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      For everyone who read the previous books.
You made this happen. You guys rock,
and I can’t thank you enough.
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      Justinia

      
      
         … The miserable mortal who has been
once caught firmly by the end of the
finest fibre of his nerve, is drawn in
and in, by the enormous machinery of
hell. … my prayer is for the impossible,
and my pleading with the inexorable.

—Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu, Green Tea





      



      
      

      
      [ 1702 ]

      
      “What kind of monster are ye?” Father demanded, as he slammed his fists again and again into Uncle Reginald’s stomach. “The
            girl’s but seven years old!”

      
      “James, I beg of ye, stop! I am wholly innocent!” Uncle screamed. Just as he’d been screaming since the beating began. “She
            demanded I give her a piece of candy, and I simply refused, but—”

      
      “’Tis not the way she tells it,” Father insisted. He turned away for a moment, seething with rage, and took up the first thing
            to hand—a pair of iron sheep shears, honed to a razor edge. He drove the blades of the shears deep up under Uncle’s rib cage
            and twisted them. Uncle Reginald stopped screaming then, but his whole body convulsed as the blade dug through flesh and sinew.
            Foam flecked his lips, and his eyes, which had been swollen shut with bruises, bulged outward from their sockets. “She says
            ye offered her some candy if she would take down her small clothes. Seven years old!”

      
      Uncle made no reply. It did not occur to the girl that he might already be dead. Clearly it did not occur to Father, either,
            as he drove the blade of the shears home again and again. The girl stepped backward as blood spread across the straw-covered
            floor of the barn. Behind her the sheep stared placidly at the scene, wholly disinterested spectators.
     

      
      Eventually Father threw down the shears, and wiped one gore-coated hand across his mouth. He was breathing heavily and sweat
            poured down his bald head and pooled in his ears. He turned to look at the girl and the expression on his face was one she
            would never forget. He was not angry anymore. His face had gone as pale as paper and his mouth hung open, his slack lips wide
            to suck in breath. In his eyes was a look of desperate pleading. He wanted something from the girl. But what? Thanks, for what he’d done? The validation of knowing he’d done the
            right thing, been a good father? Or simple forgiveness?

      
      She would never know. She would never, in fact, see her father after this day. He would be taken to the assizes, given a quick
            trial, and hanged in the town square as a fratricide.
     

      
      But all that was in the future.
     

      
      This special moment, this very first of her murders, was frozen in time as she stood before the sheep and away from the spreading
            pool of blood that threatened to touch her shoes. She was too young to comprehend what had just happened. She was only peripherally
            aware that something very important, something consequential, had changed in the barn. There had been three people there.
            Now there were two.
     

      
      Father dropped the shears and ran out through the wide doors, into the sunlight. He did not speak to her before he left. The
            girl was left alone with the corpse. Uncle’s eyes had receded back behind their lids and he wasn’t moving, not at all.
     

      
      The blood parted as it rolled around her shoes. She felt it soak through the thin cloth and touch her flesh, and though she
            had expected to be revolted by the feeling, disgusted by the wetness of it, instead one simple fact impressed itself upon
            her. The blood was so very warm.
     

      
      She splashed through it toward Uncle’s body, as if she were playing in a puddle in the rain. Red as rubies it was. When she
            reached Uncle she leaned over close to peer down into his battered face. How different he seemed now from the man she’d known
            all her life. How funny a person could change so quickly. He looked a million years old already. She leaned down further,
            and kissed him on the forehead.
     

      
      He had been wholly innocent, just as he claimed. She had made up the funny story. How easy it was to make things up. How easy
            it was to make things happen.
     

      
      “Ye should have given me the candy,” she whispered to him.
     

      
      From outside the barn she heard her mother calling, her voice cracked with alarm. “Are ye in there, child? Are ye in there?
            Justinia—where are ye?”

      
      
      The girl turned toward the door and made a mask of her face. A mask of fear she did not feel. She forced tears to her eyes.
            “In here, Mama,” she shouted. “In here!”

