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      OUT FOR
BLOOD

      
      Mal’s beast lifted its head at the familiar scent. Blood. The crowd erupted in a wave of deafening sound.


      
      Mal leaped, kicking time back to its normal speed. Chrysabelle’s heartbeat pounded in his ears as her breaths grew shallow
         and her blood scent overwhelmed his control.


      
      A woman screamed, ‘Brutus, behind you!’

      
      But Brutus turned too late. Mal landed on top of the varcolai, crumpling him to the ground. He drove his fist into the shifter’s
         face, breaking his nose. Beside them, Chrysabelle clutched at her throat, her mouth open as she gasped. Blood bubbled up from
         the slices across her neck. ‘Mal,’ she whispered. Her eyes rolled back, the whites showing between her barely open lids.


      
      ‘Hang on,’ he whispered back, struggling to keep the beast controlled. So much blood.

      
      Brutus shifted to his half-form and snarled, showing off prehistoric fangs. He swiped a hand at Mal.

      
      Ducking the claws, Mal blocked the hand with his forearm, then jammed his elbow into Brutus’s stomach.

      
      The shifter exhaled a whoof of air at the same time Chrysabelle’s pulse went silent. Mal froze. He flicked his gaze toward her, afraid of what he’d
         see. What he already knew.


      
      Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. She stared unblinking. Her brilliant comarré glow was gone.
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      For Judi McCoy:
A wonderful friend, a great mentor,
and a fabulous writer.


      
      You left us too soon.
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      Even in darkness, blood shines in a way that cannot be ignored. It always rises. It always fights. It always conquers.

      
      –ACACIUS, GREEK SCHOLAR
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Chapter One

      
      
      Paradise City, New Florida, 2067

      
      Deep in sleep, Chrysabelle curled against a cold, steely form that paralleled her own. The oddness of that burrowed through
         her consciousness and tugged her toward the surface. She reached behind her. Her fingertips collided with a hard midsection.


      
      A body. In her bed.

      
      Years of comarré training kicked in. Coming awake, she twisted and looked directly into dark, familiar eyes. She stared, a
         thousand responses firing across her synapses, the foremost being relief. She blinked twice and shed the remnants of sleep
         enough to find words. ‘You’re in my bed.’


      
      Mal nodded, irises sparking silver. ‘I do have to sleep occasionally, you know.’ A lilting smile curved his mouth. ‘I’m glad
         you finally woke. How are you feeling?’


      
      She ignored the question, not sure enough of an answer to give him one, and pushed to a sitting position, gathering the coverlet
         around her. In doing so, she exposed him. He wore only pajama bottoms she didn’t recognize. The names scrawled over his skin glared back from his chest and arms. Somehow she managed
         to look away, scooting to the edge of the bed until her toes touched plush ivory carpeting. ‘How long have I been out?’


      
      ‘Not long. About a day and a half.’

      
      She rubbed her forehead, then pushed the hair out of her eyes. ‘That’s long enough. What happened? I don’t remember much beyond
         going to see Atticus, then …’ She squinted, trying to think. She’d gone to Dominic’s signumist to replace the signum Rennata
         had stripped off her back. Before that, they’d been in New Orleans, retrieving the ring of sorrows. She’d needed the ring’s
         sacred gold for her new signum. But her memory faded not long after she’d lain down on Atticus’s table. After the first puncture
         of his needle. She shook her head. ‘There’s nothing after that.’


      
      ‘Nothing?’ The bed moved as he shifted. ‘You’re sure?’

      
      ‘Positive.’ She kicked her foot out, rubbing her toe through the carpet fibers. The signum arching over her foot glinted back.
         ‘Everything fades to black after Atticus started stitching the signum into me.’ She rolled her shoulders, examining the way
         her body felt. There was an eerie lack of pain. She turned to look at him. ‘I take it you brought me back here when he was
         done?’


      
      Mal nodded. ‘After Atticus said it was okay to move you. Velimai helped me get you settled.’

      
      ‘Did anything else happen? I should be in pain.’ A lot of it. ‘It takes longer than a day and a half to recover from new signum.’

