room as silently as she'd come in.





Celluci woke to a decent voice belting out a Beatles tune and came downstairs just as Stuart came out of the bathroom finger combing damp hair.





"Good morning, Mike. Can I assume no vengeful spirits of Lake Nepeakea trashed my car in the night?"





"You can."





"Good. Good. Oh, by the way…" His smile could have sold attitude to Americans. "…I've used all the hot water."





"I guess it's true what they say about so many of our boys in blue."





"And what's that?" Celluci growled, fortified by two cups of coffee made only slightly bitter by the burned carafe.





"Well you know, Mike." Grinning broadly, the developer mimed tipping a bottle to his lips. "I mean, if you can drink that vile brew, you've certainly got a drinking problem." Laughing at his own joke, he headed for the door.





To begin with, they're not your boys in blue and then, you can just fucking well drop dead. You try dealing with the world we deal with for a while asshole, it'll chew you up and spit you out. But although his fist closed around his mug tightly enough for it to creak, all he said was, "Where are you going?"





"Didn't I tell you? I've got to see a lawyer in Bigwood today. Yes, I know what you're going to say, Mike; it's Sunday. But since this is the last time I'll be out here for a few weeks, the local legal beagle can see me when I'm available. Just a few loose ends about that nasty business with the surveyor." He paused, with his hand on the door, voice and manner stripped of all pretensions. "I told them to be sure and finish that part of the shoreline before they quit for the day – I know I'm not, but I feel responsible for that poor woman's death and I only wish there was something I could do to make up for it. You can't make up for someone dying though, can you, Mike?"





Celluci growled something non-committal. Right at the moment, the last thing he wanted was to think of Stuart Gordon as a decent human being.





"I might not be back until after dark but hey, that's when the spirit's likely to appear so you won't need me until then. Right, Mike?" Turning toward the screen where the black flies had settled, waiting for their breakfast to emerge, he shook his head. "The first thing I'm going to do when all this is settled is drain every stream these little blood suckers breed in."





The water levels in the swamp had dropped in the two weeks since the death of the surveyor. Drenched in the bug spray he'd found under the sink, Celluci followed the path made by the searchers, treading carefully on the higher hummocks no matter how solid the ground looked. When he reached the remains of the police tape, he squatted and peered down into the water. He didn't expect to find anything but after Stuart's confession, he felt he had to come.





About two inches deep, it was surprisingly clear.





"No reason for it to be muddy now, there's nothing stirring it…"





Something metallic glinted in the mud.





Gripping the marsh grass on his hummock with one hand, he reached out with the other and managed to get thumb and forefinger around the protruding piece of…





"Stainless steel measuring tape?"





It was probably a remnant of the dead surveyor's equipment. One end of the six inch piece had been cleanly broken but the other end, the end that had been down in the mud, looked as though it had been dissolved.





When Anne Kellough had thrown the acid on Stuart's car, they'd been imitating the spirit of Lake Nepeakea.





Celluci inhaled deeply and spit a mouthful of suicidal black flies out into the swamp. "I think it's time to talk to Mary Joseph."





"Can't you feel it?"





Enjoying the first decent cup of coffee he'd had in days, Celluci walked to the edge of the porch and stared out at the lake. Unlike most of Dulvie, separated from the water by the road, Mary Joseph's house was right on the shore. "I can feel something," he admitted.





"You can feel the spirit of the lake, angered by this man from the city. Another cookie?"





"No, thank you." He'd had one and it was without question the worst cookie he'd ever eaten. "Tell me about the spirit of the lake, Ms. Joseph. Have you seen it?"





"Oh yes. Well, not exactly it, but I've seen the wake of its passing." She gestured out toward the water but, at the moment, the lake was perfectly calm. "Most water has a protective spirit you know. Wells and springs, lakes and rivers, it's why we throw coins into fountains, so that the spirits will exchange them for luck. Kelpies, selkies, mermaids, Jenny Greenteeth, Peg Powler, the Fideal…all water spirits."





"And one of them, is that what's out there?" Somehow he couldn't reconcile mermaids to that toothed trunk snaking out of the water.





"Oh no, our water spirit is a new world water spirit. The Cree called it a mantouche – surely you recognize the similarity to the word Manitou or Great Spirit? Only the deepest lakes with the best fishing had them. They protected the lakes and the area around the lakes and, in return…"





"Were revered?"





"Well, no actually. They were left strictly alone."





"You told the paper that the spirit had manifested twice before?"





"Twice that we know of," she corrected. "The first recorded manifestation occurred in 1762 and was included in the notes on native spirituality that one of the exploring Jesuits sent back to France."





Product of a Catholic school education, Celluci wasn't entirely certain the involvement of the Jesuits added credibility. "What happened?"





"It was spring. A pair of white trappers had been at the lake all winter, slaughtering the animals around it. Animals under the lake's protection. According to the surviving trapper, his partner was coming out of a highwater marsh, just after sunset, when his canoe suddenly upended and he disappeared. When the remaining man retrieved the canoe he found that bits had been burned away without flame and it carried the mark of all the dead they'd stolen from the lake."





"The mark of the dead?"





"The record says it stank, Detective. Like offal." About to eat another cookie, she paused. "You do know what offal is?"





"Yes, ma'am. Did the survivor see anything?"





"Well, he said he saw what he thought was a giant snake except that it had two stubby wings at the upper end. And you know what that is."





…a glistening, gray tube as big around as his biceps. "No."





"A wyvern. One of the ancient dragons."





"There's a dragon in the lake."





"No, of course not. The spirit of the lake can take many forms. When it's angry, those who facing its anger see a great and terrifying beast. To the trapper, who no doubt had northern European roots, it appeared as a wyvern. The natives would have probably seen a giant serpent. There are many so called serpent mounds around deep lakes."





"But it couldn't just be a giant serpent?"





"Detective Celluci, don't you think that if there was a giant serpent living in this lake that someone would have gotten a good look at it by now? Besides, after the second death the lake was searched extensively with modern equipment – and once or twice since then as well – and nothing has ever been found. That trapper was killed by the spirit of the lake and so was Thomas Stebbing."





"Thomas Stebbing?"





"The recorded death in 1937. I have newspaper clippings…"





In the spring of 1937, four young men from the University of Toronto came to Lake Nepeakea on a wilderness vacation. Out canoeing with a friend at dusk, Thomas Stebbing saw what he thought was a burned log on the shore and they paddled in to investigate. As his friend watched in horror, the log "attacked" Stebbing, left him burned and dead, and "undulated into the lake" on a trail of dead vegetation.





The investigation turned up nothing at all and the eyewitness account of a "kind of big worm thing" was summarily dismissed. The final, official verdict was that the victim had indeed disturbed a partially burnt log and, as it rolled over him was burned by the embers and died. The log then rolled into the lake, burning a path as it rolled, and sank. The stench was dismissed as the smell of roasting flesh and the insistence by the friend that the burns were acid burns was completely ignored – in spite of the fact he was a chemistry student and should therefore know what he was talking about.