  



      
      1.

      
      Television and the Internet had given the public the false impression that it was impossible to get away with a crime in the
         twenty-first century. That advances in forensic science and law-enforcement techniques meant a criminal could be tracked by
         the subtlest of evidence. That if he left behind a single fiber from his clothing, or so much as a fraction of a fingerprint,
         a burglar or a rapist was as good as caught.
     

      
      If it was that easy, Clara Hsu’s back wouldn’t hurt so much.

      
      At the ripe old age of thirty-one, she was already starting to feel like an old lady. Squatting on the floor of a convenience
         store in Altoona, a jeweler’s loupe screwed into one eye, she groaned with every duckwalking step as she studied the bottom
         shelf of a display of snack cakes. She was looking for anything, and nothing in particular. Fibers were next to impossible
         to spot at the best of times. Dusting the entire store for fingerprints would take days, since every surface had to be studied
         individually under special lights and from multiple angles. If she found anything, even so innocuous a clue as a scuff mark
         on the floor tiles from the perp’s sneakers, she would be happy. She’d been working this scene all day and into the twilight
         hours and so far she remained unhappy.
     

      
      Outside, beyond the wide glass windows that looked out on gas pumps and colorful signage, a single flashing light and hundreds
         of feet of yellow tape cordoned off the crime scene from the summer night that thrummed with the noise of crickets. Inside
         the store every available light was burning so she could get a better view, while the store’s audio system droned out some pop music hit she’d never heard before. That had been the
         first sign that she was getting old, that she had stopped keeping up with the Top Forty. The way her knees popped when she
         stood up helped reinforce the feeling.
     

      
      There was no blood anywhere in the store. The teenaged kid who had been working behind the register had been found dead at
         his post, but without a speck of blood on him. That had been enough to get Clara’s attention. For two years now she had been
         looking for just that kind of murder. The State Police and the local authorities of twelve counties all knew to call her whenever
         a bloodless murder occurred, and she always went when they called. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, it only meant that
         the victim had been killed with a blunt instrument that failed to break the skin. But still she went out whenever they called,
         and still she gave every case her full attention.
     

      
      Most forensic specialists wanted blood on the scene. Blood was easy to work with—between DNA, blood types and factors, spray
         patterns, trails of blood leading away from scenes, bloody footprints retaining the tread pattern of the perp’s shoes, and
         a dozen other kinds of clues, blood always talked.
     

      
      But there was one kind of killer who didn’t have DNA. Or fingerprints. Who almost never wore shoes. And who, unless they were
         rushed, would never leave so much as a droplet of blood behind. Vampires tended to be very thorough.
     

      
      Luckily for everyone, they were just about extinct.

      
      There was only one vampire left in the world. Justinia Malvern, the one who got away—or so Clara believed. She’d been looking
         for Malvern for two years now, with no official support. Her bosses believed that Malvern was dead, burned to a crisp during
         a riot in a women’s prison two years prior. Clara knew they were wrong, but so far couldn’t prove it—for two years, Malvern
         might as well have disappeared off the face of the earth.
     

      
      And in her business, proof was everything.

      
      
      She sighed as she pushed aside a stack of frosted mini-donuts and squinted for fibers behind them. Nothing. She checked behind
         the frosted chocolate cupcakes. Nothing. The cinnamon twists mocked her. She grabbed one pack and tore it open, then shoved
         a spiral pastry in her mouth and bit down. She’d worked straight through her dinner break and her energy level was low enough
         to excuse breaking her diet. As she chewed the dry dough, she let the loupe fall out of her eye socket and caught it with
         her free hand, then shoved it in her pocket. She dropped the empty snack wrapper on the floor in front of her, and then massaged
         both eyes with the balls of her thumbs. She pressed hard enough to make flashes of light burst behind her eyeballs. She blinked
         the afterimages away, then reached for a fruit pie.
     

      
      A shadow fell across her arm. Just for a moment, then it was gone.

