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      Charlotte stepped under the moonlight. She removed her soiled clothing, letting it pool at her ankles. Loose dirt and peat sheathed her porcelain frame. The cold didn’t register. There was only the warmth from rich anticipation. She examined her body, marveling at how the glint of light danced along her skin. No scars, no puncture wounds, no stitches. The beastie’s blood had healed all of her wounds. Even the ones she pretended to no longer bear. She had shed that skin, that old coil. This was a new life.

      Everything would be different now.

      Heritage House stood in the foreground like a priceless gem. She had her home back, unstained by the past, full of infinite possibility. But she needed it prepared. Prepared to welcome her new love. The chapters they would write would be indelible. Waiting by the front entrance was the doctor. How helpful he had been.

      She cast a glance behind her at the mound of loosened dirt. “I’ll come for you soon.”

      The doctor wrapped a warm blanket around her.

      “Shall I draw you a bath?” he asked.

      “That would be lovely.” She stroked the side of his boyish face. “Did you find them?”

      “They’ve all been collected.”

      She smiled, and his eyes glistened. “You followed my orders perfectly. Such a good little soldier.” His gaze grew anxious, and she stroked his cold cheek. “We will have your friend back soon. You’ll always be together.” Until she no longer needed the doctor.

      He escorted her upstairs to the master suite. The soft glow of candlelight filled the room, catching the threads of gold woven through the citrine bed cover. Silk she had imported from Milan. A bed she had envisioned sharing with James over a century ago. Out of disappointment, she didn’t touch the silk and followed the doctor to the bath. She watched him draw the bath, swirling his blood into the hot water. There was something prickling at her sense of control. It bothered her not feel his fear or mistrust. With James, those emotions fueled her existence. She would need to rectify this soon.

      “There is a room, a space in the attic,” she said. “Can you retrieve the paintings and portraits? I’d like to have the house returned to its full splendor. Before he awakens.”

      The doctor nodded, confusion riddling his gaze. He wasn’t accustomed to being told what to do. She dropped the blanket and climbed into the bath.

      “And the whore monger’s staff?” she asked.

      “Understand who is in charge now.”

      “And those who didn’t?”

      “Have paid their tolls.”

      He retrieved a bucket from the counter and poured crimson blood into the bath. Blood always felt luxurious. Now she tasted his discomfort. It was irresistible, like the last beat of the sunset as it crested the horizon. He lit the five candles around the tub. She grabbed his hand.

      “Before you go, can you help me wash?”

      His eyes dilated.

      He began with her hair, cupping the bloody water and pouring it over her. Dirt dusted the surface of the water. Beads of sweat dotted the young doctor’s lip and chin. He wanted to feed so badly. He had fasted. She needed him hungry for their guests. The soap turned his hands pink. His touch was neither too soft with care nor too rough with want. It was medicinal.

      Or he was afraid of her.

      “Come join me,” she whispered into his palm.

      Nate Rothschild, what was left of him, stood, removed his clothing, and submerged into the warm water. He kept his gaze on her, not the bloodied water. He was trying hard to exercise control, and it was delicious to watch.

      He wasn’t as tall as her new love, but he was a fine specimen. Hands smooth from not having to struggle. A history unencumbered by abuse. He had come from a long line of privilege. She had watched these families in her brief existences. How they never really evolved, just rolled on untouched by the toil of life. Occasionally, they sired a black sheep. But this one, this one was forged out of disappointment.

      She ran her hands along his shoulders, watched his face struggle to hide its uneasiness with a rehearsed smile. A smile he had used at the clinic. A smile he had given her when she had occupied another body. Did he remember that woman? She sank under the water.

      Awe cascaded from his eyes to his mouth when she resurfaced. Her skin was no longer prized porcelain but scintillating cinnamon. Her hair was black, her eyes were deep amber, and her nipples were brown and ripe. She was the woman he’d loved and lost to his best friend, and then loved again and lost again to death. She straddled his hips, sliding onto his erection.

      He fisted her hair, pulling her head back, his feverish tongue flicking her nipples. They struck a violent and comfortable rhythm. It had been so long since she had been held this way. A mix of primal passion and sadness. His kisses became laced with affection, and something unexpected happened. Her sex contracted, milking his desire. He drove his sex deeper into her. The sound of her pleasure reverberated off the marble tiles. She dug her nails into his back and his dug his teeth into her neck.

      She had an orgasm.

      How long had it been? Whose dead body had she’d been in the last time she felt so? Blood coursed through her veins with more vigor and urgency. Her appearance had gone back to normal. She examined the heavy eyes of the boyish rake of a doctor and resented him immediately.

      She had lost control.

      He drained the bath. Rinsed off. He dried and brushed her hair. Draped her in new silk.

      When they reentered the citrine bedroom, a sharp note of envy taunted her nose and bitter coated her tongue. She circled the bed and yanked the silk coverlet off. Notes of fading sandalwood entangled with ripe apple blossoms wrapped around and twisted her ribs. She muffled a painful scream into her fisted hands. Her end-of-life love, James, and that American bitch who meant to steal him, had shared this bed.

      “I want all of this burned.”

      The doctor nodded unsure of what had her so upset. “There are other rooms,” he said.

      “I want his room.”

      “They were all his rooms.”

      She leered at him. “Is this some sort of joke to you?”

      “No. Let me take you to his room.” He turned to open the door.

      “Where’s the American?”

      “She’s been sent away.”

      Her gaze strained against the burning candles. “You said they were all collected.”

      “She wasn’t a companion.”

