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Chapter One

Welcome to Mayfair
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MAYFAIR IS A STRANGE LITTLE town, and most people
think we’re in a cult. Really we’re just a bunch of displaced
supernatural creatures mooching off the energy of nearby St. Louis,
but the cultish appeal is there. We’re featured in “extreme belief”
documentaries, for crying out loud. A town that consists of bunch
of people who thrive during nighttime with wings, horns, fangs,
etc. is easier to pass off as a cult than the truth. And it’s much
easier to hide in plain sight than have our otherworldly appendages
sawed off surgically for the sake of human comfort.

My name is Olympia Carter. I’m a bounty
hunter in Mayfair. We have a central government here, with a few
“mayors” from each major species (and sometimes multiple when it
comes to interspecies drama, like between the Seelie and Unseelie
fae), but it’s by necessity a place that lives without a lot of
federal scrutiny, and as a result, it can be a real cesspit of
crime, and we have all kinds of critters from outside who come in
looking for trouble. You’d think it’d be a completely lawless land,
but I’m officially registered with the Guild, which has a few
occupations that don’t typically exist in human-dominated
communities—i.e., me, the fourth-best ranking bounty hunter they’ve
got, which is less impressive when you realize the town isn’t as
big as typical suburbia by other major cities.

What I do is this: I track down and capture,
kill, what have you, the supernatural gone rogue where it concerns
our little town for a profit. Sometimes it’s not as exciting as
you’d think—every single mark is approved by the Mayfair gov, for
example, so I’m not just hunting down random passersby in the
street who I see doing wrong. And it doesn’t always turn up a big
profit, either. The last time we had some excitement was in ‘87, a
few years before I was born, when we had this big exposé published
by some investigative journalist that brought a lot of unwelcome
attention. These days we mostly have captures or occasionally
“drive-aways” as we call them informally in the Guild. Most people
we get will be brought to the governing council and they’ll handle
them, but sometimes it’s preferred that we just scare them out of
town. Repeat offenders might, maybe, be killed, but oftentimes when
that’s the case we have to go even higher up the chain to the
national level of our government, and, well, it just doesn’t happen
a lot.

The thing about me is I’m part Unseelie and
we thrive off of chaos. So if the poor profits of bounty hunting
mean I have to live in a tiny apartment above a Chinese restaurant
run by e gui, at the very least I’m getting a thrill when I capture
someone that doesn’t equate to violence against humans, which is
strictly forbidden in our culture or we’d have been run out with
pitchforks a long time ago.

The official Guild headquarters are in the
back of a literally underground nightclub called The Bluebird
frequented by humans. I think the idea is that the humans can get
off on the strangeness of the town in the nightclub, and it’s not a
place where we would be likely to get away with anything because
there are so many witnesses. We have our postings there, can pick
up assignments, pick up payments, you name it. It hasn’t gone
digital quite yet because they haven’t figured out a way to avoid
leaving a footprint where prying eyes would be able to spy the true
bizarre nature of us. The real place to go, where I find most of my
stupider marks, is The Scale & Ale, a seedy bar that’s only
open 2 AM until whatever violent fight shuts it down for the rest
of the day. People assume that it’s under the radar because it’s
wedged between a chain supermarket and an inconspicuous stationery
shop, so that’s where they all go. Very stupid indeed.

That’s where I found myself holding a skeevy
human custodian by his ankles, upside down, in the men’s bathroom,
the top of his balding head grazing the mildewy tile.

“I didn’t see him today, honest!” he was
shouting, but since it was a bar where fights and rabble were
common, and Mac’s reputation preceded him, no one came to his
aid.

“Mac,” I said, swinging him around with the
supernatural strength being a fairy gave me. “Oh, Mac. When will
you learn?”

Part of me wondered if he liked being beat
up by us. Mac had worked at The Scale & Ale for over a decade
now, and you could often see him scribbling down in tiny notebooks,
presumably about us. He was for sure a voyeur of our culture,
enough that he was willing to make pennies scrubbing toilets to
watch us.