      
      “Hello? This is a sealed crime scene,” she called out, thinking one of the local cops must have come in to see how she was
         doing. “I need to maintain the integrity of the space, so—”
     

      
      The door to the convenience store’s bathroom stood open, revealing nothing but shadows. It had definitely been closed before.

      
      Clara put a hand on either thigh and started levering herself up to a standing position. Every joint in her legs complained.
         Whoever was in the store with her would, she was certain, hear her knees popping over the beat of the sound system.
     

      
      “Hello?” she called again. There was no answer.

      
      Most forensic specialists didn’t wear sidearms. They typically weren’t cleared for them, and anyway they never approached
         a crime scene until the uniform cops had already cleared the place and taped it off. They didn’t need weapons. Clara, on the
         other hand, had been taught by a very paranoid teacher to always stay safe. She reached for her holster, intending only to
         unfasten the safety strap.
     

      
      Before she could do that, however, a shoe came out of nowhere and cracked her across the jaw. Clara’s head flew to the side and back and her feet went out from under her, spilling
         her to the floor.
     

  



      
      2.

      
      Clara toppled into a rack of magazines, spilling glossy pages all over the floor. The attacker punched her in the kidney and
         she fell down in a heap.
     

      
      She hadn’t even gotten a good look at him yet.

      
      If she were someone else, someone stronger, faster—if she were Laura, she thought, she would already have this guy down on the ground and cuffed. But Clara was no action movie cop. She’d never
         wanted to be. She’d wanted to be an art photographer. She’d wanted to be famous for her tasteful nudes or maybe just poignantly
         expressive still lifes.
     

      
      Signing on with the police had just been a way to pay the rent.

      
      A fist caught her in the side of her head and she nearly passed out. Spots danced in her vision and her hands felt numb. Her
         hands—her hands had been reaching for—for—
     

      
      Right. She had a gun. She managed to get the catch undone as the assailant stomped on her shoulder. She whipped the gun out
         of its holster and fired blindly into where she thought he might be.
     

      
      And—she hit him. She felt shreds of flesh fall on her face, like pulled pieces of chicken. The flesh was strangely cold. She
         expected to be soaked in blood but wasn’t. She did not have time to wonder why, or to be disgusted, though she knew she was
         eventually going to have to throw up.
     

      
      The attacker screamed, a high-pitched wail that didn’t sound anything like what she’d expected. For all the pain she was feeling
         she’d expected the attacker to be some hulking guy, seven feet tall and just as wide through the shoulders. He sounded more
         like a demonic puppet.
     

      
      Wait—no—it couldn’t be—

      
      He didn’t stick around to let her get a good look. He bolted through the store, bouncing off a rack of paperbacks by the register,
         and out the doors into the night.
     

      
      Clara blinked, trying to clear her vision. It felt as if he’d detached one of her retinas.

      
      Overhead the sound system launched into another pop song.

      
      She had to go after him. She had to catch him. That was what Laura would have done. That was what a cop was supposed to do.
         Well. Technically she wasn’t a cop, she was a forensic specialist. But then technically the cops were supposed to have already
         combed the scene and made sure there weren’t any drug-crazed madmen hiding out in the convenience store’s bathroom. Clara
         struggled up to her feet. Everything hurt. She slipped on the glossy magazines and nearly cracked her head open on the floor
         tiles. But she got up. She stood up and looked out through the windows at the front of the store, hoping to see a blood trail.
         Something she could follow.
     

      
      Instead she found her attacker standing out there, looking back in at her. He was over by the gas pumps, lit up bright as
         day by the store’s floodlights. He wore a pale yellow hooded sweatshirt that concealed his face, and he was clutching at a
         wound on his arm—almost certainly where she’d hit him with her shot.
     

      
      There was no blood on his sleeve. Damn it, if she could just see his face, she would know for sure. His face—or maybe his lack of same.
     

      
      When he saw her he gave another little shriek and ran.

      
      “Coward!” she shouted at him. She doubted he heard her through the glass.

      
      She pushed through the door of the store and gave chase.

      
      
      [ 1712 ]

      
      “Gentlemen,” Justinia said, smiling as she made eye contact with each of the three players, “the game is whist. Strict silence
            shall be observed.” She held the cards up close to her décolletage to keep attention away from her hands as she dealt. Thirteen
            cards to each player, and the last to determine trumps. This time, hearts were trumps. The single red pip like a blot of blood
            landed in the center of the table and play began.
     

      
      Over their heads, in the room upstairs that Justinia shared with her mother, a bed began to creak. The man across from Justinia,
            her partner, chuckled at the sound, but she waggled one finger for silence. In a world so filthy and full of sin as this,
            the quiet rhythm of the game was sacred to Justinia. One clean thing she could call her own.
     

      
      Which was not to say she didn’t cheat with the cards.
     

      
      It had not been easy for the Malvern widow and daughter to stay out of the workhouse. Without a man to support them they had
            fallen on untraditional occupations to pay the rent and keep food on the table. They had both learned quite early that the
            world was not fair, and that there was no reason that they must be fair to it in turn.
     

      
      Justinia’s partner dropped the knave of hearts, a strong lead. The man to his right, a tinker who smelled of grease and road
            dust, threw the nine. Justinia played the queen, preserving her king because she knew that the tinker’s partner couldn’t beat
            her play. She had used a little sleight of hand to appear to shuffle the cards, while in fact merely arranging them so that
            she knew everyone’s hand. The deck, in other words, was stacked—though in such a careful, apparently haphazard way it would
            take a true master of the game to see through her ruse.
     

      
      At the ripe old age of seventeen, she’d already learned how much better it was to be clever than lucky.
     

      
      She took the trick, and the next two, but let the tinker and his partner have enough that when she won it did not look like
            more than skillful play. The tinker scowled, but just then her mother came down the stairs wearing little more than a nightdress. Mama looked tired, but she waved for the tinker to follow her back up.
     

      
      Another game began with new players. Another guffaw when the ceiling began to creak. The sound was carefully timed to draw
            attention away from Justinia’s shuffling. She and Mama were getting very good at this gimmick.
     

      
      By the end of the night she’d garnered seven shillings from the game, while Mama had earned as much upstairs. As she packed
            the cards away and rose to blow out the candles, she found the tinker waiting for her by the door. “I’ve tupped the dam, now
            I’d sample the filly,” he said, with a leer that showed missing teeth.
     

      
      She pretended to be shocked and nearly slammed the door in his face, but he held up a pair of shillings and she let her eyes
            go wide.
     

      
      “Ye’d bid so little?” she demanded. “There is one thing every girl possesses which she may only sell once. She should ask
            a proper price, at least.”

      
      The tinker’s smile did not change, but one of his eyes screwed up in doubt. Still, he doubled his offer. After a little more
            protestation, Justinia threw the door open and welcomed him back inside.
     

      
      Though she hadn’t actually kept count, it was probably the hundredth time she’d sold her maidenhead. She lay back on the bed
            and pretended to be in pain while in her head the cards spun and fell across the table, the pips so black and red.
     

  



      
      3.

      
      It hurt to run—Clara’s jaw felt like it was floating loose inside her head, and every time it bumped into the rest of her
         skull it sent a new jolt of agony down her neck. Yet she poured on the speed as her attacker raced across the road and into
         an empty field on the far side. Dry, dusty weeds slithered across Clara’s pant legs as she followed, all the vegetation stained
         gray by the light of the crescent moon. It was dark in the field and she might have lost her quarry if not for the buzzing orange sodium
         lamps of the nearby highway. The yellow sweatshirt he wore was a patch of slightly paler light in the gloom, and she focused
         on hurrying after it, her legs pumping as she hurtled over the uneven ground.
     

      
      Ahead lay a picket fence stained with mold. He vaulted it with his good arm, barely pausing to look back and see that she
         was still after him. When she reached the fence herself she climbed over it and dropped to a crouch in the shadows of the
         far side. He could have been waiting for her there in ambush, and she very much wanted to avoid another beating.
     

      
      She saw no sign of him. Nor did she hear his footsteps running away. He had to be close, she thought.

      
      Beyond the fence lay the back lot of an auto parts store. The chassis of a rusted-out car hunched low in the weeds that sprang
         up through the broken concrete. A pair of hulking Dumpsters stood against the back of the store, a pool of shadows between
         them that could hide anything. Clara trained her weapon on the space between the two Dumpsters and tried to calm her breathing.
         She couldn’t hear anything over the beating of her own heart.
     

      
      The only smart thing to do in a case like this was to go back to the convenience store and call it in. Give the local cops
         the best description she could and let them chase the bastard. But Clara knew the chances of them ever finding the guy were
         slim. She hadn’t seen his face and she couldn’t even say if he was white, black, or Asian. He might have left fingerprints
         all over the convenience store, but fingerprints were only useful in identifying people who had been in jail or the armed
         forces, and even then it could take weeks to get a match.
     

      
      If she was right about the assailant’s identity, she would have less than a week to catch him and question him. And there
         were a lot of questions she wanted to make him answer.
     

      
      
      She had a small flashlight on her belt. Fumbling it out of its holster with her left hand—right hand still gripping her pistol—she flicked it on but held it low down at her side. She didn’t want to give her position away if she didn’t have to. Duckwalking
         to the side to get a better angle, she flicked the light up so that its beam speared the shadow between the two Dumpsters.
         Two eyes reflected the light like tiny lasers and she gasped in surprise. She hadn’t expected that to work—
     

      
      —and it hadn’t. The eyes belonged to a feral cat, which stared back at her as if wondering why she had interrupted its dinner.

      
      “Sorry,” she breathed. Then jumped again, as the door of the rusted-out car behind her flew open and the yellow sweatshirt
         bolted out of it, into the alley on the far side of the store.
     

      
      Clara cursed and jumped up to run again. She bolted around the corner, her weapon held out away from her body, barrel pointed
         at the ground just like she’d been taught. She shoved the flashlight into her pocket as she came around the front of the store
         and saw her attacker standing at the curb, looking one way, then the other as if he intended to cross the street.
     

      
      Except the street was a four-lane highway, and every few seconds a car went rocketing past at sixty miles an hour.

      
      “Stop there,” Clara called out, in her best cop voice.

      
      Yellow Sweatshirt looked back at her, his face still hidden by shadows. Then he ran right out into traffic.

      
      Clara threw herself forward, but a lifetime of conditioning kept her from entering the street. She got as far as the curb
         and found herself wobbling back and forth as if she were standing on the roof of a building looking down at a twenty-story
         drop. She could see her attacker darting side to side as he crossed one lane, then the next, while car horns blared and headlights
         made bright trails across her vision.
     

      
      Laura would have run into traffic to pursue the bastard. Laura was fearless, Clara told herself. Laura would have—

      
      She heard the squeal of air brakes and the deep, chest-shaking blare of a truck horn and looked up. She saw Yellow Sweatshirt staring into the lights of an oncoming semi. For just a split
         second she thought she saw the look of horror on his face as he edged back and forth, trying to decide which way to jump.
     

      
      He didn’t have time, regardless of what he decided. The truck plowed into him at seventy-five miles an hour. Or rather, the
         truck plowed right through him. His body didn’t crumple. It wasn’t dragged for half a mile on the truck’s bumper. When it hit him, he simply disintegrated,
         turning into a cloud of flesh and bone fragments like a water balloon when it’s pricked with a pin.
     

      
      The truck slowed to a stop, far too late.

      
      The horror of it barely registered on Clara’s mind. She couldn’t think about that, not when she finally knew, for certain. In that split second when the attacker had been lit up by the truck’s lights, she had seen exactly what she’d
         suspected. He didn’t have a face. The skin on the front of his head had all been clawed away, scratched off by his own broken
         fingernails.
     

      
      He had been a Faceless. A half-dead.

      
      The un-living servant of a vampire.
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