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  Dead Man Stalking by TA Moore


Agent Luke Bennett proved that humans could rise just as high in the ranks as their vampire colleagues—until a kidnapper held him captive for a year and turned him without his consent. 
Now he’s Took: a reluctant monster afraid to bite anyone, broke, and about to be discharged from his elite BITERs unit. When an old colleague suggests he consult on a BITERs case, Took has little to lose. The case is open and shut… but nothing is ever that easy? As he digs deeper, he discovers a lot more than one cold case is at stake, and if he wants to solve this one, he’ll need the help of the BITERs team. 
Even if that brings his old commander, Madoc, back into his life.
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Chapter and Verse


The sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bore biters and reprobates they called Anakim. And mankind turned against the Anakim and would not sustain them. And they began to sin against birds, and beasts, and reptiles, and fish, and to devour one another’s flesh, and drink the blood. 
The Enochian Bible, the Book of Watchers, Ch 1 V 25
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Chapter One


“Do a bit of private work,” they said. “Easy money,” they said. It turned out “they” were a bunch of liars. 
Took went down on one knee in the wet Georgia dirt next to the ranking detective on the case. Deputy Gatlin hadn’t been too pleased when the sheriff ordered him to walk a Charleston PI through his missing persons case, but now he cracked a dazed grin up at Took.
“Feel like I got kicked by a horse,” he said raggedly. Gatlin tried to take a deep breath and huffed out a shaky laugh when he couldn’t. “Can’t catch… my breath. Thank fuck for the vest.”
“Yeah,” Took said as he glanced down at what was left of Gatlin’s lower torso. The explosion set off by the trip wire had caught him from the side and blown the meat off him. From foot to knee his legs were untouched, but above that broken, white bone showed through pulped skin and the stiff patches of charred fabric where his uniform had melted against his skin. “Where’d you be without it?”
Gatlin laughed again. His smile wobbled at the corners, and Took could see the awareness in his glazed blue eyes that something more than a hard knock was wrong with him. His brain just didn’t think it was time to let him in on what had happened. Took had been there.
A flash of sharp, self-scathing humor twitched the corner of Took’s mouth. Admit it, it dared him, most days he was still there.
Took tucked his phone between his ear and his shoulder as he roughly stripped his shirt off and the expensive little buttons popped off into the long grass. The ringtone trilled in time with Gatlin’s blood loss as his life spilled out onto the grass. Took swore through his teeth as three rings seemed to take forever.
He’d told Gatlin this was a bad goddamned idea. It didn’t matter what Willie Daly had been willing to do back when he was meth-head peeper. He was a Goat now. The local district attorney couldn’t come up with a deal that would tempt him to snitch. As for whatever passed for a conscience, that wasn’t the first thing to go. It didn’t last long, though.
But Gatlin had been determined to show the big-shot detective from Charleston that he didn’t know everything. So he’d pulled the wire-and- nerves man off the streets and leaned on him until Willie spilled what he knew—or claimed he had. When Willie led them up here by a series of backwoods turns that scraped the suspension against the rutted concrete, Took expected to be led around by the nose until it got dark. Enough time to give Willie’s patron a chance to sneak out with the sunset, not for him to walk them into a well-set trap.
Took ripped the shirt in half and tied the strips of fabric as tightly as he could around Gatlin’s ruined thighs. It wasn’t good first aid, but their resources were limited and he couldn’t see that there was anything left below Gatlin’s hips to save. He couldn’t see that there’d be anything of Gatlin to save, but he had to do something, even if it was pointless.
The call finally connected.
“Appl—”
Took interrupted the irrepressibly cheerful chirp of the operator before she could finish her script. “This is VINE Agent Bennet,” he snapped. Not exactly true. His active agent status with the Violent Infections and Nullifications Enforcement department was on hold, but it was an old habit. It would take too long to correct himself, so he let it stand. Besides, it might make things easier. People might yell about breathing rights when VINE cracked down on Hunter activity, but those same people were always the first to call when they had a feral bloodsucker problem. Invoke VINE and people listened, and Gatlin needed them to listen to Took. Despite his makeshift bandages, blood still soaked the ground. “We have an officer down. I’m out at….”
Shit. He didn’t know.
Took sat back on his heels and looked around, his hands still pressed down hard against the raw meat of Gatlin’s leg. The ripe smell of hot blood and wet earth was thick enough to taste, but he did his best to ignore it. He could hear the soft growl of the road behind him, muted by the shield of trees and the distance the four of them had walked along the narrow dirt road after they left the patrol car. It hadn’t been an official road, just a worn-down pull-off on the shoulder. Gatlin knew where it was, but Took had only half listened to the Goat’s directions.
He’d been sure it was a wild goose chase.
“What happened?” the operator demanded, her voice high and worried. In the background of the call, keys clicked and people asked muffled, worried-sounding questions.
“Bend,” Gatlin wheezed out. The mania had faded, and the realization that something was wrong was etched on his solid, heavy face. He picked at Took’s arm with sweat-damp, swollen fingers. “Round the bend.”
He might have just meant he was, but Took didn’t have anything better to tell the operator.
“Something about a bend?” he said. “Off the expressway, just past three big billboards for McDonalds.”
The operator gave a relieved sigh. “Round the Bend. I know it. It used to be a rehab facility. We’re on the way. Agent, can I speak to Gatlin?”
Took looked down. Dry, quick gasps of air whistled between Gatlin’s lips, so technically he was still alive. But he wasn’t going to give any more information. His eyes were rolled back in his head, just the bloodshot whites and a rim of hazel green to be seen.
