
  
  
PRAISE FOR THE VAMPIRE’S GAME


“An intoxicating mix of magic and mystery that will keep you turning pages”
—eileen cook, award-winning author and editor



“A magical thrill ride packed with action, beautiful imagery, and imaginative lore . . . complex queer characters and realistic emotional situations.”
—sionnach wintergreen, queer crime/fantasy author



“The sense of conflict is exemplified—love, jealousy, revenge. Characters are elaborately written and believable. I enjoyed the fluidity in the prose, the superior storytelling, and the unrelenting tension. A page-turning narrative that will have fans of the genre enthralled.” 
—the serial reader


“Harrowing, engaging, and captivating . . . heartbreaking twists and turns” 
—anthony avina


“The true draw is the intricate psychology of the characters, who are complex, nuanced, sympathetic, and occasionally, deeply irritating—a sign of just how invested I’ve become. A highly recommended read.” 
—juniper greer-ashe


“This fantasy/murder story deftly weaves Wiccan ritual and magic in the beautiful and somewhat haunting setting of British Columbia’s coastline. The characters are memorable, and I especially love the author’s fresh take on vampirism.” 
—debra purdy kong, urban fantasy/crime author
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  For Grace,

Who taught me to read before I went to school,

bought me my first books from the thrift store,

injected me with armchair wanderlust,

left her spicy romance novels within reach,

and fed me on ditties and faerie tales.