“I was paid good money not to share
anything,” he sputtered. His face was getting redder and redder by
the second.

“What good does that do you if you’re
dead?”

Mac knew I wouldn’t kill him. We’d been
through this dozens of times and I wasn’t about to violate our pact
with humankind over a few hundred bucks. “Okay, okay! Put me back
right side up.”

I dropped him on the floor. An
unidentifiable puddle began to seep into his ratty work shirt as he
caught his breath. “I’m listening.”

“He was here yesterday.” Mac licked his
chapped lips. “Talking to Matt Rivera.”

“Mateo Rivera was here?” I asked, genuinely
taken aback. “How often do you get vampires?”

“Almost never,” he said. “Almost never.
Almost—I think you gave me a concussion.” I didn’t miss when his
eyes strayed to the pointy ends of my ears, cataloging them for
later documentation.

“You’ll be fine. What were they talking
about?”

I leaned down to hear him better, throwing
my braid over my shoulder so it didn’t also get wet with the
mystery liquid. My combat boots squeaked against the tile.

“Matt said he had to leave. It seemed like
the other guy was trying to deliver a message to him. The guy is
from the Chicagoland area, so…”

“…so probably a communication from the vamp
community there.” But the mark was supposed to be a werewolf, and
the two rarely dealt with each other. The reason he was on the
Guild’s radar was because there had been a transformation—a human
girl had come to one of the businesses here during the full moon
with obvious wolf-like bites, and when she was taken in by one of
the Mayfair packs for observation, she’d turned. She had described
the suspect in great detail and even had a picture of him in wolf
form on her phone, which was majorly unhelpful at least 28 days out
of the month, not to mention whenever the werewolf chose to
transform. You couldn’t attack humans unprovoked in Mayfair without
consequences.

“Guess you’ll be holding vampires upside
down next,” Mac said. “They sleep that way.”

“No, they don’t.”

I felt a spike of revulsion as he untucked
his notebook from his back pocket to take down a note. “Alright,
Mac, clean yourself up and get out of here. Go see a doctor for
your head if you really think you’re concussed.”

 He muttered
something to himself, but I was sure he was just being dramatic.
Whether he’d written down vampire sleeping habits or some theory
about why a werewolf would be running messages for vampires, and
also biting people, I was only interested in the latter. Even if it
meant I’d have to speak to a snooty vampire to figure it out.


Chapter Two

Vampire Shenanigans

[image: tmp_f5d4e4514bd535ebb3790fee48722ae4_foV7hr_html_6986c8a0.png]

THERE WERE A HANDFUL OF vampire dens in Mayfair,
among other hangouts. Mateo Rivera was high up on the hierarchy,
though, which meant I had to go to their main location, where they
had security staff among other measures in an “abandoned” mall on
the edge of town they boldly dubbed “Vampire Central.” I’d only
been a couple of times, and each time, I was made less than
welcome. They didn’t like outsiders as a rule, but in my opinion,
by involving a werewolf they were breaking the rules anyway.

I knocked on the door and checked my phone.
Just an hour until sunrise. They’d be going to bed soon, or at
least those of them who kept a regular schedule. The windows of the
mall were predictably boarded and likely did not allow for even a
single ray of sunshine. A vamp pulled the window slat down an inch,
revealing an inquisitive eye that looked red in the street light.
“Business?” he asked.

“I’m here on Guild business,” I said.
“Looking for somebody.”

His expression soured, and I understood why.
A lot of the kill bounties were for vampires—anyone who resorted to
murder, really, and they were prime candidates, being notoriously
haughty and thinking they existed outside the rules. It really
boiled my blood sometimes (which they would probably like).
“Looking for a vampire?” he asked. The second I told him what I was
here for everyone would be alerted, I knew. But they wouldn’t let
me in without it.

“Looking for Mateo Rivera. He’s not the mark
but he’s associated. The person I’m looking for isn’t a
vampire.”

“What are they?”

I considered before answering.
“Werewolf.”