      Charlotte hadn’t returned from the darkness of death to miss her first meal. As she approached the handsome but incompetent doctor, she noticed his gaze began to shrink from her. She placed her hand on his face. “You will retrieve the American. You will bring her here. You will slaughter her on that bed.”

      “I’ve already killed for you.”

      “You killed for us.” She drew him closer, placing a soft kiss on his shaky mouth. “You killed for a second chance to be better than the man you once were. To not be weak.” She released her hold of him, and he stepped back to regain his balance.

      “George will never forgive me,” he said. His voice a little too thick with emotion. “Because he will never forget.”

      I don’t want him to! But she held her tongue. The doctor attempted to swallow his discomfort, but his throat had tightened. She sensed his hesitation. Was he attempting to calculate his risk? What a human endeavor. These uncomfortable moments, these heart shattering truths, this was her sustenance.

      “You can’t hold me accountable for your failure,” she said. She ran her fingers across his chest. “You slept with his fiancée. You caused the car accident. When you had a choice, you chose to save him over her.” She circled his breastbone. “All those weeks ago, when I lay trapped in the cold ground, the one person to come set me free…” She tapped his dead heart. “Was you.”

      “Because you wouldn’t shut up!” Spittle dotted his chin. “The incessant wailing like a newborn. It was maddening.”

      The doctor quaked with resentment and shame. She smiled. “You wanted him to hurt. You want them all to hurt. That is what we’re going to do. Make them understand your misery. Don’t be ashamed of the beautiful beastie you’ve become. There will be more blood on your hands.” Until she didn’t need his hands. She dug her nail deep into her forearm, drawing blood. “Don’t you love the scent of it?” She closed her eyes and inhaled his fear. “The warmth of it? The way it slides over your skin. The forbidden taste of it.”

      Nate stood transfixed.

      “When we’re done, they will finally understand your sacrifice. There will be no shame. Just intoxicating pleasure, knowing that you are so much more superior. I will have Heritage House. You will have the Clinic. Cambridge will be our playground. Now…” She snapped and he flinched. “Why don’t you show me what you have accomplished?”

      They walked together down the hall of the third floor above the gallery. The doctor pointed to five of the sixteen bedrooms, where James’s former companions, those soon to be empty vessels, where being held. The occupants’ desperate uncertainty drifted under the doors as she passed each one. A couple of companions called out for help. Their panic was setting in and she inhaled its sweet perfume. She smiled her happiness at the doctor, led him to the attic door, and pointed up. She watched him climb the ladder and enter the darkness.

      “I can’t see anything up here,” he said.

      She pulled the ladder and shut the door and latched the lock.

      For now, he would understand her displeasure, and feel his hunger drive him mad.
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      When I bolted from the two US Embassy agents at the remnants of Lazarus Church, I didn’t really have a plan. I just needed to stay in Cambridge for the dead. And for George’s health. Good thing the little ghost boy appeared to know where he was going.

      Cresting a knoll, the River Cam welcomed me with its autumn indifference. Curled golden leaves and bright green patches of algae floated along its dark surface, beckoning me for a swim. Which was out of the question. Hypothermia would engulf my bones in a matter of minutes. Thanks to being attacked by four vampires a couple weeks ago, I had lost a considerable amount of weight, mostly muscle. My lungs were burning in stunned protest from the sprint across the cemetery. If I dove into the river, I’d join the ghost boy in his watery grave. Maybe that’s what he wanted? My dad had warned me about trusting the dead.

      The Embassy agents jogged across the cemetery, half-pissed and half-amused I had made it this far. The little boy darted behind a cluster of young saplings along the river’s edge. He waved me on. I scanned the river and listened for the nearest roadway. Only the river signaled the way out. The winded agents climbed the knoll.

      Dammit. I needed to come up with a plan.

      I calculated the width of the river. It would take fifty strokes, more like seventy in my current physical state. Vic was right, I needed to rest and gain all the weight I had lost and then some. I took a deep breath; even that took more effort than usual. Would I drown? There was no other way to avoid being caught. My mind was clouded with indecision.

      Something in the thick brush reflected sunlight. It blinded me every couple of seconds, reminding me of a cheap Indian gift shop in Deadwood. With the next flash, I was back in South Dakota as if it were yesterday. A man dressed in Native American costume flashed sunlight at tourists with a mirror to lure them into the gift shop. Most of the gift shop items originated in China, not the Sioux reservation, including the costume. My brother, Sam, had rushed across the street, begging to see if they had polished stones. Stones that now rested in a candy tin buried in a storage unit in Sunnyvale, California.

      I rubbed sweat from my eyes and buried my childhood resentment. The signal stopped, but I followed its origin, picking up my pace. All I found was a fragment of mirror on the ground. Was this some sort of joke? Or worse, had I fallen for a paranormal tourist trap? Had Charlotte arranged for another set of vampires to finally do me in? A flock of linnets burst from a hedge. I jumped, panic pounding against my chest for escape.

      I slowly approached the hedge. “Who’s there?”

      Please don’t be Charlotte. I’m really not ready.

      Nothing moved.

      The agents shouted for me to stay where I was. My ears rang with anxiety and the hairs at the nape of my neck were fully extended. I turned to face the agents, who were now thirty yards away and closing in.

      I backed into the shade. There was a swift tug and I disappeared into the hedgerow. Branches snapped against my arms and slapped my face. After a few yanks on my arm, I managed to open my eyes and followed my escape guide through the hedges into a thick swath of river reeds. I gasped as the cold water engulfed my knees. Before I could shoot all the questions loading in my head, DCI Akune covered my mouth and gave me the quiet sign. He pointed above my head to the left.

      “Dr. Whiting?” The agents shouted.

