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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mara’s vampire half-brother Vin resurfaces in the haunted streets of San Diego, he steps into a world teetering on the edge of paranormal pandemonium.

      Otherworldly chaos has reigned in his absence, and the baby bats under his wing have been useless. All except one. Morty, despite generally being a pain in his fangs, is showing more promise than expected.

      Together, Vin and Morty embark on a perilous journey, tracing the sinister threads of an Otherworld conspiracy to a hidden dive bar, where a cataclysmic showdown threatens to unleash chaos upon the world.

      But the life hanging in the balance isn’t just any life—it’s the one Vin would sacrifice everything to protect.

      As the night unfolds, Vin will confront malevolent demons and vengeful angels, testing his skills and survival instincts to the limit. The odds are stacked against him, and the clock is ticking.

      Will Vin emerge from this nightmare unscathed, or will he pay the ultimate price in his quest to protect the life he cherishes most?

      This story takes place after Somebody Tell Aunt Tillie We’re Canning Demons.

      (Note: This was originally written as a short story for an anthology. It’s come a long way since then… Warning: This is a vampire story, so it does have language, blood and a little bit of sex.)

    

  


  
    
      Dedication

      
        
        To all the Vins…

      

        

      
        The Vin who jumped off his motorcycle long enough to help us start a new life.

      

        

      
        And the wild Vin, who’s still on his bike.

      

        

      
        And to all the readers, who’ve been patiently waiting.

      

        

      
        And, as always, to my little muse. Who’s not so little anymore.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Blood and bone, the whispers on the bat line were giving me heartburn. The minute I had left town, the supernatural front in San Diego had started spiraling out of control. And the baby bats in my hive had been useless. All except one.

      Morty, despite generally being a pain in my fangs, was showing more promise than expected. Thank the Goddess Nyx, or I’d have to boot out the lot of them and start over.

      I needed to get my ass home and sort this mess out. I opened the throttle and my electric motorcycle whined. As I sped up, an empty Ghost Tours bus swerved into my lane, nearly side-swiping me. Freaking moron.

      I hated idiots who were oblivious to other drivers. Especially when that other driver was me. A vampire who could give an entirely new definition to road rage.

      If he knew what I was would he stomp on the gas and take off screaming? Or grab his smart phone and start snapping selfies?

      My money was on selfies. Supernatural anything was cool. It’s why so many of us had started venturing out into the light. For now, at least.

      Time to teach the nitwit a lesson. I sped up and slammed into the lane in front of him, grinning as he did a little swerving of his own.

      Yeah, I know. I’m an ass. I blame shitty drivers. How are they going to learn if I don’t make them sweat a little?
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        * * *

      

      I turned off the freeway into Old Town, rode past the Whaley House, and pulled up in front of El Campo Santo, one of my favorite cemeteries. Another Ghost Tours bus approached, slowing as it searched for a parking spot. Great.

      It was almost impossible to have a clandestine meeting these days. Fledgling ghost hunters and their anachronistically-dressed tour guides were a distressingly common occurrence, blithely traipsing through the middle of my life on their quest for late-night haunts. At least it was an improvement over the vampire slayer era.

      Last time a wanna-be vampire slayer invasion happened, it was the early 2000s and San Diego had been swarmed by over-armed, under-trained thuglets, hopped up on Hollywood movies. I couldn’t go out at night without running into an idiot carrying a stake and holy water, or a bow and arrow, or a gun with silver bullets.

      They were a menace, mostly to themselves and innocent bystanders. They had been in serious need of having their over-testosteroned asses kicked. And I had been happy to oblige.

      As I parked, my phone vibrated with a video call from Mara. Mara was the reason I had gone to Los Angeles. The plan had been to threaten her ass for turning Morty into her bitch—the only one who gets to do that is me. But, to my surprise, I found a worthy adversary. And family. My family.

      Mara was my unexpected, very pregnant half-sister. And much to everyone’s surprise, I got to be there for the birth of my niece. An event that changed my life. I never thought I would be capable of feeling a love that intense, overwhelming and protective for any being, human or otherwise.

      Turns out life is unpredictable. Even for vampires.

      “Yo. What are you doing up? You look exhausted.”

      Mara and Gus had left Los Angeles a few days ago and were back home in Devil’s Point, Wisconsin. A whole time zone away. I had stayed in L.A. for a while, so I could keep a clandestine eye on them until they were able to go home. Once I was sure that no unexpected or unwelcome guests had followed them, I felt better about returning to San Diego.

      Not that I would ever tell Mara all that. Don’t want her to think I’m a total softie.

      Mara yawned and shook her head. “The baby wanted to see you.”

