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About Blood Unleashed

Who is the real enemy?

Marcus Anderson, chemical weapons expert and CIA handler of assets like world famous Kate Lindenstream, finds vampires troubling. He’d rather have nothing to do with them, until the world-class sniper known only as The Whisper takes a shot at him...and misses.  While Marcus’ supervisors wrangle over red tape, Marcus follows the trail back and meets Ilaria, a hot-tempered, diminutive, smoldering Italian beauty who captures his scarred and defensive heart.

Meanwhile, Cyneric Pæga’s radar is prickled by a trail of clues that he puts together to reveal that Ilaria Scarvo, a vampire assassin just like Rick once was, is in town.  He doesn’t know who The Whisper’s target is but Nial, leader of the revolutionaries, is at the top of the list.  Then Rick meets Ilaria and finds she’s not at all a cold-hearted killer.  Ilaria is a wounded woman with a terrible secret that binds Rick to her.

Is Ilaria working for the League for Humanity, or the Pro Libertatus? Is she involved with Menes Heru’s plans to use the doomsday weapon, the Blood Stone? Or is she as innocent as both Marcus and Rick want desperately to believe?

WARNING: This MMF vampire romance contains two hot, sexy alpha heroes, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language.
It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes between the aforementioned sexy heroes, menage scenes, and anal sex. Don't proceed beyond this point if hot love scenes offend you.
No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.

This book is part of the Blood Stone Series
Blood Stone 1.0: Blood Knot (#1 Amazon Best Seller, Fantasy Romance)
Blood Drops 1.1: Southampton Swindle*
Blood Drops 1.2: Broken Promise
Blood Drops 1.3: Vale
Blood Drops 1.5: Amor Meus (Anthology)
Blood Stone 2.0: Blood Stone
Blood Stone 3.0: Blood Unleashed
Blood Stone 3.5: Blood Drive – Blood Stone Boxed Set 1
Blood Stone 4.0: Blood Revealed
Blood Stone 5.0: Blood Ascendant (upcoming)

[*Blood Drops are short and novella length stories featuring the characters and situations in the Blood Stone series.  Droplet sized morsels for your reading pleasure.]

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended.

MMF Menage Vampire Urban Fantasy Romance



Praise for Blood Unleashed

It takes a special talent to gradually get the reader so involved with the characters that they feel real, and when things go wrong you want to cry for them, hoping for something to go right. As always a cracking story– definitely a keeper series—Jeannie Zelos Book reviews.

This is the third book in this author’s Blood Stone trilogy and is a fabulous story. Full of very sexy vampires, it is a terrifically erotic paranormal tale. This book is a very steamy story that challenges the way vampires are traditionally portrayed in fiction. Really enjoyed this and look forward to other books by Ms Cooper-Posey— NetGalley

Wow, this third installment of the Blood Stone series really had a lot jam packed into it! I had no idea what to expect next because this book was really a departure from any formula I’d seen in the author’s previous work. Boy oh boy was it a wild ride along the way. I’m rapidly falling in lust with all these characters and stories and can’t wait to read more.—Carrie Reads a Lot


Who’s Who and What’s What

Blood Stone, The:  A stone created in antiquity by the Serena to contain three war-like species that once preyed upon humans; the Elah, the Ĉiela and the Summanus.

Bradley, Elizabeth:  Female lead in Warrior King.

Bryon:  Human CEO of the League for Humanity.

Ĉiela, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  Ĉiela = “from the sky”.  Army of winged creatures.  Deadly.  It’s where the idea of angels came from.  They were led by An.  “An” = Sumerian god of the heavens.  He was immortal, but he had a weakness: He could not be away from the sun for too long.  Locking him up in the Blood Stone killed him.  The Ĉiela were defeated by the Summanus, despite being the superior and immortal force.  There were few left when the Blood Stone was created.

Curandero:  A species that can heal and adjust the physiology and biology of others through their touch.  Winter is a Curandero.

Danich Wulfson: a.k.a. Dan Wilson.  Vampire president of the League for Humanity.  Originally from Vinland, circa 1000 a.d.

Elah, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  Elah = mighty, tree. They were the inspiration for elves and elven lore.  But they’re not as user friendly as the mythology paints them.  Led by the Emperor Daichi (dye-chee), who was immortal, but not a god like An, the god of the Ĉiela.  The emperor held sway over dozens of kingdoms and minor holdings.  They were earth oriented -- of the earth and grounded.  They were defeated by the Summanus, and by treachery within.  Much civil strife that was their undoing.

Euphrasia: The Ancient One who was the Greek child of Nial’s maker.  She lived until the Second World War on an island in the Aegean.  She was treated as a prisoner of war by the Germans.

Fettercairn:  The distiller of single malt and blended Scotches, located in Kincardineshire, Scotland, where the Bruce Clan (and Calum Garrett) originates.

Finka Zupan:  Serbian immigrant, who once knew Winter when she lived there as a child.  In Blood Stone Finka attempts to blackmail Winter.

Garrett: Calum Micheil Garrett.  Hero, Blood Stone.  Vampire.

Greg Evershot:  Hollywood A-List Actor and film star.  In Blood Stone, he is considered for the lead in Kate Lindenstream’s movie.

Heru: Menes Heru Asar Iah, a.k.a. The Deadly Moon.  Vampire – An Ancient One originating out of Akkad circa the third millennium BC.  Antagonist, Blood Stone and Blood Unleashed.  Asar means Osiris = god of the dead.  Iah = moon.

Ilaria Scavo:  a.k.a. The Whisper.  Heroine of Blood Unleashed.

Kate:  Kathrine Lindenstream:  Human.  Heroine, Blood Stone.  Action thriller movie director.

Khurshid Tabrizi Amirmoez: Madam Kurshid is an Ancient One, who can drink alcohol.  She is an empath.

League for Humanity, the:  Vampire political group opposed to Nial’s plans for revelation.  They believe in and practice the old ways, that includes human servitude

Marcus Anderson:  Human.  Hero of Blood Unleashed.  Kate’s CIA handler.

McLaren:  Marcus Anderson’s supervisor.  Division director, CIA

Morena:  Winter’s birth name, which she was known by in Serbia.  “Morena” means "death" in Slavic. In Slavic mythology this was the name of the goddess of winter and death.

Narish:  A human who is permanently in the company of a vampire, for that vampire to feed upon as needed.

Nial:  Nathanial Aquila Valerius Aurelius.  Vampire.  Hero, Blood Knot.  Leader of the Revolutionaries.  Born 559 A.D., northern Italian mountains.  Married to Sebastian and Winter.

Nizari Ismailis:  The original Assassins.  Hassan bin Sabbah was the first leader.  Alamut was their central fort (castle).  Alamut (Persian: الموت‎, transliterated Alamūt) was a mountain fortress located in Alamut region in the South Caspian province of Daylam near the Rudbar region in Iran, approximately 100 km (60 mi) from present-day Tehran. The name means "Eagle's Nest".