“Not right now,” he said. “Gatlin’s injured. Your Goat led us into a trap.”
“What about Deputy Allan?”
Took’s fingers tightened against Gatlin’s stained bandages and made him groan weakly. Blood welled up between Took’s knuckles. He forced himself to let go and lean back.
“Allan was….” Taken. That was the phrase they usually used, spat out with easy familiarity and the understanding that they had to expect the worst. But it caught on Took’s tongue and he edited it. “Willie grabbed Allan. He used her to lure Gatlin into the trap. What’s your ETA?”
The operator made a frustrated sound under her voice. “Ten minutes. Maybe fifteen? We’ll be there as quickly as we can. What are Gatlin’s injuries?”
“Extensive,” Took said.
The shirt had started out white—fresh from the dry cleaner, the creases still in the elbow—but now it was stained a dark, wet red. It obviously wasn’t up to the job. If Gatlin made it, it wouldn’t be down to anything Took had done.
He closed his eyes for a second and saw Allan’s face as she was dragged away, her mouth lax and her eyes too surprised to be afraid. Yet. A long graze on the side of her face—received when Willie shoved her into a tree—had dribbled blood down onto her starched buff collar.
“Follow the dirt path from the car,” Took said as he scrambled to his feet. He reached back and pulled his gun from the holster at the small of his back. It was heavy and solid in his hands, the weight of it familiar as he checked the chamber, and if it didn’t feel as familiar as his usual weaponry, it would just have to do. “You can’t miss him. I’m going to go after Allan.”
The operator tried to argue with him. Took just dropped the phone next to Gatlin to keep him company and broke into a jog as he followed the path—and Willie—farther into the woods.
It was supposed to be a milk run. No one was meant to get hurt. “Arrogance,” his old instructor had told them at training. “Never take a hunt for granted. Never think you know them. Arrogance kills more agents than vampires ever will. Remember that.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Old scars itched as the sun got to them—pinprick nerve twitches that crawled around under his skin and even scratched their way up under the sleeves of his T-shirt. Took knew it would only make it worse if he scratched, but he paused to dig his finger into a particularly irritated comma-shaped scar over his collarbone. It didn’t help. The itch just spread down the bone into the nearby tissue.
Took gave one last scrape and let it go. It would fade eventually.
The dirt road had evolved into a cracked concrete path. Muddy footprints—department-issue boots and patched-up sneakers—scuffed over the gray stone and then dried up and faded away. It didn’t matter. They could only be heading to the big old house that stood derelict at the end of the drive.
Years of exposure had bleached the redbrick walls down to pink and yellow. Kudzu had made inroads on the foundations, a green crust that had anchored itself in the mortar. The windows were still intact, but the glass was scabbed with dust on the outside and mold on the inside.
Took paused at the gate. A white sign bolted to the gate announced it was the Ron Bern Life Center, the first step on the road to a life free from addiction. From where he stood, Took could see rows of bottles neatly lined up along the weathered porch that wrapped around the house. Tall and small, the distinctive brown beer bottles tucked in among the clear spirits. Someone hadn’t taken the place’s motto to heart.
He pulled up the hem of his T-shirt and wiped the sweat and a splash of Gatlin’s blood he hadn’t realized was there from his face. His hands were steadier than he expected. After two years on suspension, he’d started to believe they were right—his nerve was gone, and he wasn’t fit for field duty anymore. Instead the punch of adrenaline had left his mind clean and sharp. He felt steadier with a gun in his hand and blood under his nails than he did in his therapist’s office as they traded lies about how well he was doing.
It might feel a little too good, but he wasn’t going to tell the therapist that.
Took pulled his shirt back down, wrapped both hands around his gun, and gave the gate a nudge with his boot. It had dropped on its hinges and one corner was buried in a well-run rut, but it moved when Took put his weight against it. The scrape and groan of rusted metal might have given him away, but he doubted it mattered. Willie had hung around to gloat over Gatlin’s corpse, and he’d seen Took scramble back to his feet in the aftershock of the blast.
The Goat knew that Took was on his heels. Speed was going to work better than stealth here.
The grounds had been landscaped once. Roses grew scrubby and wild among the weeds that overran the flower beds, all thorny canes and small white flowers. The long expanse of the lawn still had a mostly sharp square shape, even though the grass was yellow and spongy under Took’s feet as he loped toward the house.
Old habits creaked rustily back into play. Even though he was on his own—VINE two states away, local backup ten minutes out and more concerned with their injured man—his brain broke radio silence anyhow.
Attempting entry through the front door, it chattered to no one as he jumped onto the porch and put his shoulder against the doorjamb. Unsub is armed and has a hostage. Hold fire.
Took tried the door. It was locked. Good. He left it closed and cautiously made his way to one of the dirt-crusted windows. Filthy curtains, whatever pattern they’d originally had hidden under a spiderweb of frilly mold, were pinched tightly closed in front of them. It was hard to tell through the grimy glass, but Took would bet they’d been sewn.
He punched the glass with the butt of his gun. It shattered—always a louder sound than he expected—and he used his gun to clear the leftover pieces from the crumbled putty.
Front window right, his brain supplied as he grabbed a handful of the slimy curtains and wrenched them down. Cleared. The curtain pole snapped and hit the cracked linoleum with a rattle, followed by the crumpled pile of old fabric.
Fresh blood—Gatlin’s blood—smelled like pennies and salt. Old blood smelled like rotten meat and sweat, thick and slimy enough to coat your nose and slide down your throat. The inside of the derelict building smelled like old blood—a lot of it.