      I grinned. “She told you that, huh?”

      “No, goofball. You know she can’t talk yet. She pushed your image into my head.”

      I thought about mentioning that most infants can’t push images into people’s heads, but…Mara probably already knew that.

      “That’s my girl. Don’t keep her in suspense. Put my niece on the phone.”

      Mara vanished from the screen, and when she came back on, she had the baby in her lap. As soon as Litha saw me she gurgled and her face broke into a happy smile. She was practically glowing. Oh, yeah, there was something special about that child.

      “Hey, Litha. Uncle Vin misses you.”

      She made happy baby noises back at me. Precocious little pup. After a few minutes of baby bonding, Mara joined the conversation. “I don’t know how you did it, but she seems to have taken a liking to you.”

      “Shocking. I’m a hella scary mofo. Ask anyone.”

      “I know. I remember,” Mara said, rolling her eyes.

      Yeah. I had been a bad, bad boy when I met Mara. But you can’t intimidate someone by being a gentleman. I just never expected her to turn my life upside down in response.

      “Look at her,” Mara said, smiling at Litha. “She’s fascinated by you, even through a screen. So much for babies not being able to focus or be aware of their surroundings.”

      “Or maybe you just have a special baby.”

      Mara laughed. “You’re probably right. I could swear she was watching Grundleshanks’ spirit hopping around while I was changing her diaper.”

      I snorted. “I’m not surprised. When I held her in the hospital, she looked into my eyes and she knew. I don’t know how she did it, but she knew what I was and she smiled at me.”

      Gus peeked over Mara’s shoulder. “The force is strong with her, Obi-Wan.”

      “No kidding. She’s trouble in the making,” I said. “You’re going to have your hands full.”

      Gus laughed. “Yeah, but if anyone can handle half-human babies, it’s us.”

      Mara frowned at him. “Aren’t you supposed to be putting things away? The suitcases aren’t going to unpack themselves.”

      “Hey, they’re not all mine,” Gus protested.

      “They’re mostly yours. I didn’t go on a witchy shopping spree before we flew back.”

      “You’re just jealous that I was able to go out shopping while you were stuck in a hospital bed, looking like a beached whale.”

      Mara sighed and gave him an impatient mom look. She was a natural.

      “Put your eyes back in your head, woman. I’ll get to it. I just need to rejuvenate first.”

      “And how long is that going to take?”

      “You can’t rush perfection.”

      “Do I even want to know?” I asked.

      “No,” Mara said. “He has his beauty routines. The less we know the better.”

      “Take care of your skin and it will take care of you. Besides, the cottage needs time to settle and get used to us being here.”

      “We’ve been back for days. I think it’s settled.” Mara side-eyed Gus before turning back to me. “What are you up to tonight?”

      “What else? Kicking ass and restoring supernatural order. I was gone way too long.”

      “Sounds like your dance card is full. Anything we should know about?”

      “Doubt it. Probably some local mishegoss. But I can’t have my territory turned upside down every time I leave town.”

      Gus broke in. “How freaking old are you two? Mishegoss? Dance card? The fifties called and they’d like their vocabulary back.”

      I snorted. “Just because we’re more culturally sophisticated than your witchy Greek ass…”

      “You wish, fang boy.”

      Mara cut in. “Go do your thing. Do me a favor though. If you run into Little Miss here on the astral, send her back to her body.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Mara gave me a look. “Yes. I may try putting a piece of iron under her bassinet.”

      “Iron’s for fairies. Try a piece of galena,” Gus said. “I think I have a pendant somewhere….”

      “No necklaces. Besides, galena has lead. I’m not risking the baby chewing on it and getting lead poisoning.”

      “Well if you’re going to be picky…”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You can also try some hematite or obsidian under her crib. So, she travels when she sleeps?”

      “Yes!” Mara told me, exasperated. “It’s a little terrifying.”

      How about that. My niece had something of me in her DNA. As a vampire cross-breed, I tended to do a lot of my work on the astral. It made it easier to influence people’s reality.

      “Awww, she’s already taking after her Uncle Vin. Warms the cockles of my heart. Assuming I have one. No lie though, she’s starting kind of early.”

      Mara sighed. “Tell me about it. She’ll be running the world by the time she’s in kindergarten.”

      Gus laughed. “She’s already running Aunt Tillie ragged.”

      “That’s my girl,” I grinned. “Tillie deserves all the hell she gets. All right. I’ll send her back if I see her out and about.”