Patrick Sauvage:  Hollywood A-List Actor and film star. Works with Kate Lindenstream in Blood Stone.

Pro Libertatis:  Vampire political group opposed to Nial’s plans for revelation - comprised of powerful shadowy vampires – politicians and government personnel around the globe.

Pyrrhus:  An explosive/corrosive that kills vampires.  Anything under a cupful is highly corrosive, and can ignite and burn with intense red flames (from the strontium chloride).  Anything over a cupful explodes.  More stable than nitroglycerine.  More powerful than TNT.   Contains Strontium chloride, oil and a few other controlling  agents.

Richard Lowenstein:  Speaker of the House, Vampire.  Suspected leader of the Pro Libertatus

Rick:  Cyneric Pæga, a.k.a Cyneric the Assassin.  Hero, Blood Unleashed.  Vampire. Pronounced Sin-er-rick

Roman:  Adrian Romanus (“Roman”) Xerus:  Hero, Blood Stone.  Vampire.  Born 1437.  Enslaved 1453 (16 y.o.), during the Fall of Constantinople.

Sasha:  Marlen Alexandrovich Mikhailov.  GRU officer and major in the Russian army.  Friend of Marcus Anderson’s, although they’ve never met in person.

Sebastian Worthington III: a.k.a. Bastian.  Former vampire, hero of Blood Knot.  Married to Nial and Winter.

Serena, the:  a.k.a. “The Serene Ones” A mythical species with omnipotent powers.  Not gods, but servants of unnamed higher powers.  They take human form, and they’re ethereal and beautiful...and frightening.  White to vampires’ black.  Unreasonable and unreasoning.  They mete justice with no regard for the human equation.   The Serena created the Blood Stone.

Summanus, the:  One of three ancient races contained within the Blood Stone.  A race of blood shifters.  An older power, and older creatures -- the predecessors of vampires.  Instinctual, nocturnal, powerful.  A private army.  They’re shifters, too.  They can imitate humans, but only those who are asleep, and for the length of their REM cycle. (10 minutes to one hour).  They were led by Abiram (= ‘swallowed by the earth’).  They were of the ground and under it -- the Underworld.  None of the Summanus were immortal.  They were considered the weakest and most despised race among the others, but they won the ages long struggle for supremacy (to the despair of humans).  They were the only race that needed to renew itself and its energy, which they did by drinking blood.  They used humans because humans were weak and easy to overcome. They used human “recruits” to bolster their armies in the final battles, and that is how the humans finally rid themselves of all of the Others.  The Summanus did not pay their dues and the humans called upon the Serena and demanded retribution.

Suresh Harris:  a.k.a.  “Sushi”.  Danich Wulfson’s narish.

Warrior King:  The name of the movie that Kate Lindenstream wrote and directed in Blood Stone.  Post-production occurs during Blood Unleashed.

William Donnelly (Billy):  Kate Lindenstream’s former husband.

Winter:  Winter Menon Kennedy.  Human.  Heroine, Blood Knot.  Former professional thief, married to Sebastian and Nial.




Part I

Ilaria


Chapter One

By Thursday, the dreams and dogged memories were so persistent, Marcus closed up the house and drove downtown, looking for people. Noise. Distraction.

An hour later, he found himself in the middle of Pershing Square, stepping over the low angled borders and patches of grass that were emerald, instead of the dried-out pale green and yellow it would become toward the end of summer.

He settled himself tiredly into a plastic chair, at the table and umbrella that sat at the very corner of the array of tables that dotted the edge of the park. It gave him an almost three-sixty view, taking in the length of the square, and right across to South Olive Street. Picking out the most strategic viewpoint had been completely automatic.

There was more than the usual number of people generally found in the square. It was a cool day for early April. Cool enough to need a light jacket. The sun came out fitfully, diving behind the bruised clouds that covered most of the sky, which normally would discourage most nature lovers from lingering in the square. The large numbers meant there had to be some event happening.

Marcus turned his face up to the sun as it appeared once more, then watched the people milling about on the grass, talking and laughing. Nearly all of them carried big pillows and Marcus coupled that up with the time of year. This had to be National Pillow-Fight Day. Despite the L.A. pillow fight being cancelled over two years ago, enthusiasts still congregated in the square on the day, for an unauthorized fight.

This was perfect, Marcus decided, as the fighters all turned their heads to listen to a young man speak. There was a small, almost cold breeze moving the leaves of the bushes edging the park, and making the edges of the umbrellas flap and snap. It smelled like rain. The breeze meant Marcus couldn’t quite hear what the man – presumably the coordinator – was saying. But that was okay. He was happy to just sit here and absorb what little sun emerged and watch cloud shadows race across the grass. Also, to watch feathers fly.

There was a pair of cops standing at the edge of the park, taking in the unauthorized assembly. They would have called it in and would be waiting for a decision on whether to bust up the group or let them have their fun. Marcus voted for fun. Fun had been absent for a while.

* * * * *

Getting into the building wasn’t an issue. Ilaria was using the Paratus, which broke down and nestled inside an innocent-looking backpack. It didn’t have the range of her precious Timberwolf, especially when she needed to use the silencer, plus it needed to be recalibrated after only a few shots because breaking it down and putting it together again destroyed the rifle’s precision, but it let her move about a cityscape without issues.

Once she had left the foyer, she avoided all the public areas. Instead, she used elevator shafts, air ducts, service access ways and ceiling space to climb upwards. There was no trouble. Ilaria stepped upon the roof undetected, ran across the helipad and dropped down next to the parapet. She peered over the edge and down at her target while her hands moved independently, unpacking and snapping the rifle together, then sliding the scope and the shell box into place and winding the silencer on.

She gathered her hair into one hand, twisted it and pushed it down the back of her coat, then lifted the light-weight weapon up and over the edge of the parapet, holding the barrel in her left hand while her elbow rested on the flat edging. She swiveled the barrel delicately, her eye to the scope, until the target came into view.

There were dozens of humans moving about, right next to the target. They looked like they were fighting, but it was hard to tell because of the snow drifting in the air over their heads. Ilaria checked through the sight once more. The humans were beating each other with pillows. A pillow fight.

She glanced at the nearest trees. There was a breeze. She picked up sand and leaf litter that had accumulated in the angle between the roof and the wall of the parapet and tossed it into the air, studying the way the wind took it and how hard.

The calculations for the shot were almost invisible to her. She had been doing this so long that sometimes it felt like instinct to adjust the scope and nudge her aim to account for externals.

She took three deep breaths and let them out, as she curled her finger around the trigger. Then she drew in a last deep breath and began to whisper. “Danich Wulfson, Asshnunna, Zane Shelley, Larsa, Rosalyn Black, The Hanged Man, Raphael Harker, Salomon the Barbarian, Nicolos de Cremona...” As her breath was expelled, she rested her eye against the scope for the last time and cocked the rifle by squeezing the trigger into the active position. She squeezed against the trigger until she felt the spring resist. As the last of her breath ran out, she held still and silent for three seconds, locking onto the target through the drifting feathers.