“Fuck,” Took muttered as he spat to clear the taste from his mouth. That wasn’t a two-corpse stink. It wasn’t a sane-vampire stink either. Most of the undead didn’t want to live in their own filth any more than the people they’d been before the bite would have. Unbalanced and a monster—that was always messy.
Took crawled through the window, bits of glass he’d missed in the frame sharp as they scratched against his arms, and into the dusty, blood- sour room. It had been an office once, based on the broken desk in the middle of the room and the dented filing cabinets on the wall, but now it looked like a squat. There was a pile of sleeping bags in the corner. The shiny blue fabric was blotched with bleached-out patches and wear.
More bottles were lined up along the wall, but instead of spirits they held the dregs of clotted, black liquid. Maggots squirmed in the bottom of them, lively and bloated.
Took grimaced and walked over to the sleeping bags. He poked them with his foot and flies rose in a lazy haze and buzzed resentfully away. There was something wrapped in the old blankets and sleeping bags, but not something that moved.
It was pointless to hold his breath—everything stank—but Took did anyhow as he crouched down and gingerly peeled the folds back. The man had been dead for a while, although he looked like he’d died badly. The pock mocks on his collarbones and gnawed into the bend of his elbow were sunken into rotted wells, and his skin was pulled tight over his bones. His collarbones jutted through his skin like knives, and his hair was dry and patchy.
Someone had tried to turn him, tried quite hard, but it hadn’t taken. Some people, all it took was a bite and a lick of spit. Others, though, could have their blood replaced pint by pint with ichor, and all it would make them was dead.
“It might not have seemed it,” Took said as he pulled a tattered corner of blanket over the gray, withered face. “You’re one of the lucky ones.”
Even if he had turned, gone cold, and grown fangs, he wouldn’t have been much of a person anymore. The Anakim…. The code-switch to the politically correct term in this situation—you couldn’t exactly call your colleagues vampires to their face—was so automatic that it almost amused Took for a second… until he remembered there was no one to offend or to back him up. Vampires cosseted the about-to-be-turned like wagyu beef, inoculated them to the curse with each Kiss they gave until something like them sat back up. Turned like this, the curse spat into him from a dozen different hungry mouths, all that would get up was a body that would hunger and do what it was told. Back in Europe they called it a ghoul, and old families had whole packs of the empty retainers.
Took pressed his gun to the covered head and pulled the trigger. The recoil punched back against the heel of his hand, all the way to his shoulder, and what was left of the man’s brains splattered out over the floor.
In the US they called it a mongrel and they put it down.
He glanced at the ichor-stained bottles and swallowed the sour tang of acid on the back of his throat. Before he had to decide what to do with the fat, squirming maggots, he heard a stifled shriek from somewhere in the house.
Allan.
Took swore under his breath and loped to the door. He shouldered it open and stepped out into the hallway. It still stank.
“Deputy,” he yelled, his voice calm and steady. “Are you okay?”
“Agent—” the shrill, panicked voice blurted in answer to him. It cut through the musty silence of the house and then cut off abruptly with a yelp.
The single word had been enough to give Took something to work with. He turned slightly and headed toward the back of the house. His feet scuffed over the battered tiles as he lifted his gun and nudged the door open.
Did it smell worse back here, he wondered, or was that just his imagination?
“Willie,” he said. “You want to let the deputy go.”
A laugh creaked out of the dark. “What?” Willie asked, his voice rasp-rough and arrogant. “They’ll go easy on me if I’ve only killed one deputy? You’ll put a good word in for me? Fuck off, Special Agent Man. I don’t need help from the likes of you. He’s promised he’ll see me right.”
Took paused to let his eyes adjust to the dim light in the hall. Photos were hung in a regimented row at eye height against the damp-bulged wallpaper. Women with eyes that looked like bruised fruit and men who hadn’t unclenched their jaw in years smiled out tightly with rows of identical white veneers. Or they used to be identical. Someone had gone along with a sharpie and assiduously defaced them with blackened gaps and carefully straight braces.
The small show of bleak humor unexpectedly amused Took. He let the feeling wash away as he pushed two doors open and peered into the small, cell-like rooms that hid behind them. Both looked as though they’d been in use recently, with stained sheets tangled on the bed and the smell of old sex thick in the air.
Every time some delusional fangbanger with bite tats and fear- pheromone perfume tried to play vampires off as romantic monsters, Took wanted to take them on a tour of a trap house. It had as much class as a frat house after a homicide.
He let the doors creak shut and walked toward the last door. It had a Staff Only sign fastened to it at eye level. Kitchen or infirmary, Took supposed. Over his head he heard something scrape over the floor. He paused midstep to look up, his eyes on the lumpy plaster as he tried to imagine the layout upstairs.
“What are you waiting for?” Willie interrupted him, “An invitation?”
He laughed at his own joke. Took took his eyes off the ceiling and pushed the last door open. He’d been right, it was a kitchen. Pots hung from racks on the ceiling and a clock shaped like a coffee cup was stopped exactly at 10:00 a.m. forever.
Willie stood on the other side of the stove with his arm crooked around Allan’s throat. The point of the knife dug into the tender skin behind her ear, deeply enough that more blood dribbled onto her no- longer-stiff collar.
“Help’s on the way, Deputy,” Took said as he met her gaze.
“Stay calm.”
She rolled her deep brown eyes toward the corner of the room. “We aren’t alone.”
Willie jabbed the knife deeper and twisted it. “Shut up,” he hissed. “Stupid cow.”
“I see him,” Took said.