The vampire burst into laughter. “Hell would
freeze over before you’d find a werewolf here.”

“I’m just looking for Matt Rivera,
thanks.”

“Let me see if he’s available.”

The vampire disappeared. They loved to make
me wait, and I could already see how the night would go—the vampire
would pretend to look for Rivera, and then when he’d procrastinated
long enough for sunrise, I’d be told to come back tomorrow. By
which point, not only could the werewolf have run, but someone else
could’ve found him, and my reputation couldn’t take the hit. I
knocked on the door again.

Another vampire poked her eye out. They
never left the door unmanned. “Business?” she asked.

“Is Matt Rivera there or not? I need to talk
to him.”

“Password?”

“Are we in the second grade?” I closed my
eyes and took a breath. Losing your temper got you nowhere with
vampires, because their eternal lifespans made them the most
patient, infuriating beings around. “May I please just speak with
him, or his assistant?”

“I will get his assistant.”

“No!” I shouted, envisioning her joining the
other bouncer in his procrastination. Calm, Olympia. “I would like
to go in myself. You can escort me if you’d feel more comfortable
with that.”

There was a moment of silence, and then the
sound of at least four locks unlatching. An ethereally beautiful
vampire opened the door and smiled at me with her fangs—a reminder
that she could suck my arteries dry if I did something wrong and no
one would be able to prove I’d ever been there. She had a robust
pair of breasts which she highlighted with an impressively
low-plunging neckline.

“What’s your name?” I asked amicably.

“Esmeralda,” she said.

“That’s…very Victor Hugo of you.”

“I don’t like your fairy sass, Miss
Olympia.” She led me past a series of ex-storefronts, law offices,
churches, counselors, and in one case, a yoga center. The vampires
did little to cover up the old businesses, and my guess is that if
the place was ever raided by a SWAT team, at least the plaques said
JOHN WASHINGTON, ESQ. rather than ELVIRA: MISTRESS OF THE DARK.
“Matt’s at the art store.”

There was an old, dust-covered statue of a
giant pencil and some paper cranes hung from the ceiling with wires
outside the art store. The windows had been of course completely
covered beyond that, the old glass doors replaced with too-new
looking, opaque wooden ones. Esmeralda tapped on the door with a
dainty little knock that made me think she’d slept with Mateo
before. “Matty?” Definitely slept together. “Got a bounty hunter
looking for you.”

Rivera opened the door, in the flesh. Vamps
always liked to pretend they were important enough to need all the
assistants they got, but really, they were sitting there twiddling
their thumbs most of the time, only having minor business to do
overnight, and not much at that. “Who is it?” He looked up at me
with eyes that were too close together and the enormous chin I felt
he was known for. Vampires were pop-culturally hot, but in real
life, a lot of them looked like average Joes. The real reason they
could look good was that after being around for two hundred years,
you could afford that facelift or boob job you’d been saving up
for. “Olympia Carter.” My name came out like a curse.

“Mateo Rivera,” I said, with a sarcastic
little curtsy. He glowered at me. “Just a couple questions for you
if you have a minute.”

“I’m very busy.”

“I’m sure you are. I won’t be much
time.”

He nodded the bouncer vampire away. Odds
were it was easier to not answer my questions tonight and make my
efforts look hopeless from the start rather than fending me off
every night. “Come in,” he said.

Every vampire room I’ve ever been in has
been a stereotype, and this one was no exception. The walls were
lined in black velvet drapes. There was an assembly of rich red
chairs and a mahogany desk with a single manila folder and a laptop
on it, though I doubted either had much use. Rivera had a
reputation for partying and sleeping in his free time, often not
alone. “Lovely place,” I said. I heard from an oddly humble vampire
a few years ago that a lot of vampires crafted their aesthetics
around reputation, and that before humans had made all those
vampire movies and books, they decorated with just the normal color
palettes everyone else had, no elusive manors or gothic
black-and-red in sight.

“Thanks,” he said insincerely. “What brings
you here?”