She squeezed again and the rifle jerked against her shoulder.

* * * * *

There was no warning and no sound, except for a short, high-pitched ‘crack’ that was so soft Marcus nearly missed it beneath the laughter, shouting and mayhem of the pillow fight, three yards away. The only reason he registered the sound at all was because he had heard it before.

The hairs on the back of his neck tried to stand up, and a chill washed over him. Moving slowly, using normal gestures, he looked down at the back of the chair between where his arm was hooked over the top of it and his side. There was a three inch slat of green molded plastic between his flank and the arm of the chair. Dead center on the slat was a ragged hole an inch across. Marcus pressed his fingertip against the edge of the hole.

It was warm, the plastic pliable and soft.

He staggered to his feet, pushed into the alarming movement by shock and the heart-starting adrenaline surge. It brought him up against the edge of one of the geometric borders and right next to the pillow-fight, which raged on unwittingly.

* * * * *

Ilaria kept watching in the scope to ensure her aim had been true. Then, when she saw a second shot was not necessary, she relaxed.

Moving fast, she broke the rifle down, using the corner of her coat to handle the hot barrel, then packed it away in the backpack. She threw the carrier straps over her shoulders as she ran back across the helipad.

It was time to disappear.

* * * * *

Marcus saw the cops from the corner of his eye, standing in a rough triangle around the edge of the fight, keeping a wary eye on everything at once. It forced him to draw in a shuddering breath to calm down, or else risk drawing attention to himself. He patted at his jacket and shook the open fronts, as if he was rooting out and fending off an insect, then walked back to the chair and gripped the back of it, trying to think around the panic the adrenaline had induced.

Moving with the same natural movements, he pushed his finger through the hole in the chair from behind, judging the trajectory of the bullet by the shape and angle of the hole. Then he looked up, following the imaginary line the bullet must have taken.

The top of the City National building.

Then, deliberately turning his back, he followed the same invisible line from the chair to the grass. While the flesh between his shoulder-blades rippled uneasily, he told himself the danger had passed. The sniper could have taken a second, third, fourth and perhaps even a fifth shot while he had been analyzing the sound of the first shot. If they hadn’t used their spare, they weren’t going to. Not now. They would already be far away from the roof.

He found the tunnel the bullet had dug for itself between grass blades, and sat on the grass cross-legged, so that his right hand rested on the grass next to his hip and next to the hole. Over the next five minutes he dug down into the hole with his hand, while watching the fight peter out through exhaustion and lack of feather stuffing. The grass at the feet of the fighters was a mottled white from all the feathers that had drifted to the ground. There were still pounds of the stuff wallowing in the air above their heads, lifting up in flurries as empty pillows moved the air around.

Still laughing and calling to each other, the fighters started to disperse, their empty pillow cases slung over their shoulders. Four of them remained, and these pulled small battery-powered air-blowers from their mounded gear and fired them up. Carefully, they began pushing the feathers into a pile, all under the approving gaze of the three cops, who had relaxed their stances and had moved closer to each other to chat.

The bullet had buried itself deeply, which fit with how close the shooter had been, but Marcus finally drew it out of the gaping hole he’d made and dropped it into his pocket. Then he pushed the soil and turf back and patted it down.

He brushed his hand off on his jeans and got to his feet. Time to report in. McLaren would have a cow over this.

* * * * *

Rick reached the rambling, Tuscany-styled home around noon. He parked on the quiet street, examining the wrought iron gate and stucco wall that separated the house from the curb. It was an unassuming, low key property, tucked in amongst some of the more outrageous estates parading up and down the long, winding street, each competing with the other in grandeur. Some of them were astonishingly large…and completely lacking in good taste. He grimaced. The Hollywood Hills held no appeal for him whatsoever, but for now he was forced to endure the place.

The lock on the gate was not an issue. He had been given the security code months ago. He let himself in and closed it behind him. The front door was unlocked and he stepped inside. The interior of the house matched the exterior. Spanish tiles and subdued walls, terracotta planters and big green leaves. It was cool, quiet and peaceful, the silence broken only by the soft clicks of a keyboard.

That would be Sebastian slaving over one of his computers.

Rick moved through the arch that gave access to the big front office. Winter had told him that the house once belonged to a famous director whose name he had not bothered to remember. The office had been the director’s central headquarters and was correspondingly large. It had been one of the features that had convinced Nial, Sebastian and Winter to buy the house, Sebastian in particular. There was one other feature that had locked in the sale, of course.

The appearance of the office was one of controlled chaos. There was computer equipment everywhere, including a bank of servers that provided Sebastian with his own private Internet service.

Four computers sat on the two tables, back to back, while the cupboards pushed up against the walls held peripheral equipment including printers and a five foot long plotter, a very professional-looking scanner and other office equipment including a large-scale laminator. One cupboard was devoted to paper – including a stack of perfectly ordinary letter-sized blocks of white paper. The other paper assembled there in tidy stacks was of a more interesting range, including watermarked blank government sheets for forms, letterhead from an astonishing range of government departments and big corporations, blank passports, blank credit cards including Visa, Mastercard, and American Express – all of it a forger’s delight.

The man behind the computer at the far end from the door was not Sebastian. He raised his head as Rick entered and nodded at him.

Rick nodded back. Dominic Castellano was one of Nial’s strays, and utterly deaf. He hadn’t been born that way, for he could speak after a fashion. But he did not read lips and he wasn’t well versed in sign language, for Rick had tried all the various forms with him. Dominic had recognized only one of them and his knowledge of it was sporadic. It told Rick that the injury that had stolen his hearing was a recent one.

Dominic was from Chile, but that was all the information he had shared about his personal history with anyone, as far as Rick knew. It was possible Nial knew the man’s story, but Nial was as discreet as Rick. He had not shared the tale.

Rick rounded the first big desk and stood in front of the one Dominic was sitting at. He tilted his head toward the computer. What are you doing?

Dominic gave a grin. “Sebastian wants me to hack into…a place. I help him.” His speech was skewed as deaf people who could speak did; ranging modulations and odd accents on words, simply because they couldn’t hear themselves speaking. But Dominic’s speech was not so terribly fractured, which was more evidence that his hearing loss had been not that long ago.

The more interesting thing was how he had polished his English since arriving in the States without the ability to hear pronunciations or have his own corrected. That made Dominic Castellano very interesting. Had he lost his hearing after arriving? Had the loss of his hearing pushed him out of Chile? It was a minor mystery that prompted dozens of unanswered questions. It generated a sense of imbalance, of things out of whack, which bothered Rick in a small way. One day, when he had leisure time to spare, he would find the answers to his questions.

For now he had more important priorities. He pointed to the computer he had seen Sebastian seated behind more often than not. “Where is Sebastian?” he asked, keeping his face turned toward Dominic.

Dominic pointed down toward the floor.