  
  “Love is patient. Love is kind. Love always forgives, trusts, supports, and endures. Love never fails. When every star in the heavens grows cold, and when silence lies once more on the face of the deep, three things will endure: faith, hope, and love.”  —Jim Butcher, Blood Rites: Book Six of The Dresden Files (2004)
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A trio of ravens huddled in the long shadow of a bristling hemlock at the edge of the dark forest.  It was a terror, wasn’t it? A terror of ravens? Estrada had read somewhere that the Old English word “ravenstone” meant place of execution. The birds clung to landscapes of death, anticipating a chunk of flesh or an eyeball to gouge. They frequented this forest by Buntzen Lake in British Columbia, but usually solo or in pairs. So why was this terror here now, staring down from blackened eyes? Their muttering reminded him of teenage backtalk—sarcasm punctuated by the odd obscenity. The larger of the three snapped its beak open and shut several times, and Estrada looked for something to fire at it. Why not create a little terror himself? He loved animals but there was something sinister here.
He glanced around the bleached cedar deck to see if anyone else had noticed the birds. Good friends had gathered this afternoon for Lucy’s first birthday. Daphne Sky and Dylan McBride, two of the Hollystone witches, were barbecuing. Michael slouched beside him, and Magus Dubh perched on a mat, sipping from his pint of brown ale. He’d just arrived from Glasgow and was smitten with growlers. No one seemed perturbed by the ravens. Perhaps it was just his imagination. And then the french doors opened, and Estrada turned.
“Lucita,” he said, a smile bursting from his heart. Sensara grinned and bounced his baby on her hip. He rose and crossed the wooden deck, opened his arms and hugged them both—Lucy and Sensara. His family.
Clapping and shouts of “Happy Birthday Lucy,” echoed through the sultry August air. Dressed in a gauzy pink tutu, she was an elfin ballerina. Sensara had tied Lucy’s straight black hair up in two pigtails and wrapped them with pink ribbons and silk roses.
“Daddy’s Lucita. One year old today.” When he kissed her chubby cheek, his chest rose like a hot air balloon. He tickled her bare toes, and she giggled and squirmed.
“Can I hold her?” He glanced at Sensara. She’d pinned a pink silk rose in her long loose hair and glittered in a golden sun dress. Sensara was a psychic, a healer, a creator of ceremonies, and a skillful witch—the High Priestess of Hollystone Coven. But more importantly, she was the mother of Lucy. Though he was the sometimes father, his soul craved more. He could live here with them and they could be an always family. Except it would never work, he thought, glancing at Michael, his oft-times lover.
“Of course,” Sensara said, handing him the squirming pink bundle.
Lifting Lucy above his head, Estrada delighted in her giggles. “Ready to fly?” 
“Da da da da,” Lucy chanted, scrunching up her nose. Sauntering around the deck, he swung her in the air while she shrieked and glowed like Lugh, the Celtic sun god for whom she’d been named.
Holding her high above his head, Estrada stared into her chestnut eyes. “Lucita es bonita, the prettiest girl in the world.” When he held her close, her heart to his, she giggled and jabbered a string of syllables he took to mean something profound.
Daphne came and fluttered her dark eyelashes against Lucy’s cheek. “A butterfly kiss for your birthday, Lulu, and another one from Auntie Raine.”
Estrada had never seen a happier child. Living here in this house on Hawk’s Claw Lane with Sensara, Daphne, Raine, and their black lab, Remy, she was fussed over like a princess.
“Ah tee ah tee.” Lucy jabbered and giggled. She loved butterfly kisses and gave one back to Daphne, her long black lashes brushing the woman’s dark cheek.
Estrada grinned at Daphne. “I love your new hair.” It was still spiked on top, but she’d bleached the dark tips platinum and shaved the sides, Mohawk-style. Daphne helped Sensara create Hollystone Coven and in the six years he’d known her, he’d never seen her keep a hairstyle longer than four months. An Earth goddess, she changed with the seasons. Daphne was their rock and his champion, and he loved her for it. “Suits you.”
Daphne touched the black waves that brushed his shoulder. He’d taken to pulling his hair back in a ponytail again, but today it was flying free. “Your hair’s growing like a weed. Been stealing my fertilizer?”
“Never. Not even your organic shit.”
Estrada gave Lucy a big butterfly kiss, then swung her high, while the pink veils swept behind her like gossamer wings.
“Enough now. You’ll make her sick,” Sensara said, holding out her hands to reclaim her child. She was edgy, her tolerance for his friends limited. Not only had he brought his lover, Michael Stryker, but also Magus Dubh, a rather edgy-looking, silver-haired half-fey dwarf all tattooed in blue Pictish symbols. Dubh had proclaimed himself Lucy’s godfather and flown in from Scotland for the occasion.
“She loves it,” Estrada said, reluctantly passing Lucy over.
“Yeah. Well, if she pukes, it’s on you.” Sensara tried to sound stern but her laughing eyes gave her away. She loved the attention he paid to Lucy. From the time of her birth, he’d spent every possible moment doting on his daughter—not from some sense of responsibility, but because he was truly smitten.
“Where’d you get this dress?” Estrada asked, smoothing out the fabric. The bodice and right shoulder were a mass of pink roses, the left shoulder bare. Sensara dressed Lucy like a doll—something he’d never imagined she’d do.
Sensara ignored his question. “Have you been drinking?”
Sometimes, she was too damned intuitive. Her gaze shifted to Michael Stryker, who leaned against the swing with the back of his head cradled in his hands. His heavy eyelids riffled as he stared up at the clouds.
Though Michael and Sensara were Estrada’s two best friends, they loathed one another. Michael could only tolerate Sensara after smoking several joints—something they’d done together with Dubh in the woods before mounting the back steps. While Sensara detested, not only Michael’s hedonism, but the fact that he and Estrada had been lovers and shared lovers together over the years. She had high moral standards and blamed Michael for, what she referred to as Estrada’s lascivious behavior. But Sensara was wrong. Michael was simply a conduit. Estrada was a free spirit and did as he pleased. He’d always been bisexual, and polyamory was as natural to him as drinking coffee in the morning.
“Veggies are ready,” Dylan said. As they were the only two men in the coven, Estrada and Dylan were good friends who saved each other frequently. Dylan wiped his flushed face with a hanky, then jammed it back in the pocket of his khaki shorts and winked at Estrada. Born with the Celtic gene, he couldn’t take the heat or Sensara’s tone.
Daphne sauntered over to the barbecue, filled a platter with Dylan’s veggie kebabs and started passing them around. She too knew how to shift energy.