The pale, naked—he’d never met a vampire that slept in pajamas— figure dangled in the periphery of his vision. Someone had hung him from a meat hook for the day, the point of it jammed into his back and threaded up under his shoulder blade. Lines of black ichor stained the white skin and dripped down into pans laid out under his feet. His eyes were open, but it was a reptile sort of alertness, slow and cold. He’d gorged—his stomach was distended with too much blood, and he needed to digest before what passed for a person could come back.
He wouldn’t react unless someone got too close to him.
“Let Allan go,” Took repeated calmly as he lifted the gun. “All I want is to get her out of here. Then you and your master can try and get away before they burn this place.”
Willie’s laugh showed rotted teeth and a white coating of pus on his tongue. Pride glittered in his eyes, which were still unexpectedly pretty despite the drugs and the ichor. He pulled himself up straight.
“Him?” He spat in the direction of the hung vampire. “I don’t work for him. Not anymore. He works for me now.”
Allan dug her fingers into his arm. “You’re going straight to hell for this, Daly,” she spat out. “The sheriff will track you down and gut you if you touch me, and for what?”
“I damned myself years ago,” Willie said flatly. He licked the blood off Allan’s neck, and she grimaced in disgust, but the knife at her throat kept her still. Willie lifted his head, spit and blood smeared around his mouth, and smiled widely. “Might as well enjoy the ride. And once I prove myself, I’ll get to enjoy it for a long, fucking time, maybe even longer than the sheriff is around. He’s an old man. Things happen to old men, and young ones take over.”
Behind Took, on the other side of the door, the stairs creaked.
Time was up. Took swung the gun away from Willie and fired two shots straight into the vampire’s bloated stomach. It burst in a welter of clotted blood and a tangle of wet intestine that squirmed and dripped bile into the blood bowls. The vampire screamed itself out of his torpor and thrashed blindly on the hooks as they tore through muscle and meat. As it ripped itself free, Took tossed his gun into the sink.
Allan yelped and tried to bolt, but Willie dragged her back. He tightened his grip on her arm as he backed away from the vampire.
“It was him,” Willie yelled, his voice pitched to cut through the eerie, off-timbre screech that vibrated out of the vampire’s throat. He pulled the knife away from Allan’s throat and jabbed the bloodied point toward Took. “He did it. He shot you, Matthew!”
The vampire dropped to the ground with a thud. Its bare feet slapped against the tiles as it lunged at Willie—the only one in the room with a weapon. It slapped Allan out of the way with an almost dismissive backhand that sent her flying.
“You hurt meee,” Matthew mangled out through two sets of fully extended fangs as it grabbed Willie’s wrist. The bone snapped with a matchstick-brittle sound as Matthew tightened his fingers and lifted him off the ground. “Little liar.”
“No!” Willie writhed like a fish on the hook. He dropped the knife from bruise-purpled fingers and caught it in his other hand. “Not me. You know me! Goddammit, not me! It was him!”
Matthew didn’t listen. It latched onto Willie’s neck with dagger- sharp teeth and tore it out. The gush of blood splashed over Matthew’s face and throat, and it gulped it out of the air like water from a fountain. Pain wrung a cry out of Willie, but the one advantage of being a Goat was resilience. He punched his knife up through Matthew’s chin with a quick, brutal stroke and twisted the blade.
With a shriek of garbled offense, tongue pinned to the roof of his mouth, Matthew flung Willie away from him.
“Come on,” Took hissed as he grabbed Allan’s collar and pulled her up. “We need to go.”
She scrambled unsteadily to her feet. Her eyes were unfocused and her lips split.
“I… I…. This wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” Allan shook her head and blinked hard. Her gaze shifted over Took’s shoulder and widened in dismay. “Look out!”
Took ducked and a pretty blonde girl missed his throat by half a foot. Matted hair flapped in filthy elflocks as she flew past. She tried to twist in midair, enough to give Took a glimpse of her pale, half-made-
up face, but didn’t quite pull it off. She hit the ground and tumbled head over heels into the wall.
“Go,” Took snapped at Allan as he shoved her toward the door. “Think later.”
He dragged her with him down the vandalized hall of past clients. Three photos down and Allan pulled herself together, the stumble gone from her steps as she pulled even with Took.
“There’s others,” she said. “They’re in the garage. Willie told them to wait until he got Ma… the vampire. We have to stop them.”
Took laughed at her. “I dropped my gun. You’ve lost yours,” he said. “What are we going to do, order pizza and breathe garlic at them? Just move.”
She looked reluctant but did as she was told. They burst through the doorway into the hall, and the pale gray man in the pale gray suit swung a crowbar in a short, brutal arc at Took’s head. There was no time or space to duck.
Took caught the crowbar. The metal hook jarred against his palm and stopped. Slow, dull surprise crossed the gray man’s face. Took bared his fangs and growled as he wrenched the crowbar out of the Goat’s suddenly slack grip. He jabbed it into the man’s stomach, buried the shaft inches deep in soft flesh, and doubled him over in a spray of vomit.
“You’re one of them,” Allan spluttered. Her voice was threaded with desperate, raw panic as she tried to pull away from him. “What is this, a game? A trick?”
Took reeled her in and shoved her at the door. “Yes,” he said—still, two years in, sorta lisped—as he stepped over the groaning gray man. “We’re pranking you. Just get outside. I called the sheriff. He should be here soon.”
It didn’t work to calm Allan down. It had been one shock too many, and she was caught up in her fear. She stumbled forward at his prod, but the muttered round of accusation and plea continued under her breath.