"The spirit of the lake came up on land, Ms. Joseph?"





She nodded, apparently unconcerned with the contradiction. "There were a lot of fires being lit around the lake that year. Between the wars this area got popular for a while and fires were the easiest way to clear land for summer homes. The spirit of the lake couldn't allow that, hence its appearance as a burned log."





"And Thomas Stebbing had done what to disturb its peace?"





"Nothing specifically. I think the poor boy was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It is a vengeful spirit, you understand."





Only a few short years earlier, he'd have understood that Mary Joseph was a total nutcase. But that was before he'd willingly thrown himself into the darkness that lurked behind a pair of silvered eyes. He sighed and stood. The afternoon had nearly ended. It wouldn't be long now until sunset.





"Thank you for your help, Ms. Joesph. I…what?"





She was staring at him, nodding. "You've seen it, haven't you? You have that look."





"I've seen something," he admitted reluctantly and turned toward the water. "I've seen a lot of thi…"





A pair of jet skis roared around the point and drowned him out. As they passed the house, blanketing it in noise, one of the adolescent operators waved a cheery hello.





Never a vengeful lake spirit around when you really need one, he thought.





"He knew about the sinkholes in the marsh and he sent those surveyors out anyway." Vicki tossed a pebble off the end of the dock and watched it disappear into the liquid darkness.





"You're sure?"





"The information was all there on his lap top and the file was dated back in March. Now, although evidence that I just happened to have found in his computer will be inadmissible in court, I can go to the Department of Lands and Forests and get the dates he requested the geological surveys."





Celluci shook his head. "You're not going to be able to get him charged with anything. Sure, he should've told them but they were both professionals, they should've been more careful." He thought of the crocodile tears Stuart had cried that morning over the death and his hands formed fists by his side. Being a irresponsible asshole was one thing; being a manipulative, irresponsible asshole was on another level entirely. "It's an ethical failure," he growled, "not a legal one."





"Maybe I should take care of him myself then." The second pebble hit the water with considerably more force.





"He's your client, Vicki. You're supposed to be working for him, not against him."





She snorted. "So I'll wait until his check clears."





"He's planning on acquiring the rest of the land around the lake." Pulling the paper he'd retrieved from the garbage out of his pocket, Celluci handed it over.





"The rest of the land around the lake isn't for sale."





"Neither was this lodge until he decided he wanted it."





Crushing the paper in one hand, Vicki's eyes silvered. "There's got to be something we can…Shit!" Tossing the paper aside, she grabbed Celluci's arm and leapt back one section, dragging him with her as the end of the dock bucked up into the air . "What the fuck was that?" she demanded as they turned to watch the place they'd just been standing rock violently back and forth. The paper she'd dropped into the water was nowhere to be seen.





"Wave from a passing boat?"





"There hasn't been a boat past here in hours."





"Sometimes these long narrow lakes build up a standing wave. It's called a seiche."





"A seiche?" When he nodded, she rolled her eyes. "I've got to start watching more PBS. In the meantime…"





The sound of an approaching car drew their attention up to the lodge in time to see Stuart slowly and carefully pull into the parking lot, barely disturbing the gravel.





"Are you going to tell him who vandalized his car?" Celluci asked as they started up the hill.





"Who? Probably not. I can't prove it after all, but I will tell him it wasn't some vengeful spirit and it definitely won't happen again." At least not if Pete Wegler had anything to say about it. The spirit of the lake might be hypothetical but she wasn't.





"A group of villagers, Vicki? You're sure?"





"Positive."





"They actually thought I'd believe it was an angry spirit manifesting all over the side of my vehicle?"





"Apparently." Actually, they hadn't cared if he believed it or not. They were all just so angry they needed to do something and since the spirit was handy… She offered none of that to call-me-Stuart.





"I want their names, Vicki." His tone made it an ultimatum.





Vicki had never responded well to ultimatums. Celluci watched her masks begin to fall and wondered just how far his dislike of the developer would let her go. He could stop her with a word, he just wondered if he'd say it. Or when.





To his surprise, she regained control. "Check the census lists then. You haven't exactly endeared yourself to your neighbors."





For a moment, it seemed that Stuart realized how close he'd just come to seeing the definition of his own mortality but then he smiled and said, "You're right, Vicki, I haven't endeared myself to my neighbors. And do you know what; I'm going to do something about that. Tomorrow's Victoria Day, I'll invite them all to a big picnic supper with great food and fireworks out over the lake. We'll kiss and make up."





"It's Sunday evening and tomorrow's a holiday. Where are you going to find food and fireworks?"





"Not a problem, Mike. I'll email my caterers in Toronto. I'm sure they can be here by tomorrow afternoon. I'll pay through the nose but hey, developing a good relationship with the locals is worth it. You two will stay, of course."





Vicki's lips drew back off her teeth but Celluci answered for them both. "Of course."





"He's up to something," he explained later, "and I want to know what that is."





"He's going to confront the villagers with what he knows, see who reacts and make their lives a living hell. He'll find a way to make them the first part of his expansion."





"You're probably right."





"I'm always right." Head pillowed on his shoulder, she stirred his chest hair with one finger. "He's an unethical, immoral, unscrupulous little asshole."





"You missed annoying, irritating, and just generally un-likable."





"I could convince him he was a combination of Mother Theresa and Lady Di. I could rip his mind out, use it for unnatural purposes, and stuff it back into his skull in any shape I damn well choose, but, unfortunately I won't."





Once you start down the dark side, forever will it dominate your destiny? But he didn't say it aloud because he didn't want to know how far down the dark side she'd been. He was grateful that she'd drawn any personal boundaries at all, that she'd chosen to remain someone who couldn't use terror for the sake of terror. "So what are we going to do about him?"





"I can't think of a damned thing. You?"





Suddenly he smiled. "Could you convince him that you were the spirit of the lake and that he'd better haul his ass back to Toronto unless he wanted it dissolved off?"





She was off the bed in one fluid movement. "I knew there was a reason I dragged you out here this weekend." She turned on one bare heel then turned again and was suddenly back in the bed. "But I think I'll wait until tomorrow night. He hasn't paid me yet."





"Morning, Mike. Where's Vicki?"





"Sleeping."





"Well, since you're up, why don't you help out by carrying the barbecue down to the beach. I may be willing to make amends but I'm not sure they are and since they've already damaged my car, I'd just as soon keep them away from anything valuable. Particularly when in combination with propane and open flames."





"Isn't Vicki joining us for lunch, Mike?"





"She says she isn't hungry. She went for a walk in the woods."





"Must be how she keeps her girlish figure. I've got to hand it to you, Mike, there aren't many men your age who could hold onto such a woman. I mean, she's really got that independent thing going doesn't she?" He accepted a tuna sandwich with effusive thanks took a bite and winced. "Not light mayo?"





"No."