“Thank you,” Rick told him and turned back to the doorway.

Dominic’s hand gripped his arm. Rick turned back to look at him and Dominic waved him forward, clearly asking him to step around the table and face the screen. He complied and saw there was a blank text document on the screen.

Dominic looked up at him. “Last year,” he said in his mongrel English. “Nial and Winter…shot. Sniper?” He mimed bringing a rifle up to his shoulder.

“I knew that,” Rick said and nodded.

Dominic nodded, too. “Who shot them?”

Rick stared at the man’s tanned, olive features, his mind turning. It was a very interesting question. He leaned over Dominic’s shoulder and typed one-handed.

why r u asking me

Dominic shrugged and grinned. “You know everything. You think.” He tapped his temple.

Rick typed again. dont know that

Dominic blew out his cheeks in a heavy sigh, then shrugged again. His smile was even warmer.

Movement from the corner of his eye pulled Rick’s attention up toward the doorway. Nial was entering the room. Rick was always surprised by Nial’s height, which was greater than his own. He wore his hair short, with faux grey in it and glasses that gave him an intellectual air that the broad shoulders and rounded muscles betrayed. Anyone with an ability to think coherently and pick up the clues on his body, his clothing and the way he walked could see that Nial was a physical man.

“I thought I heard the front door opening,” Nial said. “We were wondering where you were.”

“I’m here now.”

“Come on down. I’m finishing up some business and we can talk down there.” He turned and left again.

Rick lifted his hand in farewell to Dominic, who waved back and started typing with two-fingered fury on the keyboard, already immersed in his work. Rick wondered why he bothered with social niceties like saying goodbye. It was a by-product of working amongst and mingling with these people for nearly a year. The almost iron-cast rule Nial had put in place dictating no unnecessary congregations in large numbers meant their work was always done in domestic abodes – usually this house. Coming here always had to look like a social call for watchful neighbors. It was an irksome necessity, one of which Rick was in rare agreement with Nial.

He had spent more time passing as human in the last year than he had for many decades before that. His social skills were creaky with rust and misuse – Heru had none, and Kurshid had not been ruffled by the absence of them -- but they had returned with a vengeance since coming to Los Angeles. Humans thought Los Angeles was a rude city, but they weren’t aware of the degree of social oil they used every day and every minute. It was probably this refreshed habit that made Rick mimic human customs without thought.

Nial led him to the grandly scaled foyer where the stairs with their tiles and wrought iron bannisters wound up to the second floor. Nial turned his back on the stairs and rested his fingers against the chest-high wooden paneling, and pressed.

The panel under his fingers depressed slightly, then a door opened up. The door was the height of the ceiling, which prevented the need for the disguising panel to have a horizontal seam at the height normal doors usually reached.

Nial gripped the edge of the panel and opened it wider. There was a normal, man-sized doorway behind it. A strong halogen light illuminated timber stairs with an industrial carpet runner covering most of their width.

“After you,” Nial said. “I need to shut the panel behind us.”

Rick stepped down five steps then turned to look over his shoulder as Nial pulled the panel closed using a steel horizontal bar mounted on the back of the panel. “How is it you’ve never invited me down here before?”

Nial turned and started climbing down, forcing Rick to turn and descend, too. “We’re not often in the basement when there are visitors.”

Rick read the subtext as if it were print. Nial hadn’t trusted him enough until now to show him the room. That made Rick even more curious about what was in it.

The stairs ended and the walls enclosing them opened out to show a very large basement room, windowless, but lit with banks of the same daylight emitting halogens as on the stairs. The floor featured the same plain blue industrial carpet and the walls were white, providing more light from the reflected fluorescents.

There was a very large table on the right of the stairs. Rick tilted his head to look at the feet, confirming what he had suspected. There was a billiard table holding up the extended tabletop, which looked like raw MDF. The billiard table had probably come with the house. The extended top looked rough-hewn and cobbled together and had probably been built by them.

Sitting on the table in neat rows and columns was a range of equipment that Rick found himself cataloguing instinctively. Ropes, rappelling devices, carabiners, harnesses, more webbing, a pile of quick-draws. Climbing equipment. A large black duffel bag sat at the top of the array and there was more equipment visible between the open zipper, that had already been packed.

On the other end of the table was arranged a small collection of weapons. Rick noticed immediately that all of them were personal weapons – hunting knife, butterfly knife, pistols, and a blackjack. There were no rifles or automatic guns.

Winter and Sebastian stood on either side of the table, checking the equipment. Winter paused in the process of loading bullets into a high-capacity magazine, to glance at Rick. She wore black yoga pants with the band folded down so that her hip bones were visible. Her top looked like a black sports bra, or shortened camisole. Her hair, one of her better features, was piled on top of her head in a messy nest.

Sebastian raised a brow. “Hello, Cyneric.” He went back to assembling the pistol that lay in pieces in front of him.

Rick crossed to the table. “Are the pair of you coming out of retirement, then?”

Silence. Obviously, the answer was considered beyond his need to know.

He picked up the 19mm Sig Sauer Pro and checked the chamber, as Winter snapped the magazine she had filled into the Smith & Wesson .45 ACP auto with the flat of her hand. It was a good gun for her – small enough to fit her hand, but with real stopping power.

Sebastian was absorbed in checking the barrel of his weapon.

Winter flipped her gun over and checked the safety was on, then put it back on the table, all without looking at him.

“I like a woman with a gun on her hip,” Rick said.

Sebastian’s head snapped up. His glare was hot enough to make light bulbs glow.

Rick shrugged and put the Sig down once more. “Relax, I prefer my women brunette.”

“There’s a surprise,” Sebastian said dryly.

Rick smiled. “What is wrong with brunettes?”

Sebastian’s gaze was steady, his expression completely without humor. “I’m surprised you like anything at all. I thought you had sloughed off all your emotions along with your humanity.”

“Sebastian…” Nial spoke softly.

Sebastian shook his head and went back to building the handgun.

“Rick, come and look at this,” Nial directed. He was sitting on a sectional sofa arranged in a deep curve around a circular coffee table made of glass and steel, on the other side of the room. He was holding a tablet PC out toward Rick.

Rick settled on the end of the dark green suede covered seat and took the tablet.

“Nothing from the League?” Nial asked.

Rick shook his head, reading the news item. The League for Humanity had been utterly silent for weeks.

“If we don’t deal with the League and the Pro Libertatus soon, if they don’t do something so we can trace them, it will delay our coming out.”

Rick looked up from the tablet. “So? The grand finale of your big plan will be delayed. I rather doubt the world will come to an end.”

Nial raised his brow, his expression impassive.

Rick knew that expression. He knew that Nial was containing himself. Containing his emotions. He hadn’t liked his answer.

He balanced the tablet on his knees and took the time to smooth over Nial’s hackles. “I have never hidden the fact that I think this scheme to reveal vampires is utterly useless. It verges on insanity. Humans won’t accept us and you are courting the condemnation of your own kind. Where then will you turn, Nial Aquila? Your allies will be whisker-thin on the ground.”