“I don’t want to be a vampire. Mary, Mother of God, be with me now. Kill me. Kill me, don’t damn me. It should have been… not Gatlin. It was meant to be—”
Took fumbled the door open and both of them fell out into the evening sunlight. He lost his grip on Allan and she lurched away from him, her feet tangling as she staggered down the stairs. He swore and went after her.
It felt like a punch at his back. Took didn’t realize what had happened at first. It was only when he crashed into Allan, both of them blown off their feet and his back hot and itchy from fire and splinters, that he registered the crackle of fire behind him.
Allan sprawled under him on the ground, unmoving but still breathing. After a shaken second, Took rolled onto his raw back. Chunks of bricks and glass slid off him as he moved, and he stared at the old house as it went up in flames. Curtains flared with the eagerness of polyester blends, and the closed-off windows darkened and cracked.
Someone screamed. It would be Matthew, Took knew. Vampires were hard to kill, but he couldn’t work up the energy past his ringing ears to care. He stared at the fire for a few moments longer and then let the blow to his head drag him down into oblivion.
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Chapter Two


Appleton wore the tragedy of the last twenty-four hours with the self-satisfied anger of someone who’d wanted an excuse for a while. Handwritten signs were tacked up in shop windows to announce “living only” and “no heartbeat, no service.” The schools were closed, and pickup trucks, packed like clown cars with sullen, armed men, drove in slow circuits around the streets. 
“Small-town hospitality,” Madoc drawled as he watched through the heavily tinted window of the Jeep as one of the pickups drove past. It would be so easy to just reach out and grab one of them and drag them in through the window so he could open their throat. He felt the dull itch in the back of his fangs, but he resisted the urge. It wouldn’t make his job any easier, and the car would smell like takeout for the rest of the trip. “That’s one thing that never changes.”
On the seat next to him, Lawrence looked up from her tablet, over the smudged lenses of her glasses, and sneered at the tail end of the pickup. “Idiots. What good do they think that will do against us?”
She’d only had her first bite—the scar was still livid on her throat over the scooped collar of her new shirt—and there was no sign that it had taken yet. It didn’t matter. Lawrence was VINE born and bred. Her father had died in the line of duty during the Humans Only terror attack in Savannah, her first taste of blood had been as she nursed at her freshly turned mother’s breast as Director Lawrence gave a press conference condemning the violence, and she’d just married into one of the oldest vampire families in Philadelphia.
It would be “us” even if she never grew fangs.
She was a good agent, but that wasn’t why Madoc had requested her as his partner. Sometimes he needed a reminder that not every human reached for the pitchforks at the first opportunity. There were many reasons to remember other things about them.
“Why has this incident been such a flashpoint for the community?” he asked.
Lawrence pursed her lips at him. They both knew he was well aware of the answer, but he leaned back against the leather seats and waited.
“Peanuts,” Lawrence said, with a flash of sharp humor. “This used to be a dry county, officially human only, but then the local peanut farm went belly-up. There was a mining company interested in opening a pit here, but that fell under the Sojourner rule.”
Madoc nodded as the Jeep pulled up outside the sheriff’s office. “If you don’t want to associate with vampires, don’t associate with vampires,” he said. “So the town ceded their dry status?”
“Technically,” Lawrence said. She unbuckled herself from the seat belt and scooted forward as she reached for the door handle. “It’s still a predominantly breathing area, the only blood bank is in the hospital, and even before the recent increase in Hunter activity in this area, the neighborhood’s been good recruiting territory for the Hunters for years.”
As she opened the door, the muffled sound of voices outside resolved into the thundered cadence of fire-and-brimstone prayer. The group of faithful were clustered on the small patch of green outside the sheriff’s office, small candles and photocopies of the not-quite-dead deputy’s staff photo clutched in their hands.
Madoc tilted his head as he tried to identify the scripture the preacher had picked apart so he could shove his own anger between the words.
“They walk among so, sit with us, sup with us,” the preacher ranted. “But they have the fangs of a wolf, not the teeth of a sheep, and their meat is carved from the flank of a child, a teacher, a—”
Proverbs, then. A bit on the nose for Madoc’s taste, but he’d grown up with the compass and fury of the Welsh Methodist church at its most impassioned. It was a lot to expect for Appleberg’s resident rabble-rouser to live up to that.
Lawrence reached up to her throat. “Should I—”
“No need,” Madoc said as he pulled his sunglasses out of his breast pocket and slid them on. He could have done without it. The purple- toned dusk light was low enough that even his eyes could tolerate it, but why not give them a show. That was what they were here for. He gave Lawrence a sly, sharp smile. “They’ll have other things on their minds.”
He didn’t bother to look at the prayer group as he got out of the car and stalked toward the main doors of the sheriff’s office. There was no need. The silence that fell over the prayer group, the rote amens strangled in people’s throats told him his appearance had the expected impact. People rarely mistook Madoc for human in his civilian clothes. In the midnight black of his VINE tactical uniform, stark against his pallid coloring, it was obvious what he was.
To anyone with the slightest interest in vampire politics, it was obvious who he was as well. There still weren’t that many dhampirs in the US, and even fewer of Madoc’s… vintage. His peers had died out decades ago—frequently at his hands—and most of the next generation had barely cut their fangs. He was memorable.
A low, shocked whisper came from the crowd. “Biter.” Someone laughed, a nervous titter of sound, and then fell quiet again. When VINE’s elite response team had first hit the papers—in Boston, Madoc thought, ninety years ago—they had been the Bloodcrimes Tactical Response. BTR. Some Hunter-friendly local affiliate out West had coined “Biters” as a mockery for the then all-vampire team.