"Never mind, Mike. I'm sure you meant well. Now, then, as it's just the two of us, have you ever considered investing in a time share…"





Mike Celluci had never been so glad to see anyone as he was to see a van full of bleary eyed and stiff caterers arrive at four that afternoon. As Vicki had discovered during that initial phone call, Stuart Gordon was not a man who took no for an answer. He might have accepted "Fuck off and die!" followed by a fast exit, but since Vicki expected to wake up on the shores of Lake Nepeakea, Celluci held his tongue. Besides, it would be a little difficult for her to chase the developer away if they were half way back to Toronto.





Sunset.





Vicki could feel maybe two dozen lives around her when she woke and she laid there for a moment reveling in them. The last two evenings she'd had to fight the urge to climb into the driver's seat and speed toward civilization.





"Fast food."





She snickered, dressed, and stepped out into the parking lot.





Celluci was down on the beach talking to Frank Patton. She made her way over to them, the crowd opening to let her pass without really being aware she was there at all. Both men nodded as she approached and Patton gestured toward the barbecue.





"Burger?"





"No thanks, I'm not hungry." She glanced around. "No one seems to have brought their kids."





"No one wants to expose their kids to Stuart Gordon."





"Afraid they'll catch something," Celluci added.





"Mike here says you've solved your case and you're just waiting for Mr. Congeniality over there to pay you."





Wondering what Mike had been up to, Vicki nodded.





"He also says you didn't mention any names. Thank you." He sighed. "We didn't really expect the spirit of the lake thing to work but…"





Vicki raised both hands. "Hey, you never know. He could be suppressing."





"Yeah, right. The only thing that clown suppresses is everyone around him. If you'll excuse me, I'd better go rescue Anne before she rips out his tongue and strangles him with it."





"I'm surprised she came," Vicki admitted.





"She thinks he's up to something and she wants to know what it is."





"Don't we all," Celluci murmured as he walked away.





The combined smell of cooked meat and fresh blood making her a little light headed, Vicki started Mike moving toward the floating dock. "Have I missed anything?"





"No, I think you're just in time."





As Frank Patton approached, Stuart broke off the conversation he'd been having with Anne Kellough – or more precisely, Vicki amended, at Anne Kellough – and walked out to the end of the dock where a number of large rockets had been set up.





"He's got a permit for the damned things," Celluci muttered. "The son of a bitch knows how to cover his ass."





"But not his id." Vicki's fingers curved cool around Mike's forearm. "He'll get his, don't worry."





The first rocket went up, exploding red over the lake, the colors muted against the evening gray of sky and water. The developer turned toward the shore and raised both hands above his head. "Now that I've got your attention, there's a few things I'd like to share with you all before the festivities continue. First of all, I've decided not to press charges concerning the damage to my vehicle although I'm aware that…"





The dock began to rock. Behind him, one of the rockets fell into the water.





"Mr. Gordon." The voice was Mary Joseph's. "Get to shore, now."





Pointing a finger toward her, he shook his head. "Oh no, old woman, I'm Stuart Gordon…"





No call-me-Stuart, tonight, Celluci noted.





"…and you don't tell me what to do, I tell…"





Arms windmilling, he stepped back, once, twice, and hit the water. Arms and legs stretched out, he looked as though he was sitting on something just below the surface. "I have had enough of this," he began…





…and disappeared.





Vicki reached the end of the dock in time to see the pale oval of his face engulfed by dark water. To her astonishment, he seemed to have gotten his cell phone out of his pocket and all she could think of was that old movie cut line, Who you gonna call?





One heartbeat, two. She thought about going in after him. The fingertips on her reaching hand were actually damp when Celluci grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back. She wouldn't have done it, but it was nice that he thought she would.





Back on the shore, two dozen identical wide-eyed stares were locked on the flat, black surface of the lake, too astounded by what had happened to their mutual enemy, Vicki realized, to notice how fast she'd made it to the end of the dock.





Mary Joseph broke the silence first. "Thus acts the vengeful spirit of Lake Nepeakea," she declared. Then as heads began to nod, she added dryly, "Can't say I didn't warn him."





Mike looked over at Vicki, who shrugged.





"Works for me," she said.





THE CARDS ALSO SAY





Surveying Queen Street West from her favorite perch on the roof of the six story CITY TV building, Vicki Nelson fidgeted as she watched the pre-theater crowds spill from trendy restaurants. Usually able to sit, predator patient, for hours on end, she had no idea why she was suddenly so restless.





Old instincts honed by eight years with the Metropolitan Toronto Police and two years on her own as a PI suggested there was something wrong, something she'd seen or heard. Something was out of place and it nagged at her subconscious, demanding first recognition then action.





Apparently, observation wouldn't tell her what she needed to know; she had to participate in the night.





Crossing to the rear of the building, she climbed swiftly down the art-deco ornamentation until she could drop the last ten feet into the alley below. Barely noticing the familiar stink of old urine, she straightened her clothes and stepped out onto John Street.





A dark haired young man who'd been leaning on the side of the building, straightened and turned toward her.





Hooker, Vicki thought, then, as she drew closer and realized there was nothing of either sex or commerce in the young man's expression, revised her opinion.





"My grandmother wants to see you," he said matter-of-factly as she came along beside him.





Vicki stopped and stared. "To see me?"





"Yeah. You." Running the baby fingernail on his right hand over the fuzzy beginning of a mustache, he avoided her gaze and in a bored tone recited, "Tall, fair, dressed like a man…"





Brows raised, Vicki glanced down at her black corduroy jacket, faded jeans and running shoes.





"…coming out of the alley behind the white TV station." Finished, he shrugged and added, "Looks like you. Looks like the place. You coming or not?" His posture clearly indicated that he didn't care either way. "She says if you don't want to come with me, I've got to say night walker."





Not night walker as he pronounced it, two separate words, but Nightwalker.





Vampire.





"Do you have a car?"





In answer, he nodded toward an old Camaro parked under the no parking sign, continuing to avoid her gaze so adroitly, it seemed he'd been warned.





They made the trip up Bathurst Street to Bloor in complete silence. Vicki waited until she could ask her questions of someone more likely to know the answers. The young man seemed to have nothing to say.





He stopped the car just past Bloor and Euclid and, oblivious to the horns beginning to blow behind him, jerked his head toward the north side of the street. "In there."





At the other end of the gesture was a small store front. Painted in brilliant yellow script over a painting of a classic horse-drawn Gypsy caravan were the words: Madame Luminitsa, Fortune Teller. Sees Your Future in Cards, Palms, or Tea Leaves. Behind the glass, a crimson curtain kept the curious from attempting to glimpse the future for free.





The door was similarly curtained and held a sign that listed business hours as well as an explanation that Madame Luminitsa dealt only in cash having seen too many bad credit cards. As Vicki pushed it open and stepped into a small waiting room, she heard a buzzer sound in the depths of the building.