Blessed are the peacemakers, Estrada thought, glancing around the deck at his extended family. All the Hollystone witches were here, gathered for Lucy’s first birthday and their Lughnasadh ritual, except Sylvia Black, who was summering in Wales, and Daphne’s girlfriend Raine Carrera, who was a journalist working under a deadline.
Lucy squirmed until Sensara set her free, then rushed to Dubh and plunked down wide-eyed in front of him on the blanket. Reaching out one tiny finger, she touched the Celtic dragon tattooed on his calf. In the August sunlight, the wee man shimmered like the sea.
“I see you’ve inherited your father’s balls and your mother’s intuition.” Reaching into the pocket of his leather kilt, Dubh pulled out a small jeweler’s box and handed it to the grinning girl. “A gift for a princess on her very first birthday. Go on, precious. Open it.”
Lucy’s faced scrunched as she tried to pry open the box. After letting out a shrill grunt, she pursed her lips in frustration.
Estrada took the box from her tiny hand. “What has your godfather brought you all the way from Scotland? Let’s see.”
When he opened it, Lucy’s eyes widened. “Ah?” she said, a nebulous sound that meant myriad things including what is it? give it to me, and it’s mine. 
Estrada pried it out. “It’s a charm bracelet with one, two, three, four charms, and it goes on like this.” He draped it around her wrist and closed the clasp.
Lucy held her arm in the air and shook it so the silver charms tinkled and glittered in the sun.
“Thank you, Dubh,” Estrada said.
“My pleasure. I’m honored to be here for Lucy’s first birthday, and doubly honored to join you for your Lughnasadh ceremony.” He bowed to Sensara, who returned his gesture with her own bow of Namaste.
Then, turning to Lucy, Dubh said, “Come here, precious. Let Uncle Dubh regale you with the tale wrapped round your wrist.”
Lucy stared with grave round eyes and plunked down in front of him on the blanket. She might not understand his words, especially combined with his Scottish accent, but she was fascinated by him.
Dubh stroked his silvery beard and winked one of his sky-blue eyes. “Once upon a time there was a princess. She lived in a wooden fortress beside a thick, dark forest. But she wasnae afraid. Do you know why?”
Lucy chewed her bottom lip. 
“The bairn was protected by benevolent spirits.”
“Benevolent?” Sensara turned up one side of her mouth in a grin. She too was charmed by the Druid priest.
“Aye, Lady. It’s never too early to experience the stellar power of words.”
Estrada hoped that some of Dubh’s more colorful Glaswegian slang didn’t slip out in the mix. 
“Right outside her room grew an enormous tree called Crann Bethadh.”
“Ah.” Lucy’s gaze followed Dubh’s up the leafy branches that swayed in the breeze.
“Aye. Crann Bethadh. The Tree of Life. Crann Bethadh was mammoth, so mammoth, its roots stretched to Annwn where it began and its branches spread far into the Upper World. 
Lucy craned her neck to follow his gestures. He lowered his gravely voice to almost a whisper. “At night, while the princess slept, the gods climbed down and cast protective spells and blessings over her, so she’d always be safe. Trees are sacred beings. They protect us, and we must protect them.”
Dubh touched the silver charm on her bracelet. “This one’s a tree. Trees are your mates. Can you say tree?”
Lucy jabbered away, then paused for a breath. 
“Ach, Lucy. Listen to your Uncle Dubh,” Dylan said. “He knows about such things.”
When he winked, a fond memory of the Celtic Oak King rippled between them, and Estrada envisioned the three of them standing among the stones in Scotland along with Primrose, Sorcha, and the ancient Horned God, Cernunnos. Their meeting with the gods last summer was something none of them would ever forget.
“Now, this charm,” Dubh said, pointing to a howling wolf, “will also protect you.” 
“Ah.” 
“That’s el lobo.” Estrada was teaching her Spanish.
“Your da has a special connection with the canine tribe,” Dubh said, “so this totem symbolizes your da.”
“Da da da da da.” Scampering over, she climbed up on Estrada’s knee. 
“Like the wolf, your da is loyal to his pack and defends those he loves. And you, lassie, feature first on that list.”
Estrada hugged Lucy and kissed her on the cheek, remembering her arrival, one year ago today. The whole coven had gathered here, and she’d slipped from Sensara’s belly into a birthing pool in this very spot. Estrada had caught her in his hands and vowed to never let her go. It was the greatest moment of his life.
“The princess was fortunate to live in the wooden castle with three goddesses—her ma and two aunties who catered to her every need. The crescent moon symbolizes your ma. Like Cerridwen, she is the moon goddess.”
“That’s this one.” Estrada tapped it with his finger. “The moon is Mama.”
“Ma ma ma ma.”
“Thank you,” Sensara said. “That’s beautiful. The charms and the stories.”
Dubh nodded and bowed. Estrada felt relieved Sensara had accepted him into their circle. He was rather eccentric, trafficked in antiquities, and practiced Druidry in Scotland. Estrada hadn’t told Sensara everything that happened there last year, but he’d said enough to impress her. Magus Dubh, the Black Priest, had helped free Dylan from prison. And when Estrada was shot, he’d helped save his life. For those two reasons, she’d invited him to participate in their Lughnasadh ceremony. Now, he hoped she had a third. She was warming to Dubh’s charms.
Lucy tapped the last charm on the chain, a round, silver sun. Her sketch books were crammed with yellow scribbled globes, bursting rays in all directions.
“Aye.” Dubh nodded. “Behold the face of the sun god. This is Lugh’s day, and your day too.”
“Lugh,” Estrada said, pointing to the sun.
“Soo-see,” she said, referring to herself. Jiggling the charms, she launched off Estrada’s knee. Dancing around the deck, she showed everyone her bracelet and jabbered on.
“She’s a brilliant bairn, Estrada. The gods have smiled on you. And you,” Dubh said, turning to Sensara. Then, he raised a hand and added a directive. “Be sure she wears it. It’s magicked. I added some charms myself.”
Sensara cast him a dazzling smile. “I’m honored. Thank you, Dubh.”
Having made her way around the circle of guests, Lucy appeared before Michael. “Soo see soo see soo see soo see” she chanted, shook her arm like a tiny tambourine and danced away.
“Who’s Susy?” Michael said, and swayed. 
Estrada swung out his left arm and gathered him in. When Michael laid his head against his shoulder, Estrada felt his lover’s fine blond hair tickle his collarbone. “Are you alright?” he asked. Michael glanced up with soulful eyes, and Estrada pulled back slightly, frowning. He wanted no scenes today. It was Lucy’s day and everything must be perfect.
“Must be the weed. I have no stamina of late.”
None in the past year, Estrada thought. Since his sojourn along the Pacific coast, Michael had changed. Whatever happened out there he kept locked inside—something that wasn’t aiding his recovery. No matter how many times Estrada asked, the answer was always the same. I don’t remember. It’s like waking from a nightmare. But Michael was lying. The truth was unspeakable and Estrada couldn’t imagine something so horrible it couldn’t be shared between them. Over the past seven years, the two men had shared everything.