“I’m just gonna get straight to the point
since you’re probably tired.” They loved when people remembered
their very predictable schedules and I was very good at buttering
people up. “You were seen at The Scale & Ale discussing vampire
business with someone there is now a bounty out on.”

He looked around as if there would be anyone
else to listen in on our conversation. No alleged assistant in
sight. Bastard. “I don’t see that the conversation is relevant, but
I’ll humor you. What did he do?”

“He attacked a human girl. Turned her into a
werewolf.”

Matt sucked his teeth. It was huge news in
the community, of course, but it didn’t involve vampires directly,
so naturally he hadn’t bothered to learn of it.
“That’s…unfortunate. I’m happy to help you find him however I can,
but I haven’t seen him since, and he may be back to Chicago
already. Bill didn’t exactly tell me his plans.”

“He attacked the girl before you met up,” I
clarified. “Not that you’d know about that. What business was he
here on?”

Instead of responding to me like someone
reasonable, he extracted two glasses from a cabinet. Into one, he
poured water from a water bottle over two hemoglobin pills, and
into the other, about two shots of straight whiskey over ice cubes.
I imagined that as a human he was the kind of person who sat by his
fireplace contemplating the meaning of life in an overpriced fuzzy
robe before deciding on a life of vampirism. He held out the
whiskey glass to me and took a sip from his own glass, now red with
fake blood. “Well. You already know it was about ‘vampire
business,’ I suppose, and you’re not stupid, so I can assume you
also know that it’s not something easily shared.”

“I think it’s very big of you to call me not
stupid. I’ve never had such a compliment from any of your
kind.”

The liquid in his glass swished agitatedly.
“I know you’re just doing a job. I’m almost certain Bill’s out of
town by now, so that would make it the Chicago community’s
business, not ours.”

“Why wouldn’t he leave town after he
attacked that one girl?”

“You know in this community we’re a lot
more…civilized…than some of the others. Maybe he didn’t see a
problem with it.”

“Okay, let me rephrase.” I took a sip of
whiskey. The vampires didn’t typically drink alcohol—I once knew a
woman who mixed vodka with her tablets, and she was a lot of
fun—but they always had the good stuff on hand. The smoky flavor of
high-end liquor rolled around my tongue. “I need to know what
business he was here on. Bill Dyer bit a girl at the full moon and
she transformed the next day. Then he met with you. That’s all I’ve
got. Also, if you’re going to meet in secret, stay away from the
damn Scale & Ale. It’s tacky.”

“We weren’t hiding. That place is a
dump and I wouldn’t pick it as a meeting spot. It was where he
happened to be.”

“Why would you meet up with a werewolf?
Aren’t you worried about ruining centuries of malice?”

Deep down, Matt was also too proud to show
how pissed off he was by my digs, which only made me want to do
them more. “He had important information about the vampire
community there that he was disclosing without their permission. I
don’t need to tell you what it is. I recommend reaching out to the
Chicago mayorship if you need him punished for that.”

The whiskey in my glass was gone already. I
thought of the day ahead and already had a hangover. It was past
four in the morning. “You’re sure he’s gone?”

“I’m not sure, but I would be if I’d
done that and passed along my message.”

“Well, thanks, Matt. Your time is
appreciated.”

“Your discretion is appreciated. If you
could not mouth off to everyone that I met with one.” A werewolf,
he meant. “I can’t hurt you but I have other ways of getting to
you.”

“I’m sure. Good day, Matt.”



Chapter Three

Leandra Invites Herself
In
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THUNDER RUMBLED IN THE DISTANCE as I made my way
back to my apartment. The sky was lightening, at least
fractionally. I fumbled with my keys to the side door and nearly
had a heart attack when I heard someone say my own name in a
smooth, feminine voice: “Olympia Carter.” My keys hit the pavement
with a wet clang.

Leandra towered over me, her hair impeccably
silky despite the humidity. It seemed that you could not throw a
rock in Mayfair without hitting a vampire.

“Are you trying to scare the shit out
of me?” I asked, ungracefully retrieving my keys from the
puddle.