      
      ‘Yes, something else happened.’ Mal growled his displeasure. ‘Not long after we got you into bed, you decided you were well
         enough to visit the Aurelian. I only found out because I smelled blood. Velimai and I had to break the door down. That’s when we discovered you’d opened the portal on the bathroom
         floor.’ He shook his head, eyes flaring silver. ‘Of all the foolish things. You should thank that wysper. She made me go after
         you—’


      
      ‘What?’ Chrysabelle cringed. Why didn’t she remember any of this? ‘You went through the portal again? You know what happened
         the last time—’


      
      ‘Chrysabelle, the Aurelian killed you. I found her cleaning blood off her sword and you on the floor, bleeding from a gut wound. No pulse. No breath. You were
         dead.’ He peered at her more intently. ‘Or at least I thought you were.’


      
      ‘Obviously, I wasn’t.’ Or was she? That might explain why she couldn’t remember anything. But how was she alive now? ‘Besides,
         you knew I was going to go see her to find out as much about my brother as I could. That was the whole point of getting the
         signum.’ But how had she found the strength for a trip to the Aurelian so soon after getting them? There was no way she would
         have been healed enough for that. She hugged the coverlet a little tighter and turned to see him better. ‘Do you know if she
         told me anything?’


      
      He looked down at the bed for a second, then shook his head slowly. ‘You told me she knew your brother’s name but wouldn’t
         say it so you could hear it, or something like that. I wish things had gone differently for you. I really do.’ A black determination
         shone in his gaze. ‘If I ever see the Aurelian again, I will kill her for what she did to you.’


      
      Fortunately, Mal would never get that chance, so his threat didn’t worry her. ‘Not telling me my brother’s name isn’t really
         a crime punishable by death.’


      
      ‘She killed you. How is that not upsetting to you?’


      
      
      Chrysabelle spread one arm out wide. ‘Do I look dead? You must have misunderstood what happened.’

      
      Tension tightened his jaw. ‘I misunderstood nothing. I carried your lifeless body back here.’

      
      ‘Maybe I just passed out.’

      
      ‘And had no heartbeat and no breath?’ He rolled his eyes. ‘Is cheating death a comarré power you never told me about?’

      
      ‘No, of course not.’ She pulled her arm against her side and hunched her back, her skin suddenly too tight. The need to stretch
         was overwhelming. ‘There has to be an explanation for what happened.’


      
      ‘There is. You were dead.’ With a shake of his head, he lay down again and stared at the ceiling. ‘Stop ignoring what happened.’

      
      But she wasn’t ready for that truth. It implied things had gone wrong with the gold. That melting the ring of sorrows hadn’t
         removed its power like it should have. If she didn’t concede something to Mal, he’d never let this conversation end. ‘I’ll
         admit everything’s not a hundred percent right.’


      
      ‘When is it ever?’ He shoved off the bed and padded across the room to stand by the French doors going out to the balcony.
         He pushed the curtains aside. The sun had just set, leaving the world awash in purple shadows. He peered out, then let the
         curtains drop and turned back to her, crossing his arms over his bare chest as he leaned against the doors.


      
      She tossed the coverlet aside, wrapped the sheet around her like a strapless dress, and walked to him. ‘Let’s not go looking
         for trouble. I survived a killing blow. That’s something to be thankful for.’


      
      ‘I agree, but’ – he shook his head – ‘you don’t seem like yourself.’

      
      
      Her brow furrowed. ‘In what way?’

      
      ‘The way you …’ He shrugged. ‘It’s nothing, I guess. Just the leftover stress of it all. Never mind. I’m sure you’re fine.’


      
      She ignored his sarcasm. ‘Absolutely.’ But she wasn’t and she knew it. He was giving her an out, but he didn’t believe his
         words any more than she did, and that knowledge hung in the air between them. A shard of thought pierced her mind, but it
         was a shadowy, hollow awareness she wasn’t ready to acknowledge. And telling Mal her suspicions would only mean he’d rant
         and rave. That would solve nothing. What was she going to do? Have the signum removed from her skin because of a hunch? Having
         them torn out once was enough.


      
      ‘You’re still a bad liar.’

      
      She tried to smile. ‘See? Nothing’s changed.’ She rubbed her eyes and yawned. ‘I’m starving.’

      
      His eyes went completely silver. He turned toward the balcony as his face shifted into the hard, angled mask of a noble vampire.

      
      She lifted her chin. ‘So are you. I felt how cold you were when you were beside me.’

      
      He kept his eyes focused on the horizon. ‘I’m fine.’