      DCI Akune’s eyes were wide with caution or threat. I really wasn’t sure. My body was busy managing fear, confusion, and the cold. Currently, confusion was winning. Why had DCI Akune come to my rescue if he had just seen me off? He had accused me of being an infectious plague to this quaint college town.

      “She can’t have just vanished,” the female agent said a little too out of breath.

      “Fuck,” the male agent barked. “Let’s circle back. She couldn’t have gotten that far.”

      Had DCI Akune finally realized I had been telling the truth about James? About Charlotte? But why go through with my deportation?

      DCI Akune waited until the footfalls of both agents had long disappeared before he removed his hand from my mouth.

      “What the hell?” I stuttered through my chattering teeth.

      “Sorry, I was hoping you would run east. There’s an old tunnel behind the church, but you went for the water.” He grabbed my hands and rubbed the cold from them. Which hurt like hell. He peered above the reeds. “I think we’re clear.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and helped me climb the riverbank. He removed his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. I was shaking from the cold too violently to protest.

      I followed him along a narrow footpath until we came to a clearing where his police car was parked. He removed a towel from the trunk and handed it to me. He removed his shoes and wrung the water from his black wool socks, swiped water that had beaded on his short afro, and patiently waited for me to dry myself off. His calm gaze never wandering from mine, waiting for me to process the scene. I handed his jacket back and the cold, soaked towel. He polished his glasses clear of steam.

      Now that my body didn’t need to worry about hypothermia, my mind became hyperactive. Was he a vampire? But I had never felt unsafe around DCI Akune, just an unwelcome tourist. Was this some sort of test? Was he working for someone else? Was he going to lock me up?

      I backed away and snatched a tree limb from the ground. “Who are you?”

      He raised his hands and smiled. “Detective Chief Inspector Nelson Akune.”

      “Quit the bullshit.”

      “That’s who I am.”

      “How do you know there is a tunnel behind the church?” I shook the cobwebs from my brain. “How did you know I would run?”

      “You have a habit of not following good advice. And I wanted to see if they would stop you.”

      “The agents?”

      “The dead.”

      I swung the dead tree limb at his mid-section and almost toppled over. “Who are you?”

      He put his glasses back on. “I’m like you, Dr. Whiting. I can see the dead.”

      “What?” The question came out in two syllables.

      “How about we talk in the car? Get you warmed up.” He pointed to my makeshift weapon.

      The stick bobbed up and down, left and right from my freezing, shaking hands. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “I really don’t want you to catch your death from the cold. Let’s sit in the car.” He motioned to the police car. “At least, get you out of your wet socks and shoes.”

      “People don’t die from the cold.”

      “They do die of exposure, and despite your just anger, your lips are turning blue.”

      I put the back of my hand to my mouth. Both were numb from the October chill.

      He pulled something that looked like a wand from his coat pocket. He flicked it toward the ground, and it extended, turning into a longer metal object. “Here, have my baton. It cracks quite a wallop.” He extended it to me.

      But I didn’t move. Except for the shaking. He tossed the baton at my feet. I picked it up. It was a lot heavier than I expected. I dropped the useless tree limb. He walked to his car and opened the passenger door, walked around to the driver’s side and sat in his car. He turned the engine and adjusted some knobs and patiently waited for me to come to my senses.

      To my dismay, this took less than twenty seconds. I slammed the door shut and quickly removed my sopping wet shoes and socks. My blue toenails were a little alarming to see. I placed them close to the floor heating vent.

      “How long have you seen the dead?” I asked.

      “Since I was a child. You?”

      “Oh no, this is my interrogation, DCI Akune.” I pointed the baton at his face as if it were some sort of truth magnet. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “You’ve had a very tough time of it. I figured you could use a friend. Someone to show you there isn’t a whole lot to fear once you understand why you see the dead.”

      I blinked, attempting to digest the kind words but they tasted bitter and grainy and awfully late. “Tough time of it? How long have you known about me?”

      He squinted and rubbed his nose.

      “How long, DCI Akune? Or I walk.” I didn’t know where I would walk, but that didn’t matter.

      “When we first met, I sensed a connection.”

      My eyes struggled to stay in their sockets. “But you didn’t want to be my friend until now? Not after I had been attacked by four vampires? Not after you equated me to Typhoid Mary?” My tone didn’t hide any of my disgusted disapproval.

      “You showed up at the station with bones in your rucksack, looking for a vampire.”

      “George is not a vampire. At least not a normal one.”

      “He’s still dangerous.”

      “I don’t remember you coming for a visit when I—” I choked on bitter bile.

      “Cooper had checked you out of hospital, under false pretense, and carted you away to Heritage House. You weren’t dead. I know you believed you were, but you were very much alive. Thank God. I couldn’t risk revealing the truth to DI Cooper.”

      “Why?”

      “Why trust a man with an incredible truth when he doesn’t even believe in his own?”

      That truth resonated, but I wasn’t ready to play nice. “And two days ago, when you held me at the station for questioning and threatened to have me institutionalized?”

      “I didn’t threaten you, I warned you.”

      “Yeah, you really went out of your way to help me.” Anger pulsed through my constricting veins. “Take me back to Cambridge. Now.”

      “There are Embassy agents looking for you. They don’t just let their charges slip through their fingers. And a scourge of vampires. There are only so many Cooper can track and kill.”

      I bristled and looked out the window, all but confirming his correct deductions.

      “You are not prepared for this kind of outbreak, doctor.”

      My toes were finally pink. I extended and curled them to get the blood flowing, debating whether or not I could make a run for it. But to where? Heritage House was no longer a refuge and too far on foot. Helen was dead. George would just hand me back to the authorities. Leaving Vic as my only possibility and she reported to DCI Akune. She hadn’t even come to say goodbye. Clearly, her loyalty was to George not a foreigner.