Michael’s hand brushed his thigh and Sensara cast Estrada a warning look. She didn’t mind the liquor or even the weed, but she wobbled a fine line of toleration for anything even covertly sexual when it involved Michael Stryker.
“Can I see you for a moment?” She gestured to the french doors.
After setting Michael to rights, Estrada followed her inside. Sensara’s hair shimmered indigo in the sun like a glossy crow’s wing. When she turned and grasped his hands, he inhaled a quick breath. It had been a long time since they’d been alone together, and he was both surprised and charmed by this offer of intimacy.
“Michael Stryker,” she said. “Are you—”
“Sleeping with him? That’s none of your business.”
Sensara shook her head. “A, I know you are, and B, I don’t care.” Then, with rolling eyes, she backed up a step and crossed her arms over her chest. “What I want to know is: Are you still determined to try a healing tonight at the ritual?”
“Oh.” Was it that obvious? Since they’d returned from Scotland, he’d resurrected his old libertine passions with Michael. It was the only way to get the taste of that crazy blonde out of his mouth. But he’d tried to keep his activities far removed from the disapproving mother of his child. Then again, Sensara was a card-carrying psychic. “Yes. Why?” 
“Because I doubt I can do anything for him.”
“But you’re a healer.”
Sensara raised her eyebrows. “I’m not sure it’s me he needs.”
“I’ve tried to get him to a doctor. He won’t go.” Michael had never been a big man, now he was a wraith, vanishing before their eyes. “He rarely eats, hardly sleeps.” Estrada shrugged. “I don’t know what else to do.”
Sinking into one of the sofa cushions, Sensara touched the space beside her. “Sit.”
“That bad?” he joked, then joined her.
“When I look at Michael Stryker, I see black. Not shadows, not streaks, just an all-encompassing darkness.” She touched his bare arm. “Am I the only one?”
Estrada cocked his head. Darkness? What could that possibly mean? His stomach clenched and he felt suddenly like he might throw up.
“You see auras. What do you see when you look at him?” 
Estrada cleared his throat and took a deep breath to steady himself. “Nothing. I used to see Michael’s colors. Now I see nothing.”
“Can you see my aura?”
“Sure. Greens, blues, purples around your heart and head. A golden glow. You’re as lovely as ever. He picked up her hand and kissed it.
Sensara’s smile flooded his chest and melted the tension in his gut, so he left his lips pressed against the back of her hand. He hadn’t realized how much he’d missed these quiet moments alone. They’d been best friends, lovers, then estranged, and now Lucy’s birth bound them in a new, complicated dance.
“How long?”
Estrada held her gaze, couldn’t get enough of her. He wanted to lie beside her and whisper like they used to do. “How long?”
“Since you could see his aura?” she asked, drawing him back to the conversation. 
“Oh.” Estrada paused, trying to remember and she reclaimed her hand. “Since Scotland. Since I first saw him on the island.” He shook his head. “He was badly broken and so was I.”
“But you recovered. Thank the goddess.”
“Thank Dubh. It if wasn’t for him, the Old Hag would’ve had me.” A basalt pillar in the Corryvreckan Whirlpool had nearly pummeled the life from him when he’d been tossed overboard to drown.
“You lead a charmed life, Estrada, but Michael Stryker does not. That’s why—” Sensara paused, catching herself pre-confession, then breathed and sighed. “Michael Stryker is black as soot and the source of that darkness is deep inside him. It’s like . . .” She bit her bottom lip. “It’s like a virus.”
“A virus?”
“Yes. It’s growing, festering, seeping into his pores and filtering out into his aura.”
“Jesus. I thought he was just depressed.” Estrada turned away from her, feeling his face flush with heat. How could he have missed something like that. “Are you saying Michael could be infected with something? Like a zombie virus?” Swallowing hard, he felt the bile rise again in his gut. 
Sensara snorted softly. “I don’t know about zombies but whatever this is, it frightens me. It’s like nothing I’ve ever encountered.”
Estrada reached out his arm, gathered her in, and held her against his chest. “Sara, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have brought him if I’d known.”
“What happened to him out there, Es?”
As Sensara leaned against him, her palms brushing his back, the heat of her hands melted his stiff muscles and brought him back from the edge. Sinking into her embrace, he felt calm again, at home.
“Dylan told me that Michael was marooned on the coast for days,” she said. “Was shipwrecked in a storm.” She opened her eyes wide and stared into his as she waited for the truth.
“Yes, a gale.”
“There’s more to it. I can’t see it, but I can feel it.”
Estrada remembered the vision he’d had of Michael when he was in Scotland. The red oak coffin floating in the sea. The coffin etched with the initial D. The coffin Michael was locked inside. Should he tell her? Or would it frighten her so much she’d refuse to try and heal him.
Estrada touched her hand. “Sara, you’re the best healer I know. I’m sure you can help him.”
She shook her head. “He might need someone else. A psychiatrist, a shaman, an exorcist?”
“You think he’s possessed?”
Sensara cupped his cheek in her palm. “You’re an amazing father, Estrada. Lucy loves you, and I—”
He stopped her words with a soft kiss. Don’t cloud the moment with declarations of love. Closing his eyes, he let it grow. Felt her fingers in his hair. Mouth opening, inviting him in. When at last, their lips parted, her eyes were damp.
“For you, I will try to heal him,” she said.
“I hear a but.”
Her smile was sad. “You’re right. I need you to promise me something.”
“Anything.” Sensara and Michael were his two best friends. He loved and needed them both.
“Promise you’ll keep Michael away from Lucy. At least until we know what’s happening.”
“You think this virus thing might be catchy?”
Sensara shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s wicked. Pure evil. Do you want that around Lucy?”
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Michael trudged down the dusty forest trail behind Estrada. After wiping the sweat from his forehead, he ran his fingers through his limp hair. He’d never been to one of their Wicca rituals. He wanted the healing, wanted to feel better, but somehow, he had to block his mind so Sensara couldn’t see what happened out there on that island. He couldn’t go on with this . . . this living death. But Sensara couldn’t know the truth.  
Michael still didn’t believe it himself. This disease that invaded his body left him weak and dizzy, unable to sleep at night or eat without purging. Nights he partied, losing himself in sex and drugs. Days, he curled up on the chaise and bit his nails to the quick, tasted the coppery blood and retched. His hand strayed to the scar on his neck and a black demon arose in his mind—a demon who was the source of this disease. Don Diego. His scar burned like a brand.