Madoc had taken it as their own. Legends needed a name, not an acronym. These days no one found the old joke funny for long.
The priest, a short bull of a man with close-cropped, cotton-white hair and small, mean eyes, stepped in front of Madoc.
“God bless you,” the priest said as he marked the cross over his breast with heavy, scar-knuckled hands. His lips were wet with the expectation of God’s intercession. “And keep you from bringing harm to the innocent.”
Madoc could feel the tension in the air as twenty people bated their breath to see what happened next. He reached up to his collar and hooked the medal from under his shirt, the silver faintly warm from his skin when he pressed his lips to it. It stung. It always did. He accepted that.
“From your lips to His ears, Father,” he said as he let the chain slide through his fingers. It hung bright against his chest, the bas-relief of Michael worn down nearly smooth after years of being worried at. “Now get out of my way, or do you want to see if you’re innocent enough to warrant God’s protection?”
For a second, the priest held his ground. Then he stepped back out of Madoc’s path. The sound of released breath from the prayer group sounded a lot like a disappointed sigh. The priest stole a quick, nervous glance over his shoulder and then puffed himself up with bluster.
“A God-fearing man doesn’t test God,” he said, his voice pitched to carry. “God tests him.”
Madoc smirked and walked away. As he approached, the heavy glass doors of the sheriff’s office were pushed open by a nervous young deputy, his throat flushed raw with razor burn.
“Cardinal Madoc,” the young man said, his voice half-strangled in his throat. “We didn’t realize that VINE would send—”
“Agent,” Madoc corrected him. “Or SES Madoc. Either is appropriate.”
The deputy’s brain caught up with his mouth, and he blanched. He looked like he wanted to swallow his own tongue and reel the words back in.
“Agent. Of course. That’s what I—”
Madoc left him to babble and stepped to the side to let Lawrence in through the door. The deputy glanced at her with a flash of obvious relief at her blood-pinked skin and lack of history.
“Ma’am.” He bobbed his head at her.
“Agent,” Lawrence corrected him with a hint of tart disapproval.
The man’s face fell as he nodded.
“Of course. Ma’am,” he said. “Sorry. Ah, I’m afraid that Sheriff Anderson is still at the hospital. We weren’t expecting you to make such good time.”
“The dead ride fast,” Madoc said.
The deputy nodded sagely like the old quote explained anything beyond Madoc’s fondness for the ballads of his youth. That made things easier. It had taken the privilege of rank to fast-track clearance and a flight plan for the VINE jet, and a very old favor cashed in to make people turn a blind eye to a section chief’s inappropriate involvement. Madoc didn’t want to justify that to himself, never mind a jug-eared deputy who looked as though his balls hadn’t dropped yet.
“We’ve booked rooms for you in Old Pelican Farm,” the deputy said. He turned and scrambled over to his desk. A quick search among the scattered sheets of paper and dog-eared folders came up with a glossy trifold leaflet that he thrust toward Madoc. “It’s a B and B. If you want to drop your bags off, I can call you when the sheriff gets back.”
Madoc ignored the leaflet. “What I want,” he said, “is to see my agent.”
The deputy blinked twice and nervously folded the Pelican Farm leaflet between his fingers. “I think the sheriff would rather you wait until—”
Madoc plucked his sunglasses off, folded the legs, and tucked them back into his pocket. His smile was cold. The deputy’s eyes flicked from Madoc’s pale eyes to his mouth and then flinched away and down to one well-tailored shoulder.
“I understand that disappointment has never killed anyone,” Madoc told him. “My agent. Now.”
The deputy folded as easily as the bit of paper he’d just mangled. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Right away.”

      [image: image-placeholder]With thick walls and oversized, reinforced windows to flood the small, square space with the sun, the cell had been designed to hold vampires. It was implemented cruelty, but Madoc couldn’t help the flash of appreciation as he saw Took sprawled out on the narrow cot. The sun picked out threads of gold in the cropped, sandy hair and gilded the sprawl of lean muscle with the memory of a golden tan.
At least it did between the scars.
There was something about Took Bennett that even now, after two years as a vampire, belonged to the daytime. Madoc didn’t know if he should resent that or be glad that he wasn’t the only one who’d tried and failed to claim the man.
An off note of guilt was added to the familiar tincture of hunger and frustration that Madoc associated with Took. It was a dark thought, even for Madoc, to imagine himself in lustful harness with the monster who’d nearly killed his old partner.
Not unprecedented—Madoc had never been able to boast about the purity of his thoughts—but still dark.
“Bennett,” he said.
Took lifted his elbow and squinted out from under it. There was a scabbed burn on his cheekbone and the faded remnants of a bruise around one of his pale gray eyes. When he saw Madoc, something shifted behind his face, quick and sharp, but it was locked back before Madoc could pin down what it was.
“Get me out of here,” Took told him.
Irritation flicked at the back of Madoc’s throat, salty as blood. Took had always been too familiar—not disrespectful but not impressed either. But that had been before, when he had Madoc’s back and still called himself Luke, not when it had been a year since they’d seen each other—more than that, some embarrassing tally-keeper fragment of Madoc’s brain reminded him, since they’d actually spoken—and Madoc had traveled through the day to get Took’s ass out of the fire.
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Madoc said. He rapped his knuckle against one of the bars. It rang solid and he could feel the faint itch of the silver core against his skin. “At least if you’re in here, it will be easy to keep track of you. I thought you weren’t fit for active duty, Bennett, so you can imagine my surprise when I was notified one of my agents had stormed a trap house on his own.”