      “Someone should’ve given you a set of rules to work by,” he said. “A little guidance at least. Congregating with the undead is never a good idea for people like us.”

      “Why?”

      “They’re always going to come after you for your blood. To feel human. To see into their past. They don’t understand that isn’t your purpose. You have so many lost souls you can help.”

      “I didn’t crawl my way back from death to leave him behind.”

      “They don’t all deserve absolution. James Stuart was an exception.”

      “I’m not talking about James.” My eyes burned. How did he know James had been absolved? Is that why he hadn’t shown up along the river at night?

      “DI Cooper isn’t damned. Nor is he completely undead. He determines his fate. There’s nothing you can do to change that. It doesn’t help that he seems determined to pretend he isn’t different.”

      There were hints of disapproval in his words, but I didn’t have the patience to dig up a counterargument.

      “I owe him,” I said.

      “He arranged for your deportation, not me.”

      “To protect me from Charlotte.”

      “Given the argument you made in my interview room, that sounds like a very good idea. Cambridge isn’t safe for you right now.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. There were no more words to exchange. Why was I always lost? How had I moved away from my infinitely constructed world to one so nebulous?

      “You have to admit you’re not prepared for this fight. You’ve just woken from a catatonic state. You’re barely at sixty percent capacity. You’re going to need more than one hundred to go after Charlotte. Give me a few days,” he said. “That’s all I ask. Let me show you what you’re truly capable of. And then, I’ll take you back to Cambridge. It’s not all painful. Nor is it dangerous. There are so many you could help. What we do is rewarding and important.”

      I stared out the window. Cambridge was slipping away. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s great.”

      He took a deep breath. “I want this to be your choice, Dr. Whiting. I have no ulterior motive. I have nothing to gain. I’m not going to put your life at risk. If you want to understand why the dead come to you, then let me show you. No strings attached.” He sighed. “Or you can return to Cambridge.”

      I popped the door open and stepped out of the car.

      He leaned towards me. “With no plan. No backup. Not even a change of clothing. With the US government looking for you and god only knows how many monsters.”

      I waited for the floor of my stomach to give out. I waited for the hairs on my arms to stand at attention. I stared into his genuine offer and waited. Nothing inside my head screamed, just run. I did hear myself say, you do need a plan and man, is it cold. And geez, was I tired.

      James had acquired billions, had built a curated network through carefully nurtured relationships, valuable ones. Which all now belonged to George if he wanted them. I rubbed my cold hands together. And sat back inside the car.

      He waited for me to buckle up, then drove out onto the road, heading south away from Cambridge.

      “Where are we going?”

      “London.”

      “Do we need to hide?”

      “No, I need fertile ground.”

      My eyes bulged. “Excuse me?”

      “There are parts of London over a millennium old. So many have come and gone, and plenty were lost along the way.”

      Although we were speeding along the motorway in a crap police car, I didn’t hear any noise. There was a quiet calm. An emotion I hadn’t experienced in days, perhaps weeks. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was from DCI Akune. Or I was giving in to post-traumatic exhaustion. My body definitely wasn’t as resilient. The attack Charlotte had arranged had taken its toll. What would be the harm in letting DCI Akune give me a much-needed break?

      I needed a plan. I needed a coalition of experts. I needed to at least be able to withstand a jog. More than anything, I needed to get rid of Charlotte for good.

      “Shit.” I covered my face.

      “What is it?”

      “My things. I need my things. Well, my backpack.” Which had a flash drive full of all my photos and notes related to James, and a second copy of George’s medical file.

      DCI Akune nodded his head towards the backseat. I turned and there, laid in the middle of the seat, was my ratty backpack. I pulled it onto my lap and hugged it to my chest like a precious toddler.

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded.

      Clever bastard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            NEW LANDSCAPE

          

        

      

    

    
      Pain.

      There wasn’t supposed to be any more of that in death. He didn’t expect peace or quiet, but this, this couldn’t be right. A rod of agony, sharp as ice hammered from the top of his head to the balls of his feet. He was frozen in place, unable to move, unable to break through the ice. When he tried to scream, cold earth filled his mouth. When he tried to move, the heat of pain radiated from his chest, etching his bones. The weight of it compounded his misery.

      Pain was a state of mind, not being. He let his mind go. In the dark recesses of memory, he found solace in the sound of gunfire. Rapid gunfire. The intoxicating singe of metal and carbon filled his mouth. Heat slithered under his skin. The foreign scents of curry, cumin, and fenugreek mixed with sweat, fear and doubt.

      He awoke, escaping into memory.

      His uniform clung to his skin. The heavy cotton pressed on his biceps as he held his rifle close to his chest like a third appendage. Gunfire popped against the wall, shattering windows and caking his face with more dust. He could only see through the sight of his rifle. Every time he pulled away to listen to the sounds of war, there was only darkness. He slowly walked down the corridor of an old sunbaked dwelling. He kicked open a door. A mother wept, holding her children close to her chest. He lowered his weapon, again darkness.

      Backing out of the room, the rush of adrenalin beat at the back of his throat. Barked commands filled his ears. Bullets rained through the corridor, flying through the darkness like fireflies. He tumbled backwards into another room. Guttural, fragmented speech welcomed him. He lifted his rifle. Through the scope, red lights flashed on the vest. There was no second thought. He ran at the man, tackling him to the ground.

      He plummeted into darkness.