      I had no idea how that promise was going to change my life when I ended the call. I dismounted and cracked my neck to relieve the tension of the long ride. It was time to go sort out some knuckleheads.
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      I strode over to a large funereal wreath on the entrance to El Campo Santo, closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. I used the cloying floral aroma and ambience of death to focus in on the spirit world. Not that I needed to do that, but it helped goose my ‘sight’ with a little extra juju. And I didn’t want to miss anything tonight.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw a very different reality from what everyone else was looking at. The spirit El Campo Santo was much larger than the real one, extending out into the street. It gave me a weird sense of anachronistic unease, watching speeding cars blast through spirits and ghostly grave sites.

      Back in 1889, San Diego decided streetcars were more important than the dead, and they paved over part of the cemetery. The not-quite-departed spirits were totally pissed off and they started wreaking havoc on the city.

      Streetcars parked on grave sites wouldn’t start again as spirits drained their batteries. Then, the spirits attacked the city’s relatively new electrical grid, causing all sorts of hell for those living or working by the cemetery.

      San Diego decided to combat the ongoing spirit attacks with an official exorcism.

      It didn’t work.

      Finally, the City Council decided the best course of action was to appease the upset spirits. They marked where the graves had been with brass Grave Site discs pressed into the street. They also put up a plaque admitting that the street had been built on top of the graves of these restless spirits.

      That worked better. Seems like everyone just wants to be heard, even in the spirit world. The appeasement had left San Diego and the ghosts of El Santo Campo in an uneasy truce.

      The spirits still messed with the power grid every now and then, lest the city forget about them and what they can do. Cars parked on top of grave sites still had their alarms randomly go off, or wouldn’t start. But they stopped draining all the power from nearby buildings and disrupting important meetings.

      That’s why I loved San Diego. Even the dead could figure out a way to have political pull. But the city should have known better. Pave over cemeteries at your own risk.

      I removed a white calla lily from the wreath and focused my power into it, until it glowed and slightly vibrated with energy. I carefully tucked it in my shirt pocket. I had a feeling I was going to need it later.

      Another Ghost Tours bus pulled up and parked on a grave site. I grinned as a group of spirits swarmed the bus, looking for some fun. The driver better have jumper cables.
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        * * *

      

      A woman, wearing an old-fashioned Victorian dress, paced in front of the cemetery gate.

      “I like the new look, vampire,” she said, fluttering her eyes. “The stubble suits you.”

      “I’m flattered you noticed, Lolly. I thought all us air breathers looked alike to you.”

      She laughed. “True. But you’re not like the rest.”

      I tilted my head in agreement. “A blessing and a curse.”

      Having a mother who was a witch and a father who was a vampire made me very different, indeed. And not in a good way. Being half-witch and half-vampire meant I grew up shunned, treated as tainted goods.

      Not as much by the vampires, because they were mostly absent from my life. When I was a child, vampires were solitary and very hidden. After my mother left, my father only stuck around long enough to initiate me. After that, I was on my own. It’s why I have a soft spot for kids living on the street. That used to be me.

      But the witches… Don’t get me started. Bunch of hypocritical, self-righteous twits. I was a living anathema to them. I grew up having to combat their curses. Like they had the right to curse anyone they wanted.

      What they didn’t seem to understand was that when they threw curses, they opened the door to receive curses. And one by one, I made them regret their arrogance.

      I still got all warm and tingly thinking about it. From the time I was a child, I could view their actions on the astral as clearly as if I was standing next to them. I got very good, very quickly, at intercepting curses and turning them on their makers. I had to. I was motivated.

      And I have to admit, I found it amusing watching the curse-throwers wither by their own hands, when curses they thought they were throwing at me boomeranged back on their asses, nine-fold.

      What can I say? Don’t open a door you can’t close. You don’t want to be cursed? Don’t throw curses at others.

      All they ever had to do to stop the pain was leave me alone. But sometimes, the simplest lessons are the hardest ones for people to learn.

      But the experience left its scars on me. Until I met Mara and Gus, and the baby, my motto was trust no one.

      “You’ve been gone a while, vampire,” Lolly said, dragging me back to the present.

      “Are you saying you missed me?”

      “A lady neither confirms nor denies,” she replied, coquettishly.

      I gave her a lopsided smile. “So, how’s it going tonight? Making any headway on those wards?”

      Her face grew hard.

      “That bad, eh?”

      She was so angry, she was giving off ectoplasmic sparks as she spoke. “Those self-righteous icons of privilege had the nerve to ban me from the grounds. And for what? Because I chose to enjoy the act on my own terms? Live life my own way? Instead of being a subservient, witless breeder of bairns to some overlord? How long am I to be punished for being a woman with an independent will?”

      “Are you sure it didn’t have something to do with poisoning a
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