“Maybe,” she said. She leaned her tall body
against the side of the building. A tight top with crossed strings
over her breasts made them look like they were about to pop right
out.

“What the hell are you doing out at this
hour? Aren’t you scared of sunrise?” Hesitant to open the door in
front of her, I stalled by wiping the keys off on my pant leg.

“I guess you better let me in or I’ll
perish.” She lifted the back of her hand to her forehead
dramatically, lips pouting.

“You’ll just have to perish.”

“You’d let me die after all these wonderful
years?” Leandra batted her long eyelashes at me. I swore she’d
gotten extensions sewed in at some point.

The rain started to come in now. Get soaked,
and hide the inside of my crappy apartment, or stay dry and go in
and slam the door in her face. The key turned in the lock with a
click. I slid in and pulled the door nearly closed.

“Please let me in. I hate to be wet,” the
vampire pleaded.

“What are you doing out here without your
lackeys?” It occurred to me suddenly that she could’ve overheard my
interrogation of Mateo Rivera and come to give me insider
information—but Leandra was even higher up on the food chain than
Mateo, and she wasn’t likely to want to tell some non-vampire about
vamp business. “Do you need something?”

“Won’t you let me in and find out?”

It wasn’t impossible to disinvite a vampire
to your home, but it would require me going to a witch and having
the place saged. Of which I would not have time for until after a
good day’s rest. I did not fancy the idea of coming home after
grabbing coffee to find Leandra on my couch going through my
things.

“Come on, fairy girl. I won’t just pop in
without knocking. Where’s the decorum in that?”

In the end, it was the rain that did it for
me. She looked pitiful in it, her skin glowing in the street light
and the drops running down her hair and face, smearing her makeup a
bit. Leandra never looked this vulnerable. I grumbled something
along the lines of “come in,” and she practically knocked me down
to get through the door and up the stairs. I barely had my shoes
off and she had already scoured the hallway closet for a towel,
with which she patted her hair and face down and mopped at her
chest.

“Is this about me coming to the mall today?”
I asked, setting the kettle on the stove.

She was standing in front of a mirror in the
foyer, but all I saw reflected in it were coats on the hooks of the
opposite wall. I knew logically that vampires couldn’t be
reflected, but it still creeped me out. “You were at the mall
today?” she asked.

Leandra was notoriously slippery, and she’d
lied right to my face before, but I didn’t have time to figure out
if she was telling the truth about not knowing that I’d paid a rare
visit to their HQ. Rivera had probably gone right to her to tattle
on me, unless he too was ashamed of meeting with a werewolf and the
others didn’t know? “Never mind. What do you want?”

“I have a hit for you. I want you to hunt
her down. Kill only, no capture.”

I scooped a spoonful of chamomile into my
mug. “You know how that works. You’ll have to write it up, petition
it to the council, and get it posted in the Guild, and then it’s
all grabs for whoever nabs it first.”

“It’s a bit…sensitive. Are you getting me a
cup too?”

“You drink tea?” I asked.

She wrinkled her perfect nose. “I haven’t in
a hundred years, probably. I used to like it though. Two sugar
cubes and some cream.”

This fake
opening-up-to-get-me-to-do-what-she-wants shtick wasn’t gonna work
on me. It was almost laughable how transparent she was being.
“Let’s go downstairs. I can probably convince the servers to get
you some raw meat or something.”

Her eyes flashed. She followed me back down
the stairs, not bothering to cover her recently-dried hair even as
I lifted my jean jacket above my head to fend off the rain. I
ducked into the red-stained light of the sign that read THE JADE
SPIRIT and through their door. A perfectly normal-looking server
put his phone down from the front desk and rushed to greet us.
“Olympia! And…?”

“Leandra. Pleased to make your
acquaintance,” the vampire said.

He blinked at her dumbly, possibly because
of her otherworldly beauty and possibly because of what she was.
“Do you have any raw meat, Jian? She’s hungry. The bloodier the
better. I’ll pay like you cooked it.”

“Uh, sure,” he said.