Nial smiled and it was the smile of a predator. “I think you’re underestimating our power to change things.”

“It’s a primary computation,” Rick explained. “The odds are stacked against you in staggering proportions. I didn’t need to estimate at all. Frankly, I could care less what happens, whether it happens in the next week or the next millennium.”

There was a tiny silence in the room. Winter and Sebastian had grown still.

“Then,” Winter said, the first time she had spoken since he had arrived, “why are you helping us?”

Rick looked at Nial. “You know why.”

“Kurshid?” Nial asked. He considered Rick a moment longer, then pointed to the tablet on his knee. “I’d like your opinion on that. Does it mean anything?”

He’d been let off the hook. He lifted the tablet and finished reading the article. The body of an American male had been discovered in one of the poorest sections of Istanbul, dead of an apparent overdose from a cocaine and heroin cocktail. His name was Suresh Harris, of Pennsylvania.

Rick sat back slowly, lowering the tablet to the seat next to his hip. Things were coupling up in his mind. There were holes there, holes he’d have to fill later, but here was Harris, dead, and then there was Nial and Winter being shot at last year. There was a connection there. It was subterranean right now. He’d have to dig it up, but he knew by the frisson of delight that curled up his spine that this was just the tip of something much bigger.

“Rick,” Nial said flatly.

Rick blinked and looked at him.

“It means something, doesn’t it? Suresh Harris is a name I know, although I can’t pin it down.”

“If you have met him at all, I would be surprised,” Rick said. “He went by the nickname ‘Sushi’.”

Nial’s brow lifted. “Yes, that’s how I know the name. He is – was – Danich Wulfson’s companion.”

“The head of the League,” Rick concluded. “He wasn’t Wulfson’s friend. He was Danich’s narish.”

“What’s a narish?” Winter asked. She had slipped on to the other end of the curved sofa and now sat with one foot on the cushion, her knee cocked, and the other leg bent around it. “I’ve never heard that before. It’s a vampire thing?”

Nial sighed. “It’s a very old vampire thing. There’s not too much of it happens anymore. A narish is a vampire’s….” He grimaced. “Food,” he said flatly. “Narishs are kept by vampires for fresh blood whenever they want it. The narish is usually offered some sort of compensation – to be turned later, or for money. Centuries ago, it was a way of escaping some of the horrors of human existence. A narish is protected, fed and clothed and enjoys a comfortable life while he serves. But as the quality of life improved for humans, the practice fell out of favor for vampires. I think they had difficulties finding volunteers. Of course, they couldn’t force anyone into it.”

“Why not?” Winter asked curiously.

“It sours the blood,” Rick said flatly.

Winter drew back, her nose wrinkling. “Adrenaline,” she said. “That’s what would sour it.” She tilted her head. “Why ‘narish’? Where does that come from?”

“It’s a corruption of ‘nourish’,” Sebastian said. He was still standing at the big table. He was holding the completed pistol. He was actually leaning on it, his hand around the grip and the barrel pressed against the MDF. Rick assumed it was loaded. Did he hold it for security?

But Sebastian was displaying his geek skills by giving Winter a full etymology of the word, its origins and more. Rick tuned the sound of his voice out and returned to the delicious puzzle once more.

He would need to search through his indexed files to confirm Sushi’s status as a narish was still current, but if it was then…oh, the possibilities! Of course Sushi would not have indulged in a speedball. One of the roles of a narish was to keep their blood pure and clean of toxins. That was why they were clothed and fed and pampered, to help ensure they were receiving proper nutrition and their health was at its peak.

And Turkey…! Turkey had popped up too often of late for it to be a coincidence. He would have to consider the possibilities it held, when slotted in with Sushi’s death.

Then there was Nial’s and Winter’s shooting last summer, on the movie set. That set the whole puzzle on the table and primed it. The ramifications were endless and they would all have to be explored. The deep up swell of pleasure and excitement caught and lifted him again. His heart began to thud, as it did when a tantalizing mystery presented itself.

He felt the warmth of the metal door handle under his fingers and looked around. He was standing by his car, the keys in his hand, the other hand on the door. He had walked through the house and out to his car purely on automatic.

Rick looked up at the house, the curved terracotta roof tiles looking inviting and homelike. He hadn’t said goodbye. Very well, they’d have to chalk that up as one more black blot on his copybook.


Chapter Two

Sebastian slid the gun onto the table and stalked over to the big round couch. “Christ, that guy gets my goat!”

“We noticed,” Winter replied.

“He just walked out of here, his nose in the air and didn’t say a freaking word!”

“We noticed,” Winter repeated, with a smile.

Sebastian threw himself onto the cushions, trying to swallow his grumpiness. “Walking around with his head in the clouds. Do you realize how many times he goes into that same daze, staring off into middle distance? He’s a fucking machine,” he complained.

Nial shifted across the inches between them, so he was sitting next to him. “On the contrary, he was excited.”

“That’s how he shows excitement?” Sebastian wrinkled his nose. “You’d need the world’s most powerful seismograph to pick up when his expression changes by a micrometer.”

“Really, Nial?” Winter questioned. “What was he excited about?”

“I gave him a clue, something that triggered his memory. He’s gone off to think about it. Rick will come up with a completely off-the-wall guess about what is happening with the League in a day or two. You’ve seen him do it before, although just now was a bit extreme.”

“Usually he just sits there,” Winter agreed, “and he’ll murmur something vague when you speak to him. But he wasn’t hearing you at all, Nial. He just got up and walked out.”

“Like I said,” Sebastian added. He turned his head to look at Nial. “And why on earth would you let the creep in down here? We have all the gear out and in the open, and now he knows the room is here.”

“I guarantee he had already figured out about the basement for himself,” Nial returned.

“I don’t trust him,” Sebastian growled. “He was pretending to be Heru’s familiar and second in charge for how long? Or was he really pretending at all?”

“It’s a risk that we were told we had to take, remember?” Nial replied calmly. “Besides, I trust him.”

Astonishment rippled through Sebastian. “Why would you do that? He’s done absolutely nothing to prove himself.”

Nial smiled and it was that knowing, wise smile of his that always reminded Sebastian of exactly how old he was. “One, my lover: In the last year Rick has not led Heru to us, which he would have if he had really been Heru’s creature.”

“Give him time,” Sebastian growled.

Winter giggled.

“Two,” Nial continued. He picked up Sebastian’s hand. “His diatribe just then about how we’re all doomed confirms yet again that he is helping us for purely selfless reasons that he couldn’t possibly have if he was Heru’s.”

Sebastian sighed. He couldn’t dispute either point. “You mean, he’s doing this because Kurshid asked him to?”

“Exactly.” Nial pulled on his arm, drawing him closer. “Rick has a soft spot for Kurshid which is not bad for an inhuman machine, wouldn’t you say?”