Took dropped his elbow so his eyes were hidden again. The corner of his mouth twisted up in a bitter smile as he added a dry postscript to Madoc’s statement. “Unsuccessfully.”
“Maybe you’ve lost your edge,” Madoc said. The snort of disagreement he expected from Took didn’t come. “The sheriff thinks you were involved, Bennett. Were you?”
There was a pause, and then Took finally moved his arm. He rolled off the bed in one loose, easy movement. The sheets under him were stained black with blood, and Madoc felt something in his chest crack as though he’d taken a blow. Took stalked over to the bars and glared at him.
“Do you really need me to answer that?” Took asked. The tension in his voice was drawn tight between the old, affronted anger and a new, brittle fear that maybe people did need to ask.
“For the record, yes,” Madoc said with cold precision. Then he let the edge soften on his voice. “Personally? I know you better than that.”
A bitter smile curved Took’s mouth, and he braced his hands against the bars. Muscle bunched and tightened under his pale skin, the faded scatter of freckles pale as nutmeg. “No,” he said. “Not anymore, you don’t. Look, I’ll tell you what happened. Just get me out of here first, okay?”
The urge to be cruel was familiar, almost as instinctive as the need to blink. Madoc didn’t want to fight it. The reduction of their relationship to tit-for-tat favors offended him, and he wanted to return that weight and measure.
Before he could let out the aged poison under his tongue, Took closed his eyes. He rasped one word through clenched teeth. “Please.”
It was unexpected enough to put Madoc back on his heels. He stared at Took’s tight, set face for a moment, and the memory rose up through his mind as though he’d hooked it on a line.
Hope had died six months before. What was left was anger.
Madoc slammed one of the Goats, feral and ruined by blood addiction, against the wall. The man bared yellow, chisel-edged teeth and swung the broken edge of a butcher’s knife at Madoc’s face. It skimmed over Madoc’s jaw—a cold kiss with a hot lick at the end of it. The Goat’s eyes caught hungrily on the bead of blood, and in the moment of distraction, Madoc unceremoniously snapped his neck.
The chatter in his earpiece rose and fell in ragged cadence as the rest of the team cleared the house—Lawrence and Pally’s clipped professionalism, Kit’s ragged, off-kilter humor, and the silence that should have been a body at Madoc’s back. It nearly drowned out the sound of a door as it slammed upstairs. Not quite, though. Madoc tossed the dead Goat aside and took the stairs two at a time. He shouldered open the door at the top of the stairs and hit a wall of stench that was almost solid. It stung his eyes and stuck greasily to his tongue—rancid meat and something sour underneath it.
In the corner of the room, a tall, half-turned woman, her throat one ragged scab from overlapped bites, tried to drag something out of a splintered wooden box as a little gray cat, grubby and leggy, swore at her as it chewed on her leg.
“Get off. Get out,” she screamed as she struggled with whatever was in the crate. “He’ll come back for you. If I have you—”
Madoc pulled his gun and blew her head off. Her face splattered over the window, and her body pitched gracelessly to the floor. The cat screeched as it leaped free and shot across the room and under the neatly made white bed. There was a man in the box, filthy and raw. He stared at Madoc with pale, lost eyes and then cracked a surprisingly familiar smile.
“W… was just about to do that,” he said in a rusty, disused voice. “Always… always gotta hog the glory.”
There were cuffs on his wrists and a collar around his throat— heavy links of iron coated with silver. Someone had worked magic into the metal as well. It was sticky and painful as hot tar against Madoc’s
hands as he snapped the locks. His fingertips blistered and peeled, the raw meat underneath turned dry where the curse touched it until he could see bone as he worked.
Took—not that anyone called him that yet—clung to Madoc. He was all wasted arms and sour breath—broken and ruined. Then he laughed, a crazy sound in that horrible room, and swore that he knew Madoc would come for him.
That was the moment that Madoc realized two things—that he would slowly kill whoever had done this and that Madoc had been in love with the man in his arms for a while.
Three days later Took turned Madoc away from the hospital and refused to see him or even talk to him.
That day was still vivid and raw for Madoc, but Took probably remembered it as the best day in a year’s worth of raw-meat memories. Seen from the wrong side of the bars, the narrow little cell was just a better-ventilated box.
“Half an hour,” Madoc said. He reached through the bars and cupped his hand around the back of Took’s neck. The long straps of muscle were set like stone under his fingers, too cold to the touch. It would be too much to expect, he supposed, for the sheriff to fetch his prisoner lunch from the blood bank. “I’ll get you out. Can you hang on?”
Took coughed out a ragged laugh and leaned forward to rest his forehead against the bars. The skin pinked where the silver irritated it, but Took ignored it.
“What are you going to do if I say no?” Took asked. He slid his arms through the bars and let them dangle, as though the fact that part of him was on the right side of freedom would make it easier. “Rip the door off the hinges?”
They both knew he could. Madoc knew that he would. Maybe one day he’d tell Took that, but not while all that was left of their friendship was reluctant civility.
“Yell at them faster,” he said instead as he drew his hand back. “Hang in there, Bennett.”
He turned to leave. As he banged the door to get the deputy to let him out, Took called after him. “You know, I don’t work for you anymore, Madoc. You could just use my name.”
Madoc didn’t look around. The door rattled and creaked as the deputy unlocked it. “It’s not your name,” he said. “It’s what was done to you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Sheriff Anderson looked like a strip of rawhide dressed up like a man. His weathered, darkly tanned skin was pulled tight over wiry muscles and long bones. The backs of his hands were flecked with liver spots, and his knuckles jutted up through his skin like tombstones.