      
      ‘Now who’s the liar?’ The urge to touch him, to soothe him, surged through her. Instead, she walked back to the bed and occupied
         herself with straightening the coverlet. ‘Let me get a shower, then I’ll get you some blood. Will you ask Velimai to make
         me something to eat?’


      
      His face human again, he nodded and looked toward her. ‘Of course. I guess you’ll want to see Damian after you eat. He’s at
         the freighter, guarding another—’


      
      ‘Tatiana’s comar is at your freighter?’

      
      ‘Yes. I know you don’t remember, but you said his name before you passed out. You must want to talk to him about something.’


      
      She sank down on the bed and tried again to recall what the Aurelian had told her, but nothing came. ‘I must have thought
         he could help me find my brother.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not up to seeing anyone yet. Maybe in a day or two. Right now,
         I just want to shower, eat, and feed you. Then I need to do some thinking.’


      
      He tipped his head to one side as if suppressing the urge to say something. ‘Your call, but don’t you think it’s possible
         the Aurelian told you something Damian might be able to help you with? Maybe he knew your brother?’


      
      She shrugged his words away. ‘Without knowing more than the singular fact that I have a brother, how can he help me? I have
         no name to give him. No idea who my brother’s patron might have been. Nothing.’ She sighed. ‘It’s so frustrating.’


      
      ‘What if Damian is your brother?’


      
      She glared at him. ‘He’s not. Don’t you think I’d know if he was?’

      
      ‘No, I don’t. You didn’t even meet him when he was here. How could you know?’

      
      ‘Stop pushing. I’ll talk to him, I will. Just not yet.’ She rolled her shoulders again, trying to alleviate the uneasiness
         coursing through her. Mal’s insistence wasn’t helping her mood.


      
      ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ He studied her as if she might suddenly grow a third eye.

      
      ‘I’m well enough, considering,’ she lied, nerves fraying slightly. ‘Please, just leave me alone to shower, okay? I’ll feel
         better after I eat.’


      
      He held his hands up and headed for the door, grabbing a T-shirt off the end of the bed as he went.

      
      
      She sighed. She’d apologize for snapping when she went downstairs, but he must understand she wasn’t quite herself at the
         moment. Why did he have to push so hard?


      
      When the door closed, she walked to the bathroom, dropped her robe, and stared at the signum Atticus had replaced. Nothing
         about them looked any different than her other marks, and yet she knew that the gold had changed her. For better or worse
         remained to be seen.


      
      Chrysabelle wasn’t fine – that much Mal knew. Her glow was different. Darker. He also knew that what she didn’t want to talk
         about – the power from the ring of sorrows being somehow responsible for her surviving the Aurelian’s sword – wasn’t just
         going to magically wear off. He never should have put his blood into her, never should have let her get the signum replaced,
         never should have let her go to the Aurelian alone. Never never never. Weakling.


      
      He snorted in anger as he plodded down the steps from her suite, half agreeing with the voices. As if he had any control over
         any of those things. He’d no more let her die than she’d let him stop her from doing what she wanted. And now there was a
         price to pay.


      
      How high a price? Who knew. But having the ring’s power coursing through her had to mean more than just keeping her alive
         when her life was threatened. That was too simple. He ducked into the hurricane shelter room that had served as his sunproof
         sanctuary and changed into his T-shirt, jeans, and boots. Power had a way of exacting a price for its use. Tatiana was proof
         of that. So are you.


      
      He shut the door behind him and headed down the hall and into the kitchen. Velimai, the wysper fae who’d been Chrysabelle’s mother’s assistant, sat at the table with a cup of tea, scanning her e-reader. It was good she’d stayed on after
         Maris’s death. He didn’t like Chrysabelle being alone in this huge house, and with Velimai’s vampire-killing voice, the fae
         offered good protection should Tatiana come calling.


      
      Velimai looked up when he came in. She signed something he didn’t understand, then pointed toward the upstairs.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he answered, guessing at what she’d asked. ‘She’s awake. And hungry. And a little cranky.’ Who wouldn’t be around you?

      
      The wysper offered him a wry smile, set her reader down, and headed for the refrigerator. She pulled out a few things, then
         gave him a questioning look and a nod toward Chrysabelle’s rooms as she went to the counter.


      
      He pulled out a chair and sat, his back to the wall. ‘She’s in the shower. Should be down shortly.’