Sebastian grimaced. “Okay, fine. I’ll give the bastard more time to hang himself with. Happy?”

“Not yet,” Nial replied. “You’re all wound up. That’s not a good mental state to have when you’re about to do what you’re going to do tonight. So we need to loosen you up.” He glanced at Winter. “Come and take his shirt off. I’ll work on the rest.”

Winter slithered around the cushions until she was next to him, a smile on her lips and hunger in her eyes. She swiftly unfastened the buttons on his shirt while Nial moved in front of him and hauled on his knees, so that Sebastian was almost lying on the couch. Winter slipped his shirt off as he slid down the back of the cushions. He swallowed as Nial opened his jeans and tugged them off. His cock was already rising, his balls tightening.

“Winter, you look after his cock,” Nial ordered. He unbuckled his own trousers. “I’ll look after this.”

Winter’s hot, moist lips circled his cock and he felt the feather touch of her tongue and his hips lifted.

Nial spread his knees, his hands sliding along his thighs, and Sebastian let his head fall back with a deep, hearty groan. Yes, he was absolutely uptight. He was going to need all sorts of relaxation before they left.

Lots of it.

* * * * *

The afternoon started rocky and bounced downhill from there.

Marcus had jog-trotted to the building where McLaren and his team had set up their coordination office. Right there he got his first sign that the day wasn’t going to end on a pleasant note. Security for the building held him up, when normally he just had to show his pass and walk through.

“What the hell?” Marcus bitched. “You guys know me.”

The guard’s mouth grew even thinner, which Marcus didn’t think was possible. “New security procedures. This won’t take a minute, then next time you’ll be processed that much faster.”

“Christ, I’m only here every three months or so.” He sighed heavily.

“Are you armed, sir?” the guard asked, his gaze flicking over Marcus from his joggers, on up over his jeans, to the half-zipped windbreaker over the top of his Harley Davidson tee-shirt. His gaze touched on Marcus’ hair, then came back to his face. “Should I repeat the question, sir?”

Marcus hesitated, glancing around. There were too many people standing too close for him to answer frankly. “Look,” he tried. “Lemme call upstairs and get someone to come down and vouch for me. Will that satisfy you?”

It had taken five very long minutes before the rent-a-cop allowed that calling for verification wouldn’t disturb his new procedure, so Marcus was fuming by the time he picked up the guy’s phone and dialed from memory.

It felt like another ice-age lapsed while he waited for someone to answer. The phone rang and rang. Finally, someone fumbled the phone and barked into it; “Frank, we’re kinda busy up here.”

“Is Frank the uniform?” Marcus asked. “Because the sphincter muscle won’t let me through. Wanna come down here and tell them I’m harmless?”

“Anderson?”

“In the flesh,” Marcus confirmed.

There was a five second pause. Marcus listened to the soft sounds of talking in the background. Keyboards rattling. What the fuck? he wondered.

“Today isn’t a good day, Anderson. Go home.”

“Wait just a fucking minute,” Marcus shot back, before the call was disconnected. “Is that Clarke?”

“Yeah. So?”

Marcus had never liked Clarke and the man knew it, because Marcus had described in his report in blunt words how Clarke had royally fucked up in Tangiers. Now it was on Clarke’s record. In the two years since, Clarke had gone out of his way to screw Marcus over whenever he could get away with it. Now was apparently going to be one of those times.

Marcus squeezed the phone, pressing it against his ear. “You have to vouch for me. I have news that can’t be shared from down here.” He looked around. Frank was standing three yards away, pretending to be busy reading a clipboard, his head conveniently cocked at just the right angle to listen in.

“I told you—”

“No, I’m telling you, brainwipe. Come and let me through.”

“Not happening, Anderson.”

Marcus took a breath. He turned his shoulder to muffle at least some of what he said. “I had a sniper take a shot at me, forty minutes ago. If you don’t come down here and smooth Frank over so I can by-pass the screening, then I’m going to find a way to make your life such a misery you’ll wish you’d never gone to fucking Tangiers.”

“I’m already there, you bum.” The line went dead.

“Shit, damn, fuck, piss and alley cats,” Marcus muttered. He considered his options. There was one other avenue, but it was not a casual-use option.

He heard again, in his mind, the high-pitched whizz of the bullet. The back of his neck crawled, the hairs lifting. Two inches to the left and he wouldn’t be standing here.

He pulled his cellphone out and thumbed through the contacts, looking for the number he had never used. Then he hit the dial button and waited.

The phone rang out, and an impersonal, non-identifying default voicemail message started. Marcus disconnected and dialed again. It took two more repetitions before the phone was answered in person.

“Who is this?” McLaren demanded.

“Marcus Anderson. I’m in the lobby. I need a waiver to get past these goons down here. I have news.”

“It had better be world-breaking news, Anderson. Give your phone to Frank.”

Frank was red in the face. He’d heard the goon comment. Serves him right for eavesdropping. Marcus held his phone out toward him. “This is my pass,” he said.

Frank held the phone up to his ear. “Security,” he said. Then he listened for perhaps thirty seconds. His jaw rippled. “Okay,” he finished and handed the phone back. He didn’t look any happier as he opened up the swing door in the barrier. “Go about your business,” he told Marcus.

Marcus gave him a friendly smile as he stepped through. Three minutes later he stepped off the elevator on the sixteenth floor, already taking out his ID and his gun. The receptionist at the end of the foyer was watching him approach. The kid looked like he was fresh out of college, but Marcus knew that was deceptive. He sat behind a normal reception desk with a fictitious company name and logo on the wall behind. There was a door that led further into the office suite, but it was closed and one had to walk right past the receptionist to reach it.

Marcus held up his ID. “McLaren is expecting me,” he added.

The receptionist, who was a fully-fledged member of the agency and quite capable of tackling two or three grown men and subduing them, spun a clipboard around to face Marcus. “Sign in, thanks.”

He signed and handed over his weapon. “Where is he?”

“Everyone is in the control room.” The receptionist pressed the button that unlocked the door, preventing Marcus from following up on that surprising statement. Marcus pushed through the door and let it swing closed behind him. Everyone was in the mosh pit? Why? What warranted such a large scale scramble of personnel?

He skirted empty desks, their computer monitors darkened, and headed down the corridor to the reinforced security door. There was a heavily tinted window in the door, and the pane was reinforced with steel filaments. Marcus knocked on the window. It was easier to see out through the door than catch a glimpse of what was happening inside.

The door unlocked with a heavy thud of steel bolts, then swung open. McLaren stood on the other side. He was in his mid-thirties and was a political player, which explained why he had risen so far so fast. McLaren had done his minimum amount of field time, then moved onto the promotion fast track. He looked like he spent all his time in an office, too. He was overweight by a good thirty pounds and his skin was pale from lack of sun. His eyes had the beginnings of bags beneath them.

Marcus didn’t feel envious, even though he was a couple of years older than McLaren. The political bullshit was not his thing.