Could Sensara cure the disease without probing his mind? Estrada must never know the results of his folly. He’d hate him for not telling the truth, especially now he was a father. Michael’s stupid mistake had imperiled both of them, yet he dared not tell him now. He’d left it far too long.
The leafy trail opened onto a glade. Daphne spread a blanket on the ground and motioned for Michael to sit. At first he balked. Then he sat. Nothing they did could be worse than what he was already experiencing. The witches didn’t speak but busied themselves with unpacking. Feeling dizzy, Michael laid on his back and closed his eyes. He wanted to crawl away and hide but his legs felt like rubber. Perhaps a drink to steady his nerves? Leaning up on one elbow, he pulled a flask of whiskey from his pocket and unscrewed the cap.
Estrada appeared and shook his head. “Not now.”
“But—”
“Let Sensara do her work. After we’ll go to the club.”
Michael handed the flask to Estrada. “Then you’d better take it.”
“You’ll be fine, I promise. Lie down and relax. We’re almost ready.”
Michael closed his eyes. He must have dozed off because when he opened them again, Sensara stood over him dressed in an ivory gown. She’d caught her ebony hair back with a band etched in stars, and golden suns hung from her ears.
He sat up, curious. Estrada stood behind her swathed in a black hooded robe, his eyelids lined with kohl. Michael had seen him in costume countless nights at the club, but here, he was no magician playing out an act with sleights and tricks and props. Here, he was the High Priest of Hollystone Coven—someone Michael didn’t recognize or understand. Someone powerful and intimidating.
They’d formed a circle and lit candles in all directions. Daphne stood on one side, the last rays of the setting sun reflecting in her coral gown. Across from her, Dylan McBride stood wearing a cobalt blue cloak appliquéd in silver Elvish symbols. Dubh was directly in front of him, dressed in a white robe like a classic Merlin. He’d pulled the hood up over his high ponytail. Branches of red berries bulged from his belt.
Michael shivered. Cosplay at the club was one thing, mere theatrics intended to impress the patrons and unleash their fantasies and inhibitions. He dressed up frequently himself in black silk capes and, sometimes, in the Ionian garb of Lord Byron. But in the woods like this?
“I don’t feel well,” he said to Sensara and climbed to his knees. “Maybe we shouldn’t—”
“Sit.” She held up a long crystal wand. “We have begun. Our circle is cast and we are between the worlds.” Sensara’s tone commanded. Ethereal and grave, the priestess wasn’t someone to cross. “We will not harm you, Michael Stryker. We’re here to help you. You need only allow it.”
Biting his lip, Michael sat back on the blanket and clutched his knees to his chest. When Daphne picked up a skin drum and began a slow steady beat like the throbbing of a heart, it echoed through his veins and his flesh prickled.
“On this First Harvest, we give thanks to the sun god, Lugh. Without the sun, we would not exist. And so, we ask Lugh to join us as we raise the power in this our sacred circle.” Slipping inside the drumbeat, Sensara chanted: 
“In the rising summer fire, 
Grains do ripen, seeds do rise,
Bees rush wildly sucking nectar,
Summer wines unveil our eyes.”
The others echoed each of her lines and, despite himself, Michael caught himself chanting the words along with them. 
“Through the clouds, the sun king beckons,
Corn slow roasted over coals,
Ripened peaches dipped in honey,
Fill our bellies, fill our souls.”
The drum beat quickened, and the witches stretched and swayed. Then, clapping and singing, they danced around the circle, repeating the incantation.
Seeing Estrada, Michael stood and slipped into the circle behind him. His feet shifted with the dance. Inhaling the scented incense that burned on the brazier, he glanced up at the flickering stars and swayed like a branch in the summer breeze. Fill our bellies, fill our souls.
So, this is what Estrada loved. This visceral abandonment. It touched a part of Michael he didn’t know existed, something he’d lost years ago. His heartbeat quickened. Lungs expanded. He was panting, running out of breath. Still they leapt and danced, filling the forest with their song.
“Fill our bellies, fill our souls.” Chanting the words aloud, Michael realized his belly and soul craved something other than food.
At last, Sensara raised her arms to the sky and closed her eyes. “We are filled with your power, Lugh. And honor you with our heart’s love.”
Tears ran down Michael’s cheeks and he sobbed. Estrada clutched him to his chest and held him. Feeling their quickened hearts beating together, Michael was overcome by love. But a searing pain scorched his neck. The scar swelled and throbbed. And, when his lips brushed Estrada’s carotid artery, he shuddered. Whatever evil Don Diego implanted with his vampiric kiss was growing inside him. Vampire. This was the truth, he dared not utter. In this heightened state, Michael realized he was dying and in his death throes, all he craved was blood. Estrada’s blood. 
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Magus Dubh glanced around the room and grinned. “So, this is the famous Club Pegasus.” Raising his glass to Estrada, he winked a cool blue eye. “Sláinte. To your health.” He swallowed the shot of amber fuel and exhaled a flash of flame. 
Estrada laughed. “Fire-breathing fey. You must teach me that one.”
“Ach, aye. It’s a scorcher.”
After wending their way through a blistering crowd of masked and bejeweled dancers, Dubh was sucking back the charm of the goth club along with his scotch. Estrada had ensconced them at the manager’s table in the balcony, but when the Cocteau Twins caressed the speakers, Dubh snaked back through the wavering bodies and down the stairs.
Now, poised on the edge of the dance floor, Dubh felt the music caress him. He hadn’t heard “Garlands” in years. His mother’s frail falsetto suffused with that of Elizabeth Fraser in his head and when he closed his eyes, he saw her floating in their cramped Glasgow flat, black fringe bouncing, smudged eyes lolling. He’d often wondered how his fey father found and seduced her. Moira was only sixteen. Was she crossing a ravine one day on the way home from school? Or had he cornered her in an alley? His ma had never talked about it, or about his father. But Dubh liked to think they’d made love in a swathe of bluebells and the bugger’d bought her a curry at least.
When Dubh’s ma sang “Garlands” she seemed to re-connect with her faerie prince; at least he liked to think so. Hauntingly ethereal, the lament took her places the lad could only imagine. The album peaked with its release, years before his birth, but this was Moira’s signature. She’d played it to death when he was young. Dubh still had the battered cover, though the vinyl was a maze of scratches and jags like the scars riveting the inside of Moira’s arms. She wasn’t quite a junkie—still she succumbed in the grunge. The virus attacked her liver and left him an orphan at seventeen. He’d pinched a rosary and garlands to lay upon her grave. Moira Dunbar. Tenement Angel. His ma had done her best and he loved her for it.