      His arms flailed, attempting to stop the fall and the nerves in his stomach squeezed. But there was nothing to reach for. Nothing to stop him. Nothing to catch. He was engulfed by nothing. Making a fist, he crushed the cold through his fingers. Disoriented, he prayed for the cycle of pain and memory to stop.

      He awoke in another house, this one more familiar. A two-story suburban brownstone. He climbed the stairs. His clothing didn’t stick to his skin. The air was cool and crisp, held the scent of trees and fresh rain. When he came to the top of the stairwell, he tasted blood. At the end of the corridor, there was a lone room. He reached for a weapon but found a notebook and pen in the palm of his hand instead. His warrant card dangled from his neck, and salt flooded his mouth. This was all he ever wanted.

      “Vic.” But the name didn’t leave his mouth. Only silence.

      The door of the room swelled and fell, like it was breathing. His footing slipped. Blood coated the floor, thick as wax.

      “What are you waiting for, boss? An invitation?” Vic asked.

      George turned to look for Vic, but all he could see was the door. The door smelled of cigarettes, apple brandy, and drug store hair gel.

      He banged on the door. Why would he find Vic here? Vic didn’t deserve hell. He didn’t deserve her company. He reached for the doorknob and it swallowed his hand, drawing him through. The room was dark, cold, and unyielding. He removed a miniature torchlight from his breast pocket.

      They had been in this room before. Chased a suspect to this room. Life had changed in this room. He had trusted Vic with his life, making them partners. The torchlight slowly moved along the walls. On the floor was Vic’s prone body, her eyes wide with terror. He crouched next to her and reached out to confirm her pulse. She was cold, long dead. There were bite marks on her neck.

      Piercing pain shot through his spine. The scuffling nails of rats crossed the ceiling. He shone his light up. Nate hissed, his mouth stained crimson. He kicked the torch from George’s hand.

      Darkness swallowed the room.

      Screams entered.

      The screams of women and men flooded his mind like ghosts crossing Hades. Memories from the corrupt blood he had consumed. Death now his constant companion.

      His breaths came in quick succession, first short gasps, then long moaning wails. Leaves rustled in the distance. The earth’s cold sheet slipped away. The taste of metal, like coins rubbed clean for the arcade, coated his skin with warmth. Stuck to his skin like the cloying heat of the desert.

      Blood.

      Blood seeped its way through the cold ground.

      The ground shook, and his limbs sang with a new pain. He clawed and dug. Dirt slithered from his limbs, and the sky opened its fury. Lightning and thunder doled out its horror, loud as a witness. He stood naked cloaked in shame and fear.

      The ground was littered with the dead. Some had visible traits—arms, legs, fingers extended, reaching for something. Help? Hope? Some bodies were barely recognizable, frames with tattered clothing, rotted flesh, and shattered bones.

      George staggered through the hellscape, tripping on body after body. He fell, his face inches away from a familiar corpse. Those big blue eyes, the heart-shaped face, the shallow cheeks, the crack cocaine stained teeth. His mother blinked at him.

      Regret held him captive.

      “Mum?” he mumbled.

      Her mouth moved, but no words came. She tried harder to speak. Her eyes grew wider, more panicked until her body convulsed.

      Searing agony coiled in his chest—a child’s longing. He reached out to touch her face, but his hands were covered in blood. He turned them under the strikes of lightning. Where had the blood come from? There was no blood on the river of corpses he had crossed. Black blood twisted around his fingers, reaching out for his face. He yanked his head away. The snakes of black blood wove and curled away from him, turning to his mother.

      “Run,” she screamed. “Baby, go.”

      The blood wrapped around his mother’s face, muffling her warning, suffocating those expensive words, until she was buried.

      He pushed up and ran but the bodies grew soft and squished under his steps, like quicksand. They reached out for him, convulsed like a hungry mouth, until he was sinking under the weight of them.

      “Help me,” he pleaded.

      After a dozen rushed heartbeats, warmth caressed his fear. A bright light shone. All of his terror evaporated. The light spread across the ground. The hands around his arms and legs released their hold, and the bodies disappeared under the light’s touch. The beacon cast a soft glow like the promise of spring. George ran to the light, hoping for escape from his death’s nightmare. The light glowed from a winged angel. Her features were as smooth as Michelangelo marble. He didn’t dare touch her.

      “Save me,” he whispered, falling to his knees.

      She bent her head down, examining his features. There was nothing but hope swelling in his heart as she gazed at him. She was his salvation.

      “You have my regrets,” she said.

      The slightest sound, like a crack, slithered across the back of his neck. Her eyes grew wide with shock, followed by despair. Her mouth parted and a drop of blood pooled at the top of her lip. It fell onto his cheek like a teardrop. A rod of ice had pierced her chest. Cracks cascaded across her perfect face, starting at the high brow, across her high cheekbones, down her chin.

      Panic pumped through his veins. “Please, save me,” he said. But the words were muffled by the shattering of her wings. Cold and hopelessness rained against him. He stumbled back into darkness. She was gone. Obliterated.

      The dead engulfed him, swallowing his legs, devouring his torso until the cold earth scratched at the back of his throat.
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      I swirled my spoon around the bowl of tomato soup. Not fifteen miles out of Cambridge, my stomach had begun to growl. Loudly. DCI Akune had pulled into the town of Spellbrook and found a small pub around the corner from a Suzuki motor shop.

      “Is it not to your liking, Dr. Whiting?” DCI Akune asked.

      “It’s fine.” The interview, on the other hand, not so much. I took a half-hearted spoonful and then broke apart crackers on to my napkin.

      “So, you’ve seen the dead since childhood?” The DCI resumed his questioning.