McLaren stepped aside so Marcus could enter. “What is the emergency?” he demanded.

Marcus glanced around and confirmed that just about everyone he knew from this branch was here. The absentees would be those on assignment or off shift for one reason or another.

The control room – the mosh pit, as it was known – was small. Add in a ton of computers and big wall-mounted monitors everywhere, computer servers and wiring, and the desks they sat on, and there wasn’t a lot of room left for people. Chairs were at a minimum. Most everyone stood, which was how the room got its name. An event like this one, that demanded full turn out of personnel, meant everyone was jostling shoulders.

There were so many monitors and screens that despite the lack of standard illumination, the room was filled with an opalescent glow from all the back-lighting.

Clark stood in front of a computer monitor and keyboard. He was a chinless man with buck teeth, which helped him look unassuming in a crowd. It also hid that he was a prick. Clark was manning the station. As Marcus’ gaze reached him, he scowled, the expression revealing his big front teeth, then turned back to his screen.

“What’s the panic?” Marcus asked McLaren, then realized he had repeated McLaren’s question to him.

McLaren scowled. “Nothing you as a handler need to know about.”

“The entire fucking office comes to a standstill, to the point where lug-nuts over there gets in on the operation, and I don’t need to know? What am I missing here?”

“Yours is not the only unit coordinated from this office,” McLaren said carefully, after glancing at Clarke. He had to lift his voice over the background chatter coming from both the computers, hands-free phones and conference phones, and everyone else in the room.

Marcus frowned, considering the implications. There were two units that McLaren directed. Marcus’ unit had three asset coordinators, including himself. It was low maintenance – nothing happened with the assets without CIA say-so. Most of their day to day work was arranging for the assets under their control to check in regularly, to keep tabs on them.

The other unit was the one everyone called the fangs unit when they thought no one up the ladder was around to hear. It was an almost invisible operation – everyone liked to pretend it didn’t exist because the objectives of the unit were the stuff of fantasy. The Vampire Monitoring Unit was the official name.

Marcus didn’t joke about it. He didn’t think vampires were a fantasy—not if they had set up a unit to deal with them. The CIA was a consummate intelligence gathering machine. If they thought vampires were real, then Marcus believed them. But he didn’t have to like it.

He nodded toward the screens. “Some vampire stole the key to Fort Knox? Or did he just walk through the walls?”

McLaren rolled his eyes. “Vampires can’t walk through walls.”

“They’re not supposed to be able walk around in daylight, either, but we got that one wrong, didn’t we?” Marcus shot back. He was not a member of the unit – thank Christ! – but he had picked up more than a handful of snippets just standing around in the office, plus a whole lot more from Kate Lindenstream, one of the branch’s assets.

McLaren shook his head as if Marcus was beyond redemption. Then he jerked his chin toward the monitors. “The body of an American called Suresh Harris was found in a Tarlabaşı tenement, his brains blown out by a speedball.”

“I didn’t know vampires could do drugs,” Marcus replied, as the images flashing on the screens began to make sense. Then he corrected himself. “No, wait. He has to be human. Vampires do that crumbling thing when they die.” He looked at McLaren. “Who’s he linked to?”

“Harris was a known associate of a man – a vampire – called Dan Wilson. A close associate.”

“So a friend of a vampire curls up his toes in Turkey. So what? That doesn’t call for this circus.”

McLaren’s face acquired the hard look that told Marcus he’d reached the end of his free information. “I told you this much because you’ve been useful to the unit from time to time, with the data you bring back from that movie star and her friends. But that gets you only this far.”

“She’s a director, not a movie star.”

“It’s Hollywood. Who gives a bent nickel?” McLaren crossed his arms. “Now, what’s this about a shooting?”

Marcus verbally walked him through the mock attempt.

McLaren’s brows came together as Marcus finished up. “That’s what you call an emergency?”

“I didn’t say it was an emergency. You said it had better be one. Well, it’s not. Not exactly. But this is unprecedented. I haven’t been in the field for over two years. There’s no earthly reason for anyone to take a shot at me, especially this dummy shot designed to miss. I think it was a message.”

“It could have been a kid with a bb gun. Fuck, Anderson. For all I know, you could be making the entire thing up just to look like you have a role here.”

Marcus held his teeth together until he knew he could answer civilly. He opened his mouth, but McLaren held up his hand. “No,” he said. “I have higher priorities than this juvenile crap.” He turned his head. “Margo!”

Margo was the unofficial weapons expert of the branch. She was classified as an ordinary analyst, but her favorite hobby in the entire world was the study of guns – specifically rifles – along with a deep passion for ballistics and anything that rifles could do.

Margo lifted herself up from the stool on wheels she was using as a desk chair and eased herself through the shoulders of the men in the room. She was a fifty year old woman with grey and silver hair tied sensibly into a bun at the back of her head. Her figure was matronly, with soft folds and huge breasts and hips. Marcus couldn’t remember her ever wearing trousers, let alone a suit. She always wore conservative and unfashionable dresses and skirts.

She was a good analyst and even better with small arms. Marcus felt semi-happy. He was being pawned off, but Margo would sort this out for him. He had full confidence in her abilities.

“Go with Anderson here,” McLaren told her. “He thinks he’s a target. See if he’s delusional or not.”

“Thanks,” Marcus said dryly. He intentionally failed to produce the bullet still sitting in the pocket of his windbreaker. McLaren’s dismissive hand telling him to shut up had stopped him the first time. Being called delusional sealed it. He looked at Margo, who was watching him with her calm, soft brown eyes. She wouldn’t be able to cope with the two mile walk back to Pershing Square. “I’ll grab a cab and take you there. C’mon.”

He didn’t bothering saying anything else to McLaren. The man had already moved back into the middle of the room, his head questing, absorbing all the data so he could make more important decisions.

* * * * *

Pershing Square was filled with office workers enjoying the watery and fitful sunshine during their lunch breaks. The chair with the bullet hole in it was miraculously unoccupied, although there was a retiree sitting in one of the other chairs at the table, feeding seagulls morsels of his sandwich, which he’d pulled out of a brown paper bag. That explained why the other chairs were empty. No one wanted to be shat on by squawking pests.

Marcus brushed a seagull off the back of the chair he was interested in, and pulled it back into approximately the same position it had been sitting in when the shot had been fired.

Margo astonished him by crouching down behind the back of the chair to look through the hole, displaying plump knees and more than a little bit of thigh, primly covered in dark tan pantyhose. Then she looked at the hole itself, fingering it just as Marcus had done. After a minute of silent consideration, she got to her feet and stood back, moving her head as she mentally traced the line of fire.

She looked up at the City National building. “He would have had to by-pass security to get to the roof,” she said, speaking more to herself than to Marcus. “That’s not something you do with a CheyTac hanging over your shoulder.” She considered the building and the chair again and nodded. “He may have used an auto rifle that breaks down. You can stuff them into a small duffel bag or a large briefcase and no-one would know.” The last sentence was spoken directly to Marcus.