Dubh flinched when a skinny character in fishnets and silk touched his shoulder, then tied a studded mask over his eyes and bowed. “Masquerade Madness,” they said, by way of explanation and swaggered off. The floor was heaving in a colorful riot of ball gowns, bustiers, feathered tiaras, top hats, and baubles. Feeling underdressed in his worn leather kilt, Dubh stripped off his black tank and cast it aside. Dancers were beginning to couple and cluster. And when the DJ spun sultry Siouxsie, a redhead etched in black lace and little else, caught his waving hands in hers and pulled him into the throng. Absorbed by “Arabian Nights” they swayed and sang along.
“What’s your name, my lovely?” Dubh asked, as the music faded.
“Death,” she said, flashing her dark-rimmed eyes.
“Death? Well, Death becomes you,” he said, thinking of his mother. His voice was silenced by a jarring guitar riff, and the woman took the opportunity to vanish into the throng. No wonder, he thought. What an inane cliché. You’ll never pick up burds that way, Magus Dubh.
He wandered back toward the staircase, grasping two shooters on his way past the bar.
Back at the manager’s table, he set a tequila down in front of Estrada. “I just danced with a charming woman called Death.”
Estrada tipped the tequila his way and downed it. “You were wise to leave her behind, my friend.”
Michael leaned back in his chair, head lolling dangerously to one side. 
“We should go,” Estrada said, glancing gravely at Michael.
Dubh feared the magician had spent too many nights ministering to his lover. Even in the shadows, Estrada’s dark eyes were ringed. He was a graver man than Dubh had met a year ago in Glasgow. “Aye. I’ll get the tab.”
“No, you won’t. You’re my daughter’s godfather and my guest in this country.”
Dubh nodded. “Mòran taing.” Much obliged. There was no arguing with a man’s honor.
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On the way home in the cab, Dubh huddled in the back seat beside the two men. There was plenty of room in Michael’s flat and they planned to crash there. Dubh leaned down and sniffed his pits. He was reekin after two days of travel. Couldn’t wait to hit the shower and curl up somewhere for a good long sleep. 
As they sped down Granville Street, Michael passed out, thankfully leaning the other way. When his snores resounded in the cramped space, Dubh turned to Estrada. “Tell me about him.” He gestured to Michael.
Estrada sighed. “What can I say? Before I went to Scotland last summer, he was a rock star. Everyone wanted him. Michael believed he was the reincarnation of Lord Byron and swaggered around the club playing vampire—cape, fangs, red contacts.”
Dubh was aware of many lives he’d lived and Michael not only resembled George Gordon, but seemed to grasp the “mad, bad” poet intrinsically. “And now?”
Estrada shrugged. “He doesn’t dress up anymore. Even for Masquerade Madness, which was his idea.”
“It’s pure dead brilliant.” Dubh fingered the mask in the pocket of his pale green biker jacket. He thought of Death, bedecked in black lace, and wished she hadn’t disappeared.
“Yeah, Michael’s a great manager. His grandfather bought him the club when he turned twenty-one. Michael knows what works.”
“It’s too bad he’s caught in the doldrums.” Dubh yawned and leaned on his fist. Knackered. It had been two days and nights since he’d slept. Planes made him anxious and he rarely traveled. “Did Sensara see anything—”
Estrada shook his head and gestured to the back of the cabbie’s head.
When they pulled up to the Stryker house, Estrada stepped out of the cab, leaving Michael slouched against the seat. “Give us a minute,” he said to the driver and passed him some cash. Then he gestured for Dubh to follow him. Estrada stood waiting a few feet behind the vehicle, and when Dubh approached, crouched down to rest on one knee beneath the streetlight. A solemn gaze did nothing to mar the magician’s beauty. “You should know what you’re getting into, Dubh.”
“Go on, mate.”
“Sensara said that touching Michael’s aura felt like running her hands through a ‘bloody quagmire.’ The stench of rotting corpses made her gag.”
“She cannae be serious. I remember seeing him last summer. He’d broken bones, but that shouldnae have a lasting effect.”
Estrada rubbed his chin. “Yeah, well. He was locked in a coffin.”
“A coffin?”
“And cast adrift during a storm. I saw it in a vision and never told Sensara. So, please don’t mention it.” He grimaced with guilt and Dubh felt his pain. Keeping something like that from Sensara must have been hard, even if he did so with good intentions.
Estrada rose and slapped the dust from his jeans, then opened Michael’s car door and hoisted him up. After shoving some more cash into the cabbie’s hand, he nodded once. 
For a moment, they stood silently and watched the cab drive off. Then they turned and streetlights illuminated the Queen Anne mansion with its stone-pillared porch, posh landscaping, and turreted towers. A miniature castle, it had a distinctly gothic feel.
“Is this—?”
“Yep.” 
“If I had a million dollars.”
“With a million you might buy a room. For the whole thing, you’d need several.”
Dubh whistled. Michael had myriad problems but money didn’t appear to be one of them.
“Michael lives upstairs in the back tower flat. The house belongs to his grandfather.”
Together the three men stumbled up the tree-lined drive and turned to follow the brick path around the back of the house. It was an older neighbourhood off West 38th Avenue and well-shrouded with dense greenery. Dubh imagined Michael appreciated the privacy so many trees could provide. The brick path meandered through the park-like backyard and ended at a wooden gate. Ivy climbed the walls. Dubh ambled behind Estrada, who half-steered, half-carried Michael. 
Estrada froze. “That’s weird. The sensor lights should be on. There’s a key under that loose brick. Can you grab it, Dubh?” 
“Aye, sure.” Dubh pulled out his phone and turned on the torch app, then gasped. All three men stood staring. Gobsmacked.
A woman’s body lay on the wide stone step in front of the oak and stained-glass door. Copper hair. Pale face. A look of terror tainting her wide brown eyes. Red lips freshly painted. A white satin slip edged in lace. A red rose between her breasts. 
“What the fuck?” Estrada said.
“Call the polis,” Dubh said, slipping into his Glasgow slang. 
Michael’s legs gave way and he fell to his knees, covered his face, and sobbed. “Ruby. I’m so sorry.”
Sorry? Dubh thought. Sorry for what? He glanced around nervously and scratched his beard. Was the killer still here? Watching them from behind the cedars? Through the tall trees, Dubh could see lights blazing in the upstairs rooms of the house next door. Someone shouted on the far side of the cedar hedge and dogs barked up and down the street.