The waiting room reminded her of a baroque doctor's office with, she noted glancing down at the glass topped coffee table, one major exception – the magazines were current. The place was empty not only of customers but also of the person who usually sat behind the official looking desk in the corner of the room. There were two interior doors; one behind the desk, one in the middle of the back wall. Soft background music with an Eastern European sound, combined with three working incense burners, set the mood.





Vicki sneezed and listened for the nearest heartbeat.





A group in the back of the building caught her attention but couldn't hold it when she became aware of the two lives just behind the back wall. One beat slowly and steadily, the other raced, caught in the grip of some strong emotion. As Vicki listened, the second heartbeat began to calm.





It sounded very nearly post-coital.





"Must've got good news," she muttered, crossing to the desk.





The desk top had nothing on it but a phone and half a pad of yellow legal paper. About to start searching the drawers, Vicki moved quickly away when she heard the second door begin to open.





A slim man with a distinctly receding hair line and slightly protuberant eyes emerged first, a sheet of crumpled yellow paper clutched in one hand. "You don't know what this means to me," he murmured.





"I have a good idea." The middle-aged woman behind him smiled broadly enough to show a gold-capped molar. "I'm pleased that I could help."





"Help?" he repeated. "You've done more than help. You've opened my eyes. I've got to get home and get started."





He rushed past Vicki without seeing her. As the outer door closed behind him, she took a step forward. "Madame Luminitsa, I presume?"





Flowered skirt swirling around her calves, the woman strode purposefully toward the desk. "Do you have an appointment?" Vicki shook her head. Under other circumstances, she'd have been amused by the official trappings to what was, after all, an elaborate way to exploit the unlimited ability of people to be self-deluded. "Someone's grandmother wants to see me."





"Ah. So you're the one." She showed no more interest than the original messenger had. "Wait here."





Since it seemed to be the only way she'd find out what was going on, Vicki dropped down onto a corner of the desk and waited while Madam Luminitsa went back into the rear of the building. Although strange things seemed to be afoot, she'd learned to trust her instincts and she didn't think she was in danger.





The Romani, as a culture, were more than willing to exploit the greed and/or stupidity of the gadje, or non-Rom, but they were also culturally socialized to avoid violence whenever possible. During the eight years she'd spent on the police force, Vicki had never heard of an incident where one of Toronto's extensive Romani communities had started a fight. Finished a couple, well, yes, but never started one.





Still, someone here had named her Nightwalker.





When the door opened again, the woman framed within it bore a distinct family resemblance to Madame Luminitsa. There were slight differences in height and weight and coloring – a little shorter, a little rounder, a little greyer – but a casual observer would have had difficulty telling them apart. Vicki was not a casual observer and she slowly stood as the dark gaze swept over her. The Hunger rose in recognition of a challenging power.





"Good. Now we know who we are, we can put it aside and get on with things." The woman's voice held a faint trace of Eastern Europe. "You'd best come in." She stepped aside leaving the way to the inner room open.





Curiosity overcoming her instinctive reaction, Vicki slipped a civilized mask back into place and did as suggested.





The inner room was a quarter the size of the outer. The ceiling had been painted navy blue and sprinkled with day-glo stars. Multicolored curtains fell from the stars to the floor and on each wall an iron bracket supporting a round light fixture thrust through the folds. In the center of the room, taking up most of the available floor space was a round table draped in red between two painted chairs. Shadows danced in every corner and every fold of fabric.





"Impressive," Vicki acknowledged. "Definitely sets the mood. But I'm not here to have my fortune told."





"We'll see." Indicating the second chair, the woman sat down.





Vicki sat as well. "Your grandson neglected to give me your name."





"You can call me Madame Luminitsa."





"Another one?"





The fortune teller shrugged. "We are all Madame Luminitsa if business is good enough. My sister, our daughters, their daughters…"





"You?"





"Not usually."





"Why not?" Vicki asked dryly. "Your predictions don't come true?"





"On the contrary." She folded her hands on the table, the colored stones in the rings that decorated six of eight fingers flashing in the light. "Some people can't take a dump without asking advice – Madame Luminitsa gives them a glimpse of the future they want. I give them the future they're going to get."





Arms crossed, Vicki snorted. "You're telling me, you can really see the future?"





"I saw you, Nightwalker. I saw where you'd be this evening. I sent for you and you came."





Which was, undeniably, unpleasantly, true. "For all that, you seem pretty calm about what I am."





"I'm used to seeing what others don't." Her expression darkened again for a moment as though she were gazing at a scene she'd rather not remember, then she shook her head and half-smiled. "If you know your history, Nightwalker – my people and your people have worked together in the past."





Vicki had a sudden vision of Gypsies filling boxes of dirt to keep their master safe on his trip to England. The memory bore the distinctive stamp of an old Hammer film. She returned the half-smile, another fraction of trust gained. "The one who changed me said that Bram Stoker was a hack."





"He got a few things right. The Romani were enslaved in that part of the world for many years and we had masters who made Bram Stoker's Count seem like a lovely fellow." Her voice held no bitterness at the history. It was over, done; they'd moved on and wouldn't waste the energy necessary to hold a grudge. "I've seen you're no danger to me, Nightwalker. As for the others. The deliberate pause held a clear warning. "…they don't know.





"All right." It was an acknowledgement more than agreement. "So, why did you send for me?"





"I saw something."





"In my future?"





"Yes."





Vicki snorted, attempting to ignore the hair lifting off the back of her neck. "A tall, dark stranger?"





"Yes."





Good cops learned to tell when people were lying. It wasn't a skill vampires needed; no one lied to them. So far, Vicki had been told only the truth – or at least the truth as Madame Luminitsa believed it. Unfortunately, truth tended to be just a tad fluid when spoken Romani to gadje.





The other woman sighed. "Would you feel better if I said a I saw a short, fair stranger?"





"Did you?"





"No. The stranger that I saw was tall, and dark, and he is dangerous. To you and to my family."





Now this meeting began to make sense. Intensely loyal to their extended families and clans, the Romani would never go to this much trouble for a mere gadje even, or especially, if that gadje was a member of the bloodsucking undead. Self-interest, however, Vicki understood. "I'm listening."





"It isn't easy to always see so I look only enough to keep my family safe. This afternoon I laid out the cards and I saw you and I saw danger approaching as a tall, dark man. Cliche," she shrugged, "but true. If you fall, this stranger will grow so strong that when he turns his hate on other targets, he will be almost invincible."





"And the danger to you?"





"He hates you because you're different. You haven't hurt him or anyone near him but neither are you like him." Madame Luminitsa paused, glanced around the room, and spread her hands. "We are also different, we work hard at keeping it that way. In the old days, we could have taken to the roads but now we, as much as you, are sitting targets."





"You're sure he's just a man?" Vicki asked, twisting a pinch of the table cloth between thumb and forefinger. She'd met a demon once and didn't want to again.





"Men do by choice what demons do by nature."





Vicki'd spent too much time in Violent Crimes to argue with that. "You've got to give me more to go on than tall, dark and male."