Margo patted the chair back. “It’s around four hundred yards from the roof to here, so the range is small enough for an AR. No need for the big gun, as long as they had a high-end breakable weapon. The cheap ones aren’t worth smelting.” She smiled at her own joke, then looked at the grass behind the chair, measuring.

“Here,” Marcus said, tapping with his boot, right over the divot he had replaced.

Margo moved over to look down at the grass. “Did you—?”

He held out the bullet on the palm of his hand, then closed his fingers over it, turned his hand over and dropped it into Margo’s small one. She cupped her hand so passers-by wouldn’t see what she held, and turned it over with the forefinger of her right hand. She did that for almost two minutes of contemplative silence, while seagulls squawked and flapped around them, fighting over tidbits.

Marcus waited her out, giving her the time she needed to pull together all the factors in her mind and come up with something interesting.

She hefted the bullet in her palm and handed it back to Marcus. “It’s quite the delusion you had. That’s a bullet from a three-oh-eight Winchester cartridge. Those cartridges are used for a huge number of rifles, but if you eliminate the bad ones and just look at the high end, then the number of possibilities drops. There’s only one breakdown AR that uses them.” She looked up at him, shading her eyes from the sun, which was breaking through clouds right over his shoulder. “We should head back and discuss this in a secure location.”

“Sure. You can sweet-talk Frank at the front desk for me. The SOB thinks I’m a threat to his building or something.” He turned and headed for the Second Street entrance, where there was a good chance of finding a cab.

Margo fell into step next to him. “Oh, you mustn’t mind Frank. His teenage daughter, Cassie, died when a drunk driver ran a red light. It was only last week but he’s back on the job because they’re short-staffed.”

Marcus thought about that and about Frank, as the cab whisked them across six blocks. It reminded him that everyone had a story. There was always an explanation for just about every bizarre human behavior he’d ever witnessed.

Except maybe for Clarke. He still wasn’t sure the guy wasn’t as genuinely stupid as he gave off. Time would take care of that. Stupid didn’t last long in the CIA, especially when you were out in the field. He’d seen it too many times.


Chapter Three

The brouhaha in Istanbul was over by the time they returned to the office. Agents were back at their desks and the office was humming.

Margo tapped McLaren on the shoulder. “Can we talk? In your office?”

McLaren glanced at Marcus, standing behind her. “Alright,” he said heavily and straightened up from the desk he had been leaning over to look at the monitor on it. He led them through the narrow alleys between the desks and into his glassed-in office.

The desk was a blizzard of paper. There wasn’t a single hint of organized piles or any organization at all. Marcus had always wondered if the chaos was a reflection of McLaren’s thought processes. Looking at the snowdrift always made him vaguely uneasy.

Margo shut the door and held her hand out to Marcus. “May I?”

He dug out the bullet again and dropped it onto her hand. She lifted the slug up between her forefinger and thumb. It was only slightly mangled, because the plastic chair and the soil had given way. If it had hit something solid like concrete, it would be a flattened, indecipherable lump of lead. Instead, only the nose was slightly flattened, while the rest of the long silhouette was virtually untouched.

“You mean someone was actually shooting at him?” McLaren asked, amazed.

“Not just someone,” Margo said, studying the bullet closely. She pulled a pair of glasses out of a pocket and slid them on, examining it carefully.

McLaren strode to the door and yanked it open. “Clarke, Benson, get in here.” Then he returned to his desk and sat down. McLaren didn’t keep visitor chairs in his office, so Margo and Marcus were forced to stay on their feet.

Benson was the first to arrive. He was in his forties, almost completely grey, and talking about retirement. He liked to stay behind his desk. He had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of assassinations, which were his pet expertise.

Clark sauntered in, his hands in his pockets and a scowl on his face. Marcus couldn’t figure out why McLaren had called him in, unless it was to irritate the crap out of him. Then he remembered: Clark was their official LA liaison. So he had a right to be there.

McLaren looked at Margo. “Talk to me. Who’s after him?”

“Oh, they’re not after him,” Margo said, lowering the bullet and sliding her glasses down her nose. “At least, not anymore. As Marcus told you, this was a professional hit…well, a professional shot. There was an expert behind the sights, so it’s probably someone known to us.” She held up the bullet. “This is a standard three-oh-eight Winchester, but from the scratches around the base, I would bet my monthly salary that the cartridge was a limited edition boutique manufacture.”

“You mean someone made it by hand?” McLaren qualified.

“If he left his casing behind and I could get a look at it, I would be able to confirm that. The casing will have crimping marks on it.” She gave a tiny grimace. “Although if the shooter is as good as I think he is, he would have policed his brass.”

“What makes you think he’s so good?” Clarke asked.

Margo explained the details of the shooting, using slightly more technical jargon than Marcus had used to outline it for McLaren.

Benson listened carefully, nodding, as she went through it. “Four hundred yards,” he ruminated, scratching at his hair. “Snipers don’t like three-oh-eights and will avoid them when they can because they have a greater drop off than anything else, over a long range. But four hundred yards, if he was good, wouldn’t have raised a drop of sweat. He would have compensated for that.”

“And the wind and the crowd,” Margo concluded. “Plus, his target was three inches across. It was a difficult shot for a Paratus.”

Benson raised his brow. “You figure he was covert?”

“The security in the City National building is pretty tight,” Clark pointed out. “He’d have to pass as a civilian on business to get through.”

“So, the Paratus. That fits,” Benson agreed.

“The Paratus – that’s the one that breaks down?” Marcus asked.

“The DRD Paratus modular semi-automatic carbine,” Margo told him softly. “It’s not technically a sniper rifle, although it was designed to be one. A good sniper would only use it if they needed to be subversive, which applies to your man.”

“Benson, who do you figure did it?” McLaren asked.

Benson scratched at his hair again, ruffling it. “One of maybe ten – or more. I could narrow it down except that he missed.”

“He aimed to miss,” Marcus replied. “The portion of chair back that was visible was a few inches across, which is a lot smaller than my head or chest, and he didn’t hit any civilians. He took out the bull’s-eye, first shot, and he didn’t use his spares.”

“It was technically a difficult shot, you agree?” Margo asked Benson.

“I suppose,” he said. “You know ballistics better than me. I know the shooters.”

“I believe there are only two who could have made the shot,” Margo replied, “and John Rain, one of the possibilities, is in Changi prison doing fifteen years. That leaves just one.”

Benson laughed. “You’re not serious, are you? He hasn’t stepped foot in the United States, ever, that we know of. He prefers to operate in Europe and the Middle East.”

“That doesn’t exclude him taking a job here,” Margo replied.

“Who is he?” McLaren asked.

“The Whisper,” Benson said. “He’s good. Very, very good. I’d put him in the top five snipers in the world. The other four have all been identified and their MO analyzed to death. No one knows who The Whisper is, so that makes him highly valuable to the sort of people interested in discretion. Plus, he doesn’t have a
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