      “Not regularly. Just from time to time. I didn’t know I had a job to do.”

      “And after Sturgis, never again?”

      “Never again. Until August.”

      “Until James Stuart attacked you?”

      I nodded.

      “The dead didn’t approach you until Nate Rothchild’s funeral?”

      I nodded once more, moving my spoon in slow circles. There was no point in sharing the dead I had witnessed along the river behind Heritage House. Those ghosts had belonged to James, and although I had searched them out, they hadn’t reappeared since his death.

      “What was different about that day?”

      “I was attending a funeral.” I quirked my left brow at him as if he’d asked me the stupidest question. How was I going to get back to Cambridge quickly if these interviews were going to be so long and slow?

      “You knew it was a funeral.”

      “Okay, DCI Obvious.”

      “I’m trying to figure out if you have a trigger, Dr. Whiting. I’m not being intentionally daft.”

      “Do you have a trigger?”

      “Sleeplessness. Anxiety.”

      I wiped my mouth, glancing around the pub. There were only two other patrons. Their attention locked on the soccer game on the television screen hanging above the bartender. “I had been living with the truth that my boss was a vampire. And he had attacked me. The Tousain investigation had turned from a missing persons case to murder. It was looking like I was a suspect. Or abetting one. And God, had George…” I shook my head. “I mean DI Cooper, he started to resent me. So no, I hadn’t been sleeping. But that’s not unusual. I don’t sleep a lot anyway. Definitely was a little stressed.”

      “But you don’t like funerals.”

      “Does anyone?” I quipped.

      “You were the last to enter that church.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “CCTV.”

      I tossed the half-empty cracker packet on the table and folded my arms.

      “I’m not spying on you.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “DI Cooper filed a report, a lengthy report, with the US Embassy. He was fairly certain you were no longer of ‘sound mind.’ At least, that’s the case he was building. He went into great detail about your state of mind after Rothchild’s funeral.”

      I fisted my hands under my arms, but it didn’t muffle my knuckles popping.

      “Still want to run back and save him?”

      I took up my spoon and dug back into my lukewarm soup.

      “Why didn’t you want to go into church? Had you seen the boy before?”

      “No. I just hadn’t been to a funeral in a long time. I’ve attended my share of them.”

      “It had to be hard. To be so young.”

      “I didn’t mind them back then. I wanted to go to every one of their funerals. I owed them all that last respect.” I ripped into another packet of crackers, trying to absorb the guilt flooding my mouth.

      “Did the children show up? Is that why funerals are hard for you?”

      My upper lip twitched, so I rubbed it hard. “Not all of them.”

      DCI Akune leaned forward. His eyes tightened with concern. “The ones you kissed?”

      I shook my head. “The ones I didn’t. And my—” My chest pinched the air from my lungs. I couldn’t say it. My eyes flooded with tears, and I quickly wiped them away.

      He carefully leaned away, sensing he had trespassed too quickly into delicate territory. “I see.”

      “No, you don’t.” I wiped my nose with my napkin. “After the eighth funeral, the parents wouldn’t let me attend the others. It had become too uncomfortable. I was the town pariah, the freakish little girl who enjoyed attending funerals. And not just any funeral, but funerals for the children she outlived.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t know my trigger, because back then I was happy to see them. After I had been banned from the services, my father would park across the street at the post office, just so that I could say my goodbyes to the rest of them.”

      “They sought you out?”

      I gave him a curt nod.

      “You didn’t need a trigger back then,” he said. “As children, we don’t have any boundaries. The boundaries are set by our parents, teachers, the adults in the room. As an adult, there are barriers we build, definitions we use to protect our professions, ambitions, our need to succeed. Ways we need to appear normal in order to fit in.”

      “I don’t need a hide-in-plain-sight lecture.”

      “Outside of Lazarus Church, before Nate’s funeral, you returned to your childlike state. You were receptive to the dead.”

      “No. I was terrified of going into that church and seeing a dead person.”

      DCI Akune wrinkled his near-straight brows.

      I stood up and put on my coat. “Sorry, I don’t want to sit here any longer.”

      He tossed pound notes on the table and followed me out into the cold afternoon. I walked up the street following the foot traffic. I didn’t have a destination, just wanted out of my interrogation. As usual, I was looking for a quick exit. My way back to Cambridge. Who cared if George didn’t want my help? Doctors always acted on behalf of their patients. Didn’t they? George was my patient and he had lost all patience with me.

      DCI Akune silently followed me, keeping his distance. We went four blocks until we ended up in the town’s square. There was an old church at the center of it. I looked at the modest two-story building with contempt.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I whispered.

      “Whose funeral was the last one you attended?” he asked.

      I leered over my shoulder. “Jack Robinson.”

      He rubbed his mouth. “Not your brother’s?”

      I didn’t look at him this time. Just stared at the little church as if I could will it to burn to the ground. “No. I didn’t attend my brother’s funeral.”

      “Pardon?”

      I turned on him quick as gasoline to a flame. “I said I didn’t attend my brother’s funeral.” The wind blew at my back. “I didn’t say goodbye to him. Because I refused to let Sam go. Do you understand? Does that register?” I tapped my fingers to my temple, mimicking the universal sign for madness. “I don’t know where his body rests. I’ve never seen the tombstone and I’ve never wanted to. Because he’s been with me all this time. If I had a problem, Sam had the answer. Flat tire, boys, how to drink at a party, all of it. I didn’t run all those miles alone. Do you now understand the barriers I constructed? He was with me, because I couldn’t let him go. Not until—” I swallowed my anger and blinked away tears. “He was with me until James Stuart called me out in that fucking church. And then I had to let him go. And now, I’m alone. For the first time, since Sturgis, since that nightmare, I’m all alone.”