From a pocket in her skirt or perhaps a shelf under the table, Madame Luminitsa pulled out a deck of tarot cards. "I can."





"Oh come on…"





Shuffling the cards with a dexterity that spoke of long practice, the older woman ignored her. She placed the shuffled deck in the center of the table. "With your left hand, cut the cards into three piles to your left," she said.





Vicki stared down at the cards then up at the fortune-teller. "I don't think so."





"Cut the cards if you want to live."





Put like that, it was pretty hard to refuse.





Tarot cards had made a brief surge into popular culture while Vicki'd been attending university. A number of the girls she knew laid out patterns at every opportunity. Vicki'd considered it more important to maintain her average than to take the time to learn the symbolism. She also considered most of the kerchiefed, sandaled, skirted amateur fortune tellers to be complete flakes. As a history major, she was fully aware of the persecutions the Romani had gone through for centuries, persecutions that had started up with renewed vigor after the fall of the iron curtain, and she was at a loss to understand why anyone would consider the life of the caravans to be romantic.





The pattern Madame Luminitsa laid out was a familiar one. "Aren't you supposed to start by picking a card out to stand for me?"





"Do I tell you your business?"





"Uh, no."





"Then don't tell me mine." She laid down the tenth card, set the unused part of the deck carefully to one side and sat back in her chair, her eyes never leaving the brightly colored rectangles spread out in front of her. "The three of swords sets an atmosphere of loss. Reversed, the Emperor covers it; a weak man but one who will take action. In his past, the star reversed; physical or mental illness."





"Wait a minute, I thought this was my reading."





"It's a reading to help you find the stranger before he can strike."





"Oh." Vicki reached into the inside pocket of her jacket for the small notebook and pen. She carried the old massive shoulder bag less and less these days. Somehow a purse, even one of luggage dimensions, just didn't seem vampiric. "Maybe I should be writing this down."





Madame Luminitsa waited until the first three cards had been recorded and then went on. "He has just set aside his material life."





"Fired from his job?"





"I don't know, but now he does other, more spiritual things."





"How can destroying me be spiritual?"





"He believes he's removing evil from the world."





"And what will he believe when he goes after your people?"





"For some, different is enough to be considered evil. He's about to come to a decision, you haven't much time."





"Or much information."





"You're here, in his recent past. I suspect you took his blood and the mental illness kept the shadows you command from blotting the memory. The Page of Swords – here – means he's watching you. Spying, learning your patterns before he strikes."





She remembered the feeling that something was wrong, out of place. "Great. Like I've only ever fed off one tall dark man, unstable and unemployed."





"There's only one watching you."





"That makes me feel so much better."





"Ace of wands, reversed. He's likely to make one unsuccessful attempt before you're in any actual danger. He's afraid of being alone and he's created this purpose to fill the void. He has no family. No friends. But look here…"





Vicki obediently bent forward.





"…the nine of wands. He has prepared for this. In the final outcome, he is dead to reason. Don't argue with him, stop him."





"Kill him?"





Madame Luminitsa shuffled the cards back into the deck. "That's up to you, Nightwalker."





Tapping her pen against the paper, Vicki glanced over her list. "So I'm looking for a tall, dark, unstable, unemployed, lonely man with sawdust in his cuffs from sharpening stakes who remembers me feeding from him and has been spying on me ever since. He'll make an attempt he won't carry through all the way but when push comes to shove I won't be able to talk him out of destroying me and may have to destroy him first." When she looked up, her eyes had silvered slightly. "How do I know you're not setting me up to destroy an enemy of yours?"





"You don't."





"How do I know you didn't deliberately mislead me so that you can destroy me yourself?"





"You don't."





"So, essentially, what you're saying is, I have to trust that you, and this whole fortune-telling thing, are on the level."





The Romani's eyes reflected bits of silver, the physical manifestation of Vicki's power stopped at the surface. "Yes."





"Vicki, get real! These are Gypsies, they live for the elaborate scam."





"Not this time, Mike." Swiveling out into the room, she tipped her desk chair back and frowned up at him. "Even if your stereotyping was accurate, this wasn't a scam. Madame Luminitsa needs me to protect her family. That's the only possible reason strong enough for her to even deal with me. If my danger wasn't her danger too, I'd be facing it on my own."





"So she wants something from you."





Beginning to wish she'd never told him how she'd spent her evening, Vicki closed her eyes and counted to ten. "Yes, she does. And so she's no different than any of my other clients who want something from me except that she's paid in full, in advance, by warning me of the danger that I'm in."





"You want to know what danger you're in?" Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci stopped pacing and turned to glare at the woman in the chair. He'd loved her when they'd been together with police, he'd loved her when a degenerative eye disease had forced her to quit a job she'd excelled at and start over as a private investigator, and he'd continued to love her even after she'd become an undead, bloodsucking, creature of the night but there were times, and this was one of them, when he wanted to wring her neck. "This fortune teller knows what you are and what one Gypsy knows, they all do."





"Romani."





"What?"





"Most prefer to be called Romani, not Gypsy."





He threw up his hands. "What difference does that make!?"





"Well, let's see…" Her voice dripped sarcasm. "How would you like to be called a dumb, bigoted Wop?"





Celluci's eyes narrowed and, over the angry pounding of his heart, Vicki could hear him breathing heavily through his nose. "Fine. Romani. Whatever. They still know what you are and therefore they know you're completely helpless during the day. I want you to move back in with me."





"So you can protect me?"





"Yes!" He spat the word out, defying the reaction he knew she'd have.





To his surprise, there was no explosion.





As much touched as irritated by his concern, Vicki sighed impatiently and said, "Mike, do you honestly think that a plywood box in your basement is safer than this apartment?" The converted warehouse space boasted a barred window, a steel door, industrial strength locks, and an enclosed loft with an access so difficult even Celluci didn't attempt it on his own. The safety features had been designed by a much older vampire who'd made one, fatal error – she hadn't realized that the territory was already taken.





Slowly, Celluci sank down onto the arm of the sofa. "No. I don't."





"And it's not like you're home all day."





"I know. It's just…"





Vicki rolled her office chair out from under the edge of the loft, stopping only when they were knee to knee. She reached out and pushed an over-long curl of hair back off his face. "I'm not saying that I won't ever move back, Mike, just not now. Not because a mentally unstable, unemployed blood-donor thinks he's a modern Van Helsing."





He caught her hand, the skin cool against his palm. "And the Gy…Romani?"





"From what I understand about their culture, Madame Luminitsa's abilities make her a bit of an outsider already and she won't risk being named marhime…a kind of social/cultural exile," she added when Mike's brows went up, "…by telling her family she's dealing with a vampire."





"All right." Releasing his grip, he pushed her chair far enough away to give him room to stand. "So how do we stop this Van Helsing of yours?"





"I love it when you get all macho," she purred, rubbing her foot up his inseam. Befor he could react, she scooted back to the office, the chair's wheels protesting her speed. "According to the cards, he's prepared. You could check with the B&E guys to see if anyone's reported stolen Holy Water."





"Holy Water?"





"Madam Luminitsa said he thinks of me as evil and Holy Water is one of the traditional, albeit ineffectual, ways to melt a vampire."





"How the hell would someone steal Holy Water?"





"Don't you ever watch movies, Mike?" She mimed filling a water pistol. "Ask them about communion wafers too."





"Communion wafers?" He sighed and looked at his watch. "Fine. Whatever. Patterson's on evenings this week and he owes me a favor. It's only a quarter past eleven so if I leave in the next few minutes I'll catch him at Headquarters before he heads home."





"Great – I'll make this next bit quick. Since the cards also pointed out that our stalker's recently unemployed, a homicide detective with an open case involving the shooting of two counselors at a Canada Manpower center last month would have a reason to ask for a printout of everyone who'd recently applied for unemployment insurance."





"The guy who did the shooting could've been unemployed for years."





"You don't know that."





"Okay, let's say I come up with a plausible story and get the list – would you recognize the name of a…" He paused. This aspect of her life wasn't something they spoke about. Intellectually, Celluci knew he couldn't fulfill all her needs but he chose to ignore what that actually meant, "…dinner companion?"





"I don't know. Do you remember what you had for dinner every night for the last month?"





His lip curled into an expression approximating a smile. "Any other time, I'd be pleased you thought so little of them; this time, it's damned inconvenient. If you won't recognize his name, why do you want to see the list?"





"I might recognize his name," Vicki corrected. "But mostly I want to see the list to compare it to…" She paused and decided Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci would be happier not knowing about the list she planned on comparing it to.





Unlike the unemployment office, the Queen Street Mental Health Center was open more or less twenty-four hours a day – recent government cutbacks having redefined the word open.





Vicki watched from the shadows as the old woman wearing a plastic hospital bracelet shuffled into the circle of light by the glass doors, cringed as the streetcar went by, pushed a filthy palm against the buzzer, and left it there. She'd been easy enough to find – this part of the city had an embarrassment of riches when it came to the lost – but less than easy to control. Those parts of the human psyche that responded to the danger, to the forbidden sensuality that the vampire represented, were so inaccessible they might as well not have existed. Vicki'd finally given her ten bucks and told her, in words of one syllable, what she needed done.





Sometimes, the old ways worked best.





Eventually, an orderly appeared, shaking his head as if the motion would disconnect the incessant buzzing. Peering through the wired glass, his frown segued into annoyed recognition. "Damn it, Helen," he muttered as he opened the door. "Stop leaning on the fucking buzzer."





Vicki slipped inside while he dealt with the old woman.





When he turned, the door closing behind him, she was there; her eyes silver, her smile very white, the Hunger rising.





"I need you to do me a favor," she said.





He swallowed convulsively as she ran her thumb lightly down the muscles of his throat.





Sometimes, the new ways worked best.





When the approaching dawn drove her home, Vicki carried a list of recent discharges from Queen Street and a similar list from the Clark Institute. All she needed was Celluci's list from UIC to make comparisons. With luck there'd be names in common, names with addresses she could visit until she recognized the distinctive signature of a life she'd fed on.





Her pair of lists were depressingly long and, given the current economic climate in Mike Harris' Ontario, she expected the third to be no shorter. Searching them would take most of a night and checking the names in common could easily take another two or three nights after that.





Unlocking her door, Vicki hoped they'd have the time. Madame Luminitsa had seemed convinced the wacko in the cards was about to make his move.





The apartment was dark but the shadows were familiar. Nothing lurked in the corners except dust bunnies not quite big enough to be a danger.





After locking and then barring the door with a two by four painted to match the wall – unsophisticated safety measures were often the most effective – Vicki hurried toward the loft, fighting to keep her shoulders from hunching forward as she felt the day creep up behind her. Almost safe within her sanctuary, she looked down and saw the light flashing on her answering machine. She hesitated. The sun inched closer toward the horizon.





"Oh damn…" Unable to let it go, she swung back down to the floor.





"Vicki, Mike. St. Paul's Anglican on Bloor reported a break-in last Tuesday afternoon. The only thing missing was a box of communion wafers. If he drained the Holy Water as well, they didn't bother reporting it. Looks like you were right." His sigh seemed to take up a good ten seconds of tape. "There's no point in telling you to be careful but could you please…"





She couldn't wait for the end of the message. The sun was too close. Throwing herself up and into the loft, she barred that door as well and sank back onto the bed.





The seconds, moving so quickly a moment before, slowed.





There were sounds, all around her Vicki couldn't remember ever hearing before. Outside, in the alley – was that someone climbing toward her window?





No. Pigeons.





That vibration in the wall – a drill?





No. The distant ring of a neighbor's alarm.





In spite of her vulnerability, she had never faced the dawn wondering if she'd see the dusk – until today. She didn't like the feeling.





"Maybe I should move back into Celluci's ba…"





Vicki hated spending the day in her clothes. She had a long hot shower to wash the creases away and listened to another message from Celluci suggesting she check out the church as he'd be at work until after midnight. "…and don't bother feeding, you can grab a bite when I get there."





"Like that's going to speed things up?" she muttered, shrugging into her jacket as the tape rewound. "Feeding from you isn't exactly fast food."





Quite the contrary.





Deciding to grab a snack on the street, or they'd never get to those lists, Vicki set the two by four aside and opened her door. Out in the hallway, key in hand, she stared down at the lower of the two locks. It smelled like latex. Like a glove intended to hide fingerprints.





She jumped as the door opened across the hall.





"Hey, sweetie. Did he scratch the paint?"





"Did who scratch the paint, Lloyd?"





"Well, when I got home this pm, I saw some guy on his knees foolin' with your lock. I yelled and he fled." Ebony arms draped in a blue silk kimono, crossed over a well muscled chest. "I knocked but you didn't wake up."





"I've told you before Lloyd, I work nights and I'm a heavy sleeper." It seemed that pretty soon she'd have re-enforce the message. "Can you tell me what this guy looked like?"





Lloyd shrugged. "White guy. Tall, dark, dressed all in black but not like he was makin' a fashion statement, you know? I didn't get a good look at his face but I can tell you, I've never seen him before." He paused and suddenly smiled. "I guess he was a tall, dark stranger. Pretty funny, eh?"





"Not really."





"He's likely to make one unsuccessful attempt before you're in any actual danger. "





He'd made his attempt.





"The Page of Swords – here – means he's watching you. "





He knew what she was and he knew where she lived.





"Well, that sucks," Vicki muttered, standing on the front step of the converted factory, scanning the street.





Something was out of place and it nagged at her subconscious, demanding first recognition then action.





At some point during the last few nights, she'd seen him, or been aware of him watching her. A little desperately, she searched for the touch of a life she'd shared, however briefly, but the city defeated her. There were a million lives around and such a tenuous familiarity got lost in the roar.





Another night, she'd have walked to St. Paul's. Tonight, she flagged a cab and hoped her watching stranger had to run like hell to keep up.





It had been some years since churches in the city had been able to leave their doors unlocked after dark; penitent souls looking for God had to make do with twenty-four hour donut shops.





Ignoring the big, double doors that faced the bright lights of Bloor Street, Vicki slipped around to the back of the old stone building and one of the less obvious entrances. To her surprise, the door was unlocked.





When she pulled it open, she realized why. Choir practice. Keeping to shadows, she made her way up and into the back of the church. There were bodies in the pews, family and friends of those singing, and, standing off to one side an elderly minister – or perhaps St. Paul's was high enough Anglican that they called him a priest.





Vicki waited until the hymn ended then she tapped the minister on the shoulder and asked if she could have a quiet word. She used only enough power to get the information she wanted – when he assumed she was with the police, she encouraged him to think it.





The communion wafers had been kept in a locked cupboard in the church office. Time and use had erased any scent Vicki might have recognized.





"No, nothing else," the minister said confidently when she asked if anything else had been taken.





"What about Holy Water?"





He glanced up at her in some surprise. "Funny you should mention that." Relocking the cupboard, he lead the way out of the office. "We had a baptism on Thursday evening – three families, two babies and an adult – or I might never have noticed. When I took the lid off the font, just before the service, the water level was lower than it should have been – I knew because I'd been the one to fill it, you see – and I found a cuff button caught on the lip." Opening the door to his own office, he crossed to the desk. "It's a heavy lid and anyone trying to scoop the water out, for heaven only knows what reason why, would have to hold it up one-handed. Easy enough to get your shirt caught, I imagine. Ah, here it is."





Plucking a white button out of an empty ashtray, he turned and dropped it in Vicki's palm. "The sad thing is, you know, this probably makes the thief one of ours."





"Why?"





"Well, the Catholics keep Holy Water by the door, it's a whole lot easier to get to. If he went to all this trouble, he was probably on familiar ground. Will that button help you catch him, do you think?"





Vicki smiled, forgetting for a moment the effect it was likely to have. "Oh yes, I think it will."





She had the cab wait out front while she ran into her apartment for the pair of lists then had it drop her off in front of Madame Luminitsa's.





Which was closed.





Fortunately, there were lights on upstairs and there could be no mistaking the unique signature of the fortune-teller's life. Fully aware she was not likely to be welcomed with open arms and not really caring, Vicki went around back.





She'd never seen so many large cars in so many states of disrepair as were parked in the alley that theoretically provided delivery access for the stores. Squeezing between an old blue delivery van and a cream colored Caddy, she stood at the door and listened, eight heart beats, upstairs and down, three of them children, one of them the woman she was looking for. There were a number of ways she could gain an audience – Stoker had been wrong about that, she no more needed to be invited in than an encyclopedia salesman – but, deciding it might be best to cause the least amount of offense, she merely knocked on the door.





The man who opened it was large. Not tall exactly, nor exactly fat – large. A drooping mustache, almost too black to be real, covered his upper lip and he stroked it with the little finger of his right hand as he looked her up and down, waiting for her to speak.





"I'm looking for Madame Luminitsa," Vicki told him, masks carefully in place. "It's very important."





"Madame Luminitsa is not available. The shop is closed."





She could feel the Hunger beginning to rise, remembered she'd intended to feed and hadn't. "I saw her last night, she sent for me."





"Ah. You." His expression became frankly speculative and Vicki wondered just how much Madame Luminitsa had told her family. Without turning his head, he raised his voice. "One of you, fetch your grandmother."





Vicki heard a chair pushed out and the sound of small feet running up a flight of stairs. "Thank you."





He shrugged. "She may not come. In the meantime, do you own a car?"





"Uh, no."





"Then I can sell you one of these." An expansive gesture and a broad smile reserved for prospective customers, indicated the vehicles crowding the alley. "You won't find a better price in all of Toronto and I will personally vouch for the quality of each and every one." A huge hand reached out and slapped the hood of the blue van. "Brand new engine, six cylinders, more power than…"





"Look, I'm not interested." Not unless that tall, dark stranger gave her a chance to run him over.





"Later then, after the cards have been played out."





A small, familiar hand covered in rings, reached out into the doorway and shoved the big man aside. He glanced down at the woman Vicki knew as Madame Luminitsa and hurriedly stepped back into the building, closing the door behind him.





"You haven't stopped him," the fortune-teller said bluntly.





"Give me a break," Vicki snorted. "I have to find him first. And, I think you can help me with that."





"The cards…"





"Not the cards." She pulled the lists from her shoulderbag and fished the button out of a pocket. "This was his. If his name's here shouldn't it help you find him?"





The dark brows rose. "You watch too much television, Nightwalker." But she took the pile of fan-fold and the button. "Has he made his first attempt?"





"Yeah. He has."





"Then there's a need to hurry."





"No shit, Sherlock," Vicki muttered as the fortune teller slipped back inside.





She acted as though she hadn't heard, declaring imperiously as the door closed. "I'll let you know what I find."





The door was unlocked but since Vicki could hear Celluci's heart beat inside her apartment, she wasn't concerned. She was surprised to hear another life besides his, both hearts beating hard and fast. They'd obviously been arguing; not an unusual occurrence around the detective.





He'd probably pulled a late duty and when she hadn't answered his calls had thought she was in trouble and brought his partner in with him for backup, just in case. It wasn't hard for Vicki to follow his logic. If they were too late to save her, explanations wouldn't matter. If they were in time, she could easily clear up the confusion he'd caused poor Detective-Sergeant Graham.





Stepping into the apartment, she froze just over the threshold, eyes widening in disbelief. "You've got to be kidding."





"Snuck up on me in the parking lot," Celluci growled, glaring up at the man holding his own gun to his head. "Shoved a pad of chloroform under my nose and jabbed me with a pin so I'd inhale." Muscles strained as he fought to free his hands from the frame of the chair. "Used my own god-damned handcuffs too."





"Shut up! Both of you!" He was probably in his mid forties, short black hair and beard lightly dusted with grey, tall enough from the fortune-teller's point of view. White showed all around the brown eyes locked on Vicki's face. His free hand pointed toward the door, trembling slightly with the effect of strong emotions. "Close it."





Without turning, she pushed it shut, gently so that the latch didn't quite catch, then she let the Hunger rise. He'd made a big mistake not attacking her in the day when she was vulnerable. Her eyes grew paler than his and her voice went past command to compulsion. "Let him go."





Celluci shuddered but the man with the gun only laughed shrilly. "You have no power over me! You never have! You never will!" He met her gaze and, even through the Hunger, she saw that he was right. Like the woman she'd used to gain access to Queen Street, he had no levels of darkness or desire she could touch. Everything inside his head had been locked tightly away and she didn't have the key. She couldn't command him so, in spite of Madame Luminitsa's belief she couldn't reason with him, she reined in the Hunger and let the silver fade from her eyes.





"Let him go," she said again, "you have me."





"But I can't keep you without him." The muzzle of the gun dug a circle into Celluci's cheek. "You can't leave or I'll blow his freakin' head off."





She'd forgotten that she had another vulnerability besides the day. "If you kill him, I'll rip your living heart out of your chest and I'll make you eat it while you di…"





"Vicki…"





He laughed again as Celluci protested. "You can't get to me, before I can pull the trigger. As long as I have him, I have you."





"So we have a stand-off," she said. The silver rose unbidden to her eyes. "Do you think you can out wait me?"





His teeth flashed in the shadow of his beard. "I know I can. I only have to wait until dawn."





And he would too. It was the one certainty Vicki could read in his eyes. She took an involuntary step forward.





He lifted a bright green water pistol. "Hold it right there, or I'll shoot."





"I don't think so." She took another step.





The Holy Water hit her full in the face. He was a good shot, she had to give him that – although under the circumstances there wasn't much chance of him missing the target that mattered. Wiping the water from her eyes, she growled. "If this is how you plan to kill me, there's a flaw in the plan."





Appalled that the water hadn't had its intended effect, he recovered quickly. Throwing the plastic pistol onto the sofa, he reached down beside him and brought up a rough hewn wooden stake. "The water was only intended to slow you down. This is what I'll kill you with."





Celluci cursed and began to struggle again. The man with the gun ignored him, merely keeping the muzzle pressed tight into his face.





Vicki had no idea of how much damage she could take and survive but a stake through the heart had to count as a mortal wound, especially since he seemed to be the type to finish the job with a beheading and a mouthful of garlic. "What happens after I'm dead?"





"After?" He looked confused. "Then you'll be dead. And it'll be over." He checked his watch. "Less than five hours."





Desperately trying to remember everything she'd ever learned about defusing a hostage situation, Vicki took a deep breath and spread her arms, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible. "Since we're going to be together for those five hours," she said quietly, forcing her lips down over her teeth, "why don't you explain why you've decided to kill me. I've never hurt you." "You don't remember me, do you?" "Not remember as such, no." She knew she'd fed from him, and she knew how long it had been but that was all. "Do you spread your evil over so many?" "What evil?" Vicki asked trying to keep her tone level. It wasn't easy when all she could think of was rushing forward and ripping the hand holding the gun right off the end of his arm.





"You are evil by existing!" Tears glimmered against his lower lids and spilled over to vanish in his beard. "You mock their deaths by not dying."





"The three of swords sets an atmosphere of loss." "Whose deaths?" "My Angela, my Sandi."





Vicki exchanged a puzzled look with Celluci. "Whoever they are, I'm sorry for your loss but I didn't kill them."





"Of course you didn't kill them." He had to swallow sobs before he could go on. In spite of his anguish, the hand holding the gun never wavered. "It was a car accident. They died and were buried and now the worms devour their flesh but you…" His voice rose to a shriek. "…you live on, mocking their death with infinity. You will never die." Drawing in a long shuddering breath, he checked his watch again. "God sent you to me and gave me the power to resist you so I could kill you and set things right."





"God doesn't work that way," Celluci objected.





His smile was almost beatific. "Mine does."





Uncertain of where to go next, Vicki was astonished to hear footsteps stop outside her door. A soft touch eased it open just enough for a breath to pass through.





"Nightwalker, his name is James Wause."





Then the footsteps went away again.





There was power in a name. Power enough to reach through the madness? Vicki didn't know but it was their only chance. She let the Hunger rise again, this time let it push away the masks of civilization, and when she spoke, her voice had all the primal cadences of a storm.





"James Wause."





He jerked and shook his head. "No."





She caught his gaze with hers, saw the silver reflected in the dilated pupils as his madness kept her out, then saw it abruptly vanish as she called his name again and it gave her the key to the locked places inside. The cards had said she couldn't reason with him so she stopped trying. She called his name a third and final time. When he crumbled forward, she caught him. When he lifted his chin, she brought her teeth down to his throat.





"Vicki."





There was power in a name.





But his blood throbbed warm and red beneath his skin, and sobbing in a combination of sorrow and ecstasy he was begging her to take him.





"Vicki, no."





More importantly, he had threatened one of hers.





"Vicki! Hey!" Celluci head-butted her in the elbow, about all the contact the handcuffs allowed. "Stop it! Now."





There was also power in the sheer pig-headed unwillingness that refused to allow her to lose the humanity she had remaining. Forcing the Hunger back under fingertip control, she dropped the man she held and turned to the one beside her. The cards hadn't counted on Detective-Sergeant Michael Celluci.





Ignoring the Hunter still in her expression, he snorted. "Nice you remembered I'm here. Now do you think you could do something about the nine millimeter automatic – with, I'd like to add, the safety off – that Mr. Wause dropped into my lap?"





Later, after Celluci had been released and James Wause laid out on the sofa, put to sleep by a surprisingly gentle command, Vicki leaned against the loft support and tried not to think of how close it had all come to ending.





When Celluci picked up the phone, she reached out and closed her hand around his wrist. "What are you doing?"





He looked at her, sighed, and set the receiver back in its cradle. "No police, right?"





"Would the courts understand what I am any better than he did?" She nodded toward Wause who stirred in his sleep as though aware of her regard.





Celluci sighed again and gathered her into the circle of his arms. "All right," he said resting his cheek against her hair. "What do we do with him?"





"I've got an idea."





This time the back door was locked but Vicki quickly picked the lock, slung James Wause over her shoulder, and carried him into the church. Celluci had wanted to come, but she'd made him wait in the car.





Laying him out in a front pew, she tucked the box of unused communion wafers under his hands and stepped back. His confession would be short a few details – this time she'd successfully removed all memory of her existence from his mind – but she hoped she'd opened the way for him to get the help he needed to cope with his grief.





"The vampire as therapist," she sighed and nodded toward the altar as she passed. "So if he's one of yours, you deal with him."





It didn't surprise her to see the beat up old Camaro out in the church parking lot when she emerged. Lifting a hand to let Celluci know he should stay where he was, she walked over to the passenger side door.





"Did the cards tell you I'd be here?"





Madame Luminitsa nodded toward the church. "You gave him to God?"





"Seems like it."





"Alive."





"Didn't the cards say?"





"The cards weren't sure."





On the other side of the car, the grandson snorted.





Both women ignored him.





"Did the cards tell you where I lived?" Vicki asked.





"If they did, are you complaining?"





Without his name, she'd have never stopped him. "No. I guess I'm not."





"Good. You've less blood on your hands than I feared," the fortune-teller murmured taking Vicki's hands in hers and turning them. "Some day, I'll have to read your palms."





Vicki glanced over at Celluci, who was making it plain he wasn't going to wait patiently in the car much longer. "I'll bet I have a really long life line."





An ebony brow rose as, across the parking lot, the car door opened. "How much?"
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