“Ain’t never had any problems with your lot here,” Anderson said bluntly as he unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled his sleeves back. Black, blunt crosses were inked onto the backs of his forearms. The ink didn’t injure Madoc—it wasn’t so easy to package divinity; even a pure heart and a real threat weren’t enough sometimes—but it was an open insult to flash it at Madoc. That was telling. “Then people start disappearing, your friend turns up with all the answers and some patter about being VINE, and now I got two deputies in jail and that hotshot human consultant? Well, it turns out he’s a wetmouth with no official reason to be here.”
The slur dropped ripe and casual into the room. It wasn’t clear if Anderson knew it wasn’t something to say in polite company or if he just didn’t give a damn. Madoc chose to ignore it. He’d been called worse.
“No official reason that you need to know about,” Madoc said coldly. “I want my agent out of that cell.”
Anderson picked something out of his teeth with his thumbnail. As his thumb pushed his lip up, he flashed a black hollow where his incisor should be. It made Madoc’s skin crawl, and he licked his tongue over the back of his own teeth, the edges of his fangs still sharp enough to draw a drop of blood. The crosses on Anderson’s arms weren’t just superstition, then. There was real piety behind them. Even most of the Hunter cells balked at yanking their own eyeteeth out, if only because the Embrace would bestow fangs on a mewling infant or gummy elder if anyone was ill-advised enough to turn them. Only a few of the more extreme Pentecostal sects—the Levites, the Proverbials—still unfanged their children with regularity.
“Your agent,” Anderson said. He rolled the word around his mouth as he said that. “Yeah, Gunnar said you looked real… close… down in the cells. Real cozy. Tell me, VINE going to approve of you pulling rank to get your—”
Madoc’s temper slipped. He reached over the desk and grabbed Anderson’s arm. He smiled wide enough to flash fang and dug his fingers down into the inked skin until Anderson blanched. The gray smoke of anger wriggled in his throat and swam across the back of his eyes. There was a faint sweetness to it, like an applewood bonfire.
Experience told Madoc there was much he could do from inside the smoke, when he let the part of him that had never been human out to play unfettered, and he wouldn’t really regret it. He might say he did, mouth the right words and make the right face, but he’d never feel it. He could rip Anderson’s fucking, cross-scrawled arm off, see if God cared as he beat the man to death with it, and never care about the screams.
He choked it back, for the moment, and kept the smile on his face. “Mind your tongue,” he said pleasantly. “Or I’ll take it with me to Philadelphia, slice it up thin, and let every member of VINE have a taste so they know why your poison flicked my temper.”
Anderson writhed in his chair, and pain pinched the high color out of his face, but it hadn’t touched his arrogance yet. The scent of him, hot and bitter as adrenaline sweated out of his pores, was sharp and aggressive.
“You can’t touch me,” Anderson spat through clenched teeth. “This isn’t the old country. You can’t just do what you want. You can’t take what you want.”
Madoc leaned in, his weight braced on Anderson’s arm, and murmured the correction in his ear. “Shouldn’t, Sheriff Anderson. I shouldn’t do those things. For four hundred years, I served the Haza directly. There is very little I cannot do. Remember that.”
Madoc let go and stepped back in one smooth, slightly too-fast movement. Anderson sucked in a startled breath as his hand spasmed uncomfortably where the blood rushed back into it. His fingers stuttered against the use-scarred wood until he clenched them into a fist.
“You think you can threaten me into cutting your agent loose?” he asked as he rubbed roughly at the red mark that oozed out from under his ink. “Maybe I can’t put you on your heels, but your Haza will if you cross the line. If they don’t administer the Accord, even the vampires in the Senate will have to call for censure.”
That was true. The cry today was usually that the Accord gave VINE, or Skazanie as they’d previously been known, too long a leash. What they didn’t understand was that before the Accord—that unprecedented constitutional agreement between the Living and the DEAD—there hadn’t even been a collar. Like trusted dogs, the Haza had let them range free over their blood-parishes… which then had run from the East Coast and around the mud-thick Mississippi until it faltered at the Rocky Mountains.
Now there were checks and balances to VINE’s remit—oversight and external authority. But Anderson’s problem wasn’t his understanding of constitutional law. It was the idea that Madoc would care about the consequences if Anderson’s hateful mouth caught his temper again.
“You mistake me,” he said. Anderson looked smug as he thought he saw Madoc backpedal his threat. “I expect you to let my agent go because you have no evidence he was involved, other than his fangs. If you continue to hold him, I will pursue every legal avenue to extract satisfaction, even if I have to move here.”
Anderson scowled as he realized that, not only had he not won, but that Madoc had a threat up his sleeve that couldn’t be countered with the Accord. Pettiness, for an immortal, could be an art form. Some vampires had methodically ruined whole families over decades, generations even. Anderson absently rubbed his arm as he considered Madoc’s point. It was hard to tell if it was the bruise that preoccupied him or the tattoo.
“Fine,” Anderson said finally. “Agent Bennett is still a person of interest, but I’ll release him to your recognizance… on the proviso that he stays in town but doesn’t interfere in my case. Last thing I need is some interested bystander in the way of my deputies, especially after he put two of them in the hospital.”
“He’ll stay in the state,” Madoc countered. The last time he’d checked—obsessively and protectively—Took had still been resident in Charleston. It was only an hour on the freeway.
Anderson accepted that with a shrug. “As long as I can reel him back in if any evidence turns up,” he said. “In that case, he’s all yours. Do what
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