      His eyes grew glassy. Instead of saying he was sorry, or that he understood my pain, he didn’t say a word. He nodded, motioned for me to continue on, and allowed me to walk around the town as storm clouds gathered and my head cleared of sadness.

      Once the sun had set, and he had quietly followed me for forty minutes, we headed back to his police car. He opened my door and before I got in, he touched my shoulder.

      “You’re not alone, Dr. Whiting. Not anymore. Thank you for sharing your truth. I know it isn’t easy.”

      The cold of evening had thawed. There was some comfort in knowing there was another person out in the world like me. That perhaps there was a way to navigate my strangeness.

      “Thanks, and you can call me Abby.”

      “Only if you call me Nelson.”
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      Vic pushed open the doors to the police station and inhaled the crisp night air. She buttoned up her peacoat and wondered why her biker boots were not warm enough. Then remembered she hadn’t worn any socks because she hadn’t got around to the laundry. She slipped her packet of Benson & Hedges from her left pocket and lit up. Instead of heading to her crap Mini, she turned right, figuring now was a good time as any to pick up laundry detergent.

      When she spotted the black Mercedes parked in front of the station, blocking three emergency spots, she braced. Two men got out of the Mercedes and smiled. What kind of man wore a lavender cashmere pullover? Their eyes flashed red under the moonlight, and she thought, ah, fuck me.

      “I’m guessing you tossers don’t need directions?” she asked.

      Lavender cashmere shook his head. “Mr. Barrett has a few questions.”

      Of course he did, she thought. She wasn’t sure they were questions she could answer. She hadn’t seen George since he had eviscerated their partnership in the morgue looking over Helen’s dead body. She had had an itch to text him after she had found out about his resignation, but her wounds were still too raw.

      Lavender opened the rear passenger door. “How about you get in nice and quiet?”

      “I have to say”—she had exhaled a plume of carcinogens and inhaled a lungful of courage— “takes balls to nab a copper from the station.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time,” Lavender said.

      The ground went squishy, and a strong sense of dread made her feet colder. “Is that where George is, answering questions?” she asked.

      Lavender walked around the car, coming in from behind to ensure Vic complied, making it clear he wasn’t up for questions, and wasn’t about to clue her in on the evening’s plan.

      Vic gave the other vampire a half-cocked smile. She jammed the heel of her boot into the foot of Lavender and elbowed him in the nose. There was a satisfactory crack, and she extinguished her cigarette in the eye of the man holding the door open, who she then kicked in the balls. She fisted a handful of his hair and shoved his head into the passenger window once, twice…

      There was a sharp pain at the base of her neck.

      “Fuck me,” she mumbled and passed out.

      The same sharp pain woke her up to the comfort of the trunk of the car. Didn’t matter. She had traveled in her shit car enough to know every pit, pothole and pedestrian stop in Cambridge. At first, she didn’t believe she could piece it together. But even the fancy Mercedes couldn’t escape the wrath of Poulsbough Street. When the scent of the fish market along the canal hit her nose, she knew they were heading south from the station. If they didn’t kill her, she was going to apply for the next detective inspector’s exam.

      The car came to a rolling stop. She thought she heard the crackling of crisp dead grass and the pop of rocks under the wheels. Out of an abundance of caution, she thought it best to pretend to still be unconscious.

      One of the vampires lugged her out of the trunk, lifting her from the armpits. He carried her like a sack of potatoes. There wasn’t a whole lot a good a struggle would accomplish. The monster wasn’t bothered by her five-foot-ten frame and all the extra weight she had put on since George’s car accident. Who was she kidding? She had put on the weight months before his accident and had added more padding for good measure. Every few steps, she snuck a peek of her surroundings. She had never been more thankful for a near-full moon.

      The lack of paving, streetlights, and traffic noise meant they were definitely out in the country. A farmhouse perhaps. Not posh enough for Grantchester, maybe Trumpington. An old door squeaked as it was dragged open. Great, they were shoving her in some old lockup on some abandoned farm in the middle of nowhere. The lockup smelled like dirt, oil, and cold cement. She really missed her wool socks. The vampire set her in an uncomfortable chair. A ridiculously little chair, making her even more self-conscious about her weight.

      “I know you’re awake,” Barrett said.

      The smooth as tinder voice incinerated her bluff. She opened one eye and took in the view of her captors. Marcus Barrett, his lavender number two man, and two henchman, who she would classify as Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dumbshit. She opened her other eye.

      She smiled at Lavender. “I thought your kind were faster than us regular folk? I see your nose is straight again.” Lavender spat black blood onto the cold ground. That would never look normal and she couldn’t help but search his neck for a pulse.

      There were a few beats of silence, then as if on invisible cue, all of her guards left the room, except Barrett. Could they talk to each other telepathically? Maybe, just maybe, George knew she was in trouble? She sent out a little prayer. It was probably a stretch, but where was the harm?

      Two of the guards remained outside the door. Just in case someone happened to stumble in the middle of nowhere and notice something didn’t look right. She was almost impressed.

      Marcus Barrett took a seat across from her. The worn card table between them was covered in dust and looked small for the magnitude of her life and death situation. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. Some posh French brand that slid open. He offered her one with a ready for wickedness grin.

      She accepted the cigarette and he lit it for her. It didn’t take long to case the room. It was relatively clear of debris, at least, any debris that could be converted into possible weapons. There was some old electrical wire, but it was inconveniently out of reach. A jumbled stack of firewood in the corner. By the age of the garage, she was sure it would go up in flames in a matter of seconds. Long before the fire department arrived.