“Is that a human boy running a spirit
restaurant? I’m surprised,” Leandra said, the second he left.

“He’s their server. The place is run by e
gui.”

“Never heard of that.”

“Hungry ghosts? They were greedy in life so
they’re eternally hungry in death. I heard these ones were
lingering in too many kitchens and got cursed off of so many
premises, they opened their own restaurant here. There’s an Indian
restaurant on the other side of town run by preta and it’s a
similar thing.” Mayfair, being the only supernatural-friendly town
in the area, was fairly diverse, with all kinds of creatures
flocking here from anywhere and everywhere. “They’re unappetizing
to look at.”

As if on cue, a partially see-through e gui
poked his head through the window of the swinging kitchen doors,
eyes bulging and jaw severely underbitten. His skin was a sickly
green, his eyebrows huge and bushy. “Wow, it’s hideous,” Leandra
said.

Jian returned from the kitchens with a
package wrapped in butcher paper. It was so bloody it had
practically soaked through. “I found this! We’ll charge you for
three kung pao chickens?”

My wallet balked at the price, but I handed
over my debit card. “My, Olympia, is this a date?” Leandra asked,
sliding a hand through my arm.

I rolled my eyes and shook my arm out of her
grasp. “You wish it was a date.” Jian handed the package
over, and I passed it on to Leandra, who was practically drooling.
“I don’t think it’d be appreciated if you ate it here.”

And that’s how, ten minutes later, Leandra
had gotten pigs’ blood all over my beat-up brown couch, and all
down her face and hands. If I’d had any appetite, it was gone now,
having watched her eat raw meat like a wild animal.

“Well, now that I’ve been an excellent
hostess, what’s going on with this hit?” I asked, already Googling
how to get blood stains out of couches on my phone and probably
getting added to an FBI watchlist.

Licking off her bloody fingers, Leandra
said, “It’s confidential because it’s between vampires. We have an
exception to punish our own for wrongdoing. There may not be
personal mayoral approval, but there is vampire queen approval, and
that’s all that matters for my purposes. And yours.”

“So you’re going to the fourth-best bounty
hunter in town to find someone?”

“You’ve killed vampires before,” she said,
eyeing me with a bored expression. “Plus, Ryan is on vacation and
Tammy eloped with a lich.” She licked her lips. “And Allie said
no.”

“So I’m the last resort. That’s very
flattering.”

“Well, you asked. Are you in or not?”

“Who is it and do you have any info on them?
Usually there’s a rundown at the Guild that I can go off of.”

“I don’t know who it is,” she said. “The
mark is a female vampire, recently turned. Outsider, I think from
the city.”

I balked at her. “So I’m looking for someone
I don’t even know? Do you have a description? A drawing?”

“No.” She laughed. “You see the
impossibility of my situation.”

“Is there something else going on? She got
changed in St. Louis by someone here?”

“Or maybe a rogue vampire there, I don’t
know.”

“Why am I killing her?”

“So many questions. Is that something you
need to know?”

“It might lead me to clues! To check certain
places out!” I angrily squeezed a lemon wedge into my tea. Leandra
had a way of really getting under your skin, and she loved to use
it for whatever reason. Making other people squirm was a delight to
her and I was feeding right into it. “Where should I start
looking?”

“She was at the den on Orchard Avenue a few
days ago. You could ask people there about it.”

“Did you bother asking people there
first?” I asked bitterly. “Maybe she’s hanging out with them right
now.”

“I have more important things to do.”

“Like invite yourself into my home and soil
my furniture?”

She smiled, the dim light of my apartment
glinting off her fangs. “Precisely.”

“How much are you paying me for this if I
find her?” I asked, the most important question in deciding if it
was worth my time.

“Ten thousand.”

“Oh my God.” For that much, I suspected it
would be impossible to find the mark. Why was it something the
vampires couldn’t do themselves? “Ten thousand for a recently
turned vampire from St. Louis with no other descriptions other than
she’s female and has been seen at the Orchard Avenue den?”

“Yep. You in or do I have to go to
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