Estrada grasped Michael’s shoulder. “Don’t touch her. Where the fuck is Nigel? She wouldn’t be here without him.” He pulled out his phone and called, then waited. “Fuck. It’s gone to message.” 
“Who is she?” Dubh glanced at Michael. There was an obvious connection. 
“Ruby Carvello. Nigel’s girlfriend.” Estrada crouched beside Michael and wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “I’m sorry, amigo.”
Dubh shook his head in confusion. “Nigel?” 
“Nigel Stryker is Michael’s grandfather. Ruby’s been his mistress for twenty years.” Pausing, Estrada glanced down at the beautiful dead woman beside him. “Sometimes, when his wife goes abroad, Nigel and Ruby stay in the attic in Michael’s flat.”
Dubh stared up at the turreted tower with its gray stonework strewn in ivy. If Ruby was posed on Michael’s doorstep, there was a chance Nigel was upstairs—if he hadn’t been abducted or worse. A rich businessman and club owner, he likely had a slew of enemies.
Michael glanced up wide-eyed at the tower window, his face a fresco of shadows and sorrow. He was obviously thinking the same thing.
“You two stay here,” Estrada said. “I’m going to find Nigel.”
“No mate. If the polis come, or you touch something . . . ”
“Well, fuck. I can’t just stand here. Nigel could be injured or— ” Estrada shook his head. Couldn’t finish his sentence.
“Trust me, mate. Call the polis.”
“No,” Estrada said, his voice hard. “No cops.”
Dubh’s fey senses were overwhelmed by the smell and taste of blood, yet he could see no wounds, no ligature marks, no bruises, no pooling blood. Perhaps, the woman had been asphyxiated. Crouching down, he tilted her head gently to the left and then to the right. No bruising, but two bloody puncture marks marred the left side of her neck. Someone was fucking with Michael. Someone familiar with his vampire fetish.
“Look,” Dubh whispered and shone the torch. 
“Jesus.” Estrada rubbed his hands over his face.
“What is it?” Michael saw the marks on Ruby’s neck, gasped and raked his fingers through his hair. The blood drained from his face leaving him a ghastly white. “Victor,” he breathed.
“Victor Carvello?” Estrada said. “You think he had something to do with this?” 
But Michael didn’t answer. His fingers stayed in his hair. His red-rimmed eyes stared straight ahead. When Estrada reached down and touched his shoulder, Michael didn’t move. His body was as rigid as a manikin.
“It’s okay, man. Don’t worry about Carvello.” Estrada grasped Michael’s right arm and moved it down to his lap, but his other hand stayed caught in his hair. “Michael?” Estrada leaned forward and stared into his eyes. Michael’s unblinking pupils didn’t return his gaze. He waved his hand in front of Michael’s face. No reaction. Finally, he grasped Michael’s left arm and moved it to his lap. “What the fuck is this now?”
“Catatonia,” Dubh said. 
“What?” Estrada squinted in confusion.
“He’s catatonic. Better call the paramedics.”
“No. No cops and no paramedics. He’s breathing fine.” Estrada snorted, then leaned down and padded Michael’s pockets. He pulled out a set of keys and handed them to Dubh. “His car is out back in the lane. A red BMW convertible.” He scooped Michael up in his arms and carried him down the back path. “Come and unlock the door. I’ll put him inside. Just watch him and wait for me.”
“What are you going to do?” Dubh struggled to keep up.
“First, I’m going to find Nigel. And then, I’m going to find out what’s happening next door.”
The shouting had grown louder and Dubh could see the flash of a red revolving light through the trees.
“It’s the polis, man.”
“Yeah, and before they find us, I need to find Nigel. Let’s move.”
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Estrada stepped carefully over Ruby’s body, leaned down and pried the spare key from under the brick. He let himself in and closed the door behind him. He stopped at a cedar chest in the entryway and retrieved a flashlight and a pair of black leather gloves. As he scrambled up the wooden steps, he pulled them on. If anyone was in the flat, they’d hear him coming, but there was no time for stealth. The cops would check for prints and his would be everywhere in Michael’s flat—except in the attic. That space was reserved for Nigel, and there’d be a hodgepodge of prints. Ruby wasn’t the only woman he entertained in that room. 
He glanced around Michael’s flat—bar, couches, coffee table, flat screen, laptop. Everything was there and nothing was disturbed. He checked the other rooms. His big bed was made. The bathroom was clean. He could still smell cleaning fluids. The maid had been in earlier. He turned the antique brass knob that led to the tower, took a deep breath, and  opened the old oak door. He climbed another flight of stairs, paused and listened, then opened the door to a sanctuary from another century.
He saw the antique bed first. It was empty, the sheets crumpled, but there was no blood. Then he saw the pale bare foot jutting out beyond it. Nigel. Unconscious. Bloody. Bruised. Leaning over Nigel’s face, he listened. Heard a ragged inhale. Felt a warm exhale against his cheek, and exhaled himself. 
“Something’s fucked up here, sir, but I’ll figure it out. Help’s coming and you’re going to be alright.”
Estrada descended the stairs and closed the door behind him. Thank god, Michael was old school and kept a landline. Once he called emergency services, he knew they’d trace the call and come to investigate. He picked up the receiver and punched in 911. He heard the voice of the dispatcher, then set the phone down on the table and left the line open. The police would arrive in no time. He kept the gloves on as he scrambled back down the stairs. And just to make things simple, he left the door ajar. 
Ruby stared up at him. “Sorry Ruby. I’ll find your killer and I’ll take him out.”
As he stepped around her body, Estrada heard a baby crying. He followed the voices around the side of the Stryker house and hid in the cedar hedge.
Joe Barnes stood on the lawn between the two houses with his baby thrown over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. He saw one squad car. Two uniforms. Joe was arguing with them. Glancing from cop to cop, Joe sighed heavily. “I’m telling you—my wife is gone. She’s not in the house. She didn’t go for a walk. She didn’t leave us. She’s been abducted.”
“Just take us through it one more time,” said the young blond officer.
“Like I said, a noise woke me. I looked for Nora. The window was wide open in Zachary’s room and Nora was gone. The bastard left a red rose on the windowsill for fuck sake.”
Estrada stiffened and swallowed hard. A rose? Had the same man who murdered Ruby abducted Nora Barnes? Perhaps Nora had seen Ruby’s killer from Zachary’s window and could identify him. But if he was a killer, why take her? Why not just kill her? Unless. Estrada glanced around the shadowy yard. Had the bastard tossed her body in the bushes?
He had to go. Any minute now the cops would descend with search teams and sniffer dogs. If Michael was still catatonic when he got back to the car, it was a short drive up Granville to West 12th and Vancouver General Hospital. Once Michael was safe, he’d have a chance to think.






  
  6

[image: image-placeholder]

From its perch on a flagpole overlooking the False Creek Yacht Club, a monstrous raven searched the sky above the harbor. After ruffling the long shaggy feathers below its beak, it let out a terrifying croak and flew like an arrow straight down. 
Landing on the deck of La Sangria, a fifty-foot power yacht, it emitted a low gurgling croak and transformed into a man. Wild sooty hair stood out from his head in dreads. Zion rubbed his dark eyes and squinted into the streetlights. His vision was much sharper in his raven guise. Zion was surly and hungry and tired of waiting. Drinking the woman’s blood had only whet his appetite. He could drain the entire fucking Coast Guard fleet.
When his sight adjusted, he noticed Leopold Blosch leaning in the doorway. He’d pulled on a pair of blue jeans and a simple white T-shirt. As pale as Zion was dark, Leopold’s straight platinum hair slid across one shadowed cheek bone and hung halfway down his back. His bottle-green eyes were edged in red. He was pretty in a sunken-cheeked sort of way and reminded Zion of the man Christophe brought to Le Château  last year—the man they were messing with now. Michael Stryker. The man the vampires called Mandragora. Stryker was a wannabe vampire who managed a goth club in Vancouver. Zion had tasted him then and had a jones for him still. Blood could do that to you.
“Why you staring at me like that, Chef? You got an itch needs scratchin’?” Zion considered Leopold Blosch to be his underling since he’d sired him, and he didn’t much like his attitude.
“You didn’t have to break both his legs,” Leopold said.
The chef was obviously in one of his sulky moods. When he got snotty, Zion had to curb an urge to kick his pretty head in—like he’d done to Nigel Stryker.
“What do you care?” Zion stretched his naked limbs, then cleared his throat and spit over the railing.
“It was unnecessary. We had the woman.”
“A man with one leg can walk. A man with no legs ain’t walkin’ nowhere.”
Leopold scoffed and flung his head so that his pretty platinum hair hit the doorframe.
“You still too human, Chef. When you age a little, you’ll understand that immortality is boring without sport.” Zion scratched his dreadlocks with long curvy nails. “Wind’s picking up.”
“Eliseo is late,” Leopold said, stating the obvious.
Zion wasn’t concerned. Eli wouldn’t risk fucking up and offending Father. “How’s your friend, Chef?” he asked, gesturing to the cabin with his chin.
“She’s still unconscious.”
Zion curled his lips and sniffed. Her scent, wafting through the cracks, aroused him.
“Stay away from her,” Leopold growled. It was a pale threat the chef could never back up. “Don Diego said he wants her alive and unharmed.”
“A taste wouldn’t hurt. We could share her, Chef.” 
Leopold grimaced. “I’m not hungry.”
“Starving yourself won’t change anything.” Laughing, Zion rubbed his belly. “You can’t die. You already dead.”
“Shut up.”
“Ruby Carvello was a little salty and a little sweet. Just the way I like my women,” Zion teased.
Leopold Blosch walked across the deck, hung over the railing, and retched.
Zion sniggered. “You’ll be a puker till you use those fangs the way they was intended.”
“Shut up.”
His disgust only spurred Zion on. “Don’t fret, Chef. You laid the lady out pretty as a picture. Those roses were a nice touch. Make them think.”
Hearing the soft beat of raven’s wings, they both glanced up.
“Finally.” Leopold wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“Looks like Eli got the prize,” Zion said, scowling. “Father’s favorite never fucks up.”
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Estrada was curled up on a vinyl couch in the waiting room at Vancouver General Hospital. He and Dubh had been there for hours, had seen the paramedics arrive with Nigel, and watched nervously as the cops followed them in. Estrada had left the scene of a murder and he didn’t want that little secret to slip out. But when he saw Nigel, he went to the counter and informed the nurse he was there. When Nigel regained consciousness, Estrada wanted him to know he wasn’t alone. And he needed to know what happened. 
Magus Dubh emitted calm even breaths and the occasional snore from an adjacent two-seater. Estrada closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but though exhausted, he couldn’t calm his racing mind.
Catatonic. Estrada knew Michael had been descending into his own personal hell this past year, but how had it come to this? Was it the shock of finding Ruby murdered or something else? When he closed his eyes, Estrada pictured those two bloody marks on her neck. Whoever killed Ruby intended it to look like a vampire attack. What were Michael’s first words when he saw Ruby lying there, so pale and punctured, a red rose at her breast? I’m so sorry, Ruby.
Fuck. Estrada grasped his belly to ease the pain in his gut. Michael knows who killed her.
“Sandolino Estrada?” The voice was male and jarred him from his reverie. 
Opening his eyes, Estrada glanced up and brushed his messy black hair back from his face. The young doctor was bald by choice and looked like he’d been on shift about twenty-four hours too long. A name tag dangled over pale blue scrubs. Dr. Charles Chin.
Estrada nodded. 
“Mr. Stryker asked to see you.”
“Michael?” Standing too quickly, Estrada wavered and grasped the back of the couch to steady himself.
The doctor shook his head. “Nigel.”
“Oh. We brought Michael in. He’s Nigel’s grandson.” He glanced at Dubh who’d sat up and was rubbing his eyes.
“Are you family?”
Estrada thought a moment. “I’m Michael’s partner. So, yeah.” He’d never referred to himself in that context before, but hospitals were notorious for delineating what information could be shared.
The doctor shook his head. “I’m sorry. There’s been no change.” 
As they walked down the hall together, Estrada’s boots click-clacked on the polished tile.
“Has Michael been diagnosed with any kind of mental illness in the past?” the doctor asked.
“No, but—” Many times, Estrada had considered that Michael was bipolar, but there was no official diagnosis. Michael flatly refused to see a doctor. This might be his chance to get the help he needed.
Dr. Chin waited.
“Michael suffered trauma last summer.” He told the doctor the bare bones of what had happened. There was no need to mention the coffin floating in the sea. “He’s been different since then. Depressed.” Estrada bit his bottom lip.
The doctor nodded, as if that would suffice. “We’re treating him now. I’ll let you know when you can see him.”
Two uniformed officers stood in the hallway outside Nigel’s room—a pretty, freckled girl scout and a hard-mouthed Korean cop. She nodded once as her eyes met Estrada’s. Why were the police here? Were they protecting Nigel and Michael from another attack? Or, were his friends suspect?
Calm down, Estrada told himself. Of course, the cops are here. Ruby Carvello was murdered. There will be police and questions, inquiries, investigations, and scrutiny.
“In here.” Dr. Chin pointed to a curtained space inside a small room. “We’ll be moving Mr. Stryker to a private room shortly.”
“How bad is he?” If they were moving him, that meant they were keeping him, and hospitals didn’t keep anyone unless it was necessary.
“Complete fracture in the left tibia. The right tibia will require surgery to realign the bones. But, he’s stable.”
“Jesus.”
“His bones will heal. Our concern is head trauma.”
“You mean, someone put the boots to him?”
Dr. Chin nodded. “We’ll keep him immobilized and monitor his concussion.” He checked his watch. “You have about ten minutes before we prep him for surgery. He wanted to see you before he went in.”
“Thank you,” Estrada said. 
With a nod, Dr. Chin slipped off down the hall.
Estrada walked into the room and pushed back the pale curtain. Nigel was cranked up in bed
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