      
      Velimai stopped seasoning a steak to give him a good, long look. She slowly mouthed, ‘You look tired.’

      
      ‘I am.’ Tired of always being at odds with Chrysabelle’s stubbornness. ‘And frustrated. She doesn’t want to talk about what
         happened.’ He tilted his head back until it touched the wall, then closed his eyes. ‘Or what’s still happening. Or going to
         happen, depending on how you look at it.’


      
      Two soft clinks on the tabletop brought his head back down and opened his eyes. Velimai tapped the top of the whiskey bottle
         she’d put there with a squat glass, then glided back to the range where the grill was heating.


      
      ‘Thanks.’ What he really needed was blood, but that could wait. No, now. He’d had enough practice in delaying his own gratification. Another hour or so meant nothing. He poured a couple centimeters
         of whiskey into the tumbler and tossed them back. The burn felt good. Substantial. Something he could quantify. Unlike Chrysabelle, who continued to bewilder him. ‘We’ll
         have to discuss it sooner or later.’


      
      Velimai nodded. The steak sizzled as she laid it over the grill, the scents of searing, bloody flesh reminding Mal of his
         human days. A muted whir filled the room as the vent kicked on to suck up the smoke. She put down the tongs she’d been using,
         came back to the table, scrawled something on an e-tablet, then held it out to him.


      
      She’ll talk when she’s ready. You & I know it’s the ring in her system. Maybe your blood too. But what can you do until she’s
            ready? Fight with her? No use.


      
      Mal set the e-tablet down and leaned back. ‘No use is right. I just can’t help but wonder what the final cost of all this
         is going to be.’


      
      Velimai sighed and went back to the steak.

      
      ‘The final cost of what is going to be?’ Chrysabelle cinched her robe a little tighter as she entered. Her hair was dry. Maybe
         she’d changed her mind about showering. The look in her eyes said she understood perfectly well what they were talking about.


      
      He didn’t want to fight with her. Do it. But neither did he want to ignore something so critical. Velimai glanced at him, her expression plainly asking him to drop
         it. But he couldn’t. This was too important. This was Chrysabelle’s life. Her future. ‘The final cost of what’s going on with
         you. With the ring’s power in your system.’


      
      ‘The ring’s power was destroyed when Atticus melted it down. I told you I’m fine. If you can’t accept that, maybe you should
         go.’


      
      He canted his head to one side, trying to quell his building frustration. ‘Chrysabelle, don’t be—’

      
      
      ‘It’s my house,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll be whatever I want to be, understood?’

      
      He rose, thankful there was no sun in the sky to keep him captive here. ‘Let me know when you’re ready to be someone who wants
         to face reality, because if you think the ring’s power and my blood in your system aren’t somehow responsible for you still
         being alive, you’re wrong. And we need to figure out what else it means before something new happens. Tatiana’s still out
         there. The first sign of weakness in you and she’ll exploit it. You think she won’t?’


      
      Her face went slightly ashen. ‘You don’t want me to have a moment’s peace, do you?’

      
      ‘Of course I do.’ He tried not to growl in frustration but failed. ‘I just want to figure this out. To help you.’ Help yourself. Bite her. Drain her.


      
      She crossed her arms like a shield against him. ‘Yes, I know how you help. Like the time you followed me to the Aurelian.
         And the time you put your blood into me to save my life. Your help is never really that helpful, is it?’


      
      He came closer, staring down at her maddening glow. ‘You’re still breathing, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Yes. And I’m tired of the air smelling like vampire.’ She turned away. ‘Go home, Mal. When I’m ready, I’ll come find you.’

      
      Every cell in his body ached to fire back, but he stayed silent despite the voices trying to pry his jaws open. He stalked
         out of the house and slammed the door behind him. The voices raged like drunken carnival revelers.


      
      Maybe the voices were right. Maybe it was time to let Chrysabelle go. Let her deal with her life on her own.

      
      If only he could get his heart to agree.

   



      
      
      [image: image]

      Chapter Two


      
      Corvinestri, Romania, 2067

      
      ‘She is the most remarkable child, isn’t she?’ Tatiana gazed into the perfect face of her daughter, Lilith.


      
      The kine doctor swallowed and glanced at Octavian, who sat in one of the nursery’s rocking chairs. ‘Yes, she is … exceptional.
         If you wish, I could test a sample of her blood, make sure she carries no human defects.’