      She nodded a thanks and inhaled possibly her last pleasure. “What happened to your arm?”

      Barrett gave his empty sleeve a cursory glance. “How long have you worked with Detective Inspector Cooper?”

      Barrett had over-articulated George’s name and title. George was always good about getting under a suspect’s skin. He was worse than a case of crabs sometimes. She loved that. Vic leaned forward. “Long enough to know that taking me hostage is probably effective yet a massive mistake for you.” She exhaled smoke into his face.

      Barrett laughed. The laugh was in a rich and confident tenor like Clive Owens, scary sexy if one was into that sort of thing. He leaned over the table. “I have to say, I do like you. I don’t like many lesbians. They can be such a whiny lot, but you, you’re a baller.” He reclined in his chair, crossed his right leg over his left, and carefully rubbed his shoulder where he no longer had an arm. “What would be the most effective way to communicate to the detective that I’m done playing?”

      Vic pretended to give the question a good toss around the gray matter. “He’s always been partial to his mobile. Conversations though, not text messages. He reads too much into texts.”

      “Really? I was hoping he was a visual man.”

      Vic inhaled. “Like a letter? It takes a while for the mail to get sorted at the station. Terribly flattered you believe I’m worth a ransom note.” There was no way to know if Barrett knew George had resigned. She doubted George had done it to focus on Barrett’s request to find a missing boy, who had gone missing circa 1910. She was sure it had everything to do with that bitch, Charlotte. Whatever George was up to, he had gone radio silent about it.

      Barrett fisted his hand to his mouth and closed his eyes. Vic couldn’t tell if it was a dramatic pause or if his newly missing arm was smiting. Either way, things had not been going his way and she was sure his patience had been lost along with his arm. She also secretly hoped George had something to do with the missing appendage.

      “Do you know what it’s like to wear a dog collar?” he asked.

      Vic was careful not to look completely confused. Had Barrett completely lost the plot? “No, I’m more of a cat person.” She exhaled smoke, to the left this time. She didn’t want to lose focus of him.

      “They can be rather agitating. Reminding the beast they have no real control over their actions.” He scratched behind his left ear. “It’s almost more humane to hit them.”

      Vic wasn’t sure who was the dog in this scenario. But she could take a hit. Not sure how many, but it seemed like she was about to find out. “I’m more of a positive reinforcement kind of girl.”

      “I really don’t want to be here. Do you understand?” Barrett asked.

      “Not really, no.”

      “The priest’s death compelled me here. That bloody picture.” He closed his eyes as if he were blocking out pain. “I have a good life, maybe not a totally up and up legal one.” He sniffed and reopened his eyes. “It’s better than sitting in some tiresome country town in the dark, watching ducks shit the river. I want to get back to my life, understand?”

      “How can I help with that, Mr. Barrett?”

      “Where’s the boy?”

      It would be easy enough to let him know as much as she knew, which wasn’t much, but what would happen after? She wasn’t valuable in this scenario. All she could do was buy time and continue to pray George would show up. Barrett didn’t want the boy. Not really. He wanted George. But she had no clue what George was up to. The stupid twat. The first rule of police work—keep things simple.

      “We haven’t located him yet,” she said.

      Barrett rubbed his face with his only hand. “That little prayer you made,” he pointed at her forehead. “That’s not how it works. I know you think you have a connection with the copper. I’ll admit, I made the same mistake. I believed you were the most valuable target. That your professional bond was deep and unyielding. That whole family in blue shite. But I was wrong. You’re my last resort. The whore monger has been cut down and the American run off.”

      Marcus stood, shaking his head. “He can’t hear you. He won’t stop your pain.”

      The door to the lockup opened. Lavender carried a rather large cleaver, which he handed to Marcus. Vic wasn’t so sure why she was relieved to find it spotless.

      “Sometimes I wonder if I had been a butcher in a past life.” He twirled the weapon.

      “Butcher, baker, maybe a candlestick wanker?” Vic quipped and immediately wished her mouth would slow its roll.

      “Where’s the boy?”

      “In the river.” It was the equivalent of saying he was in town. Or at school. Or at a pub. Specific and general all at once.

      Marcus rubbed his temple, the blade of the cleaver glimpsing the light again. She had to admit, he was the showman.

      “Is that not the answer you were expecting?” Vic asked.

      “Did the DI say he was in the river?”

      There was no way she was tossing Abby in the river. “Did George do that to your arm? Is that what this is really about? Eye for an eye kind of thing?”

      Lavender walked around the table and stood behind Vic.

      “You sure you don’t want to use the bigger guy by the door?” Vic asked. Lavender ground his teeth.

      “Are you right-handed?” Barrett asked.

      “I can shoot with both hands.”

      “Yeah…but writing up traffic tickets…that’s got to be hard without a thumb.”

      Vic relaxed her shoulders and stared straight on, trying to keep the bounce out of her knees but her feet were so cold. She should’ve just worn the wool socks three days in a row. Barrett stared back at her and time dragged to a slow ticktock. It was almost as if the room had grown warm. Which couldn’t be right, because the tips of her fingers stung from the cold.

      All she heard was her breath. No nightbirds. No cars. No movement. His pupils dilated and the peculiar quiet encompassed the lockup, like the calm before a squall.

      “I want you to place your hand on the table,” Barrett said.

      She wanted to tell him to kiss the dirt, but instead she watched as her right arm reached out across the table. What the bloody hell was happening? How come she wasn’t heeding the alarms blaring in her mind?

      Her heart raced, but she wasn’t going to give him the pleasure of her panic. She couldn’t stop staring into the abyss of his black eyes.
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