      
      ‘Defects?’ Tatiana scowled. ‘What is that supposed to mean? The only spot on her is the birthmark on her hip.’ She pulled
         down Lilith’s pantaloons enough to show off the perfect crescent moon shape.


      
      The doctor inhaled and took a step back. ‘Nothing untoward, I promise you. It’s just that human children are immunized against
         human diseases. We have no way of knowing if Lilith needs these things or not.’ He smoothed the pockets of his white coat.
         ‘I meant no disrespect of any kind. Clearly she is a … superior being.’


      
      Tatiana kept her gaze on him, narrowing her eyes slightly and saying nothing until he squirmed a little more. Kine were so easy to control. ‘No blood tests.’


      
      ‘My love,’ Octavian said. ‘The tests might not be such a bad idea. We want the best for her. That includes the best care.
         You don’t know what she might have picked up from her mother.’


      
      Tatiana turned toward the vampire who’d become inseparable from her since his recent turning. She’d come to rely on him far
         more than she’d ever relied on anyone else. It unnerved her, but she chose not to dwell on it. ‘You think she could be in
         danger from a human illness?’


      
      He shrugged and pushed out of the rocker to stand beside her. He stroked his finger down Lilith’s pink cheek, his eyes sparking
         silver. ‘We don’t want to take any chances with our precious girl, do we?’


      
      If only Tatiana’s own father had cared so much about his daughter. Lilith wasn’t even Octavian’s blood. ‘No,’ she said softly,
         drinking in the fatherly affection he displayed toward her adopted child. ‘Only the best for her.’


      
      Octavian smiled and gave her a wink. ‘Only the best for both of you.’


      
      The doctor visibly relaxed. ‘So you would like to proceed with the tests?’

      
      Octavian nodded, his face suddenly stern. ‘Harm this child in any way and I’ll kill you myself.’

      
      ‘Yes, my lord.’ The doctor paled. ‘I’ll just get my bag.’ He shuffled away to rummage through his things.

      
      Octavian guided Tatiana toward the divan. ‘Sit. You’ll both be more comfortable.’ She did and he sat beside her. ‘Any word
         from Lord Edwin on this ball the House of Bathory is giving in your honor?’


      
      
      She shook her head, unable to keep a slight smile off her lips. ‘You’re trying to distract me.’

      
      He leaned back and crossed his legs. ‘Is it working?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’ She shifted Lilith from her arms to her lap. ‘He sent word earlier. I meant to tell you. The ball is a week from
         today. At Lord Syler’s mansion in [image: images]achtice.’


      
      Octavian wrinkled his nose. ‘Slovakia? Can’t say as I find that appealing.’

      
      She laughed. ‘You’re such a snob. It’s lovely, I assure you. And in hosting this ball, Syler confirms his alliance with the
         House of Tepes.’


      
      ‘Yes, but it means we have to travel.’ His gaze lit upon Lilith. ‘We must be heavily guarded. Every precaution taken.’

      
      A subtle throat clearing interrupted their conversation. The doctor stood before them, syringe in hand. ‘I’m ready whenever
         you are.’


      
      Tatiana took a voluntary breath. ‘I want to know everything you’re going to do before you do it.’

      
      ‘Of course, my lady. I’m simply going to do a heel stick and extract the blood from there. I doubt the child will like it,
         but in one so young, it’s the best way.’


      
      ‘Very well.’ She moved the blanket swaddling Lilith so that her little feet were exposed.

      
      The doctor pulled a nearby chair closer and sat, then swabbed Lilith’s heel with antiseptic. ‘Keep her still as best you can.’
         He held her foot in his fingers and slid the needle in.


      
      Lilith’s eyes flew open and a piercing wail erupted from her throat. The doctor winced. Tatiana raised her hand to shove him
         off her child, but Octavian caught her wrist before she could strike.


      
      ‘What are you—’

      
      
      ‘This must be done.’ He shook his head, eyes bracketed with concern. ‘It hurts me to hear her cry, too, but it’s for the best.’

      
      ‘For the best,’ the doctor reiterated. ‘Almost done. There now.’ He slid the needle out and twisted a cap over it to seal
         the vial. ‘There, there.’ He patted Lilith’s stomach.


      
      She caught his finger in her tiny, flailing fist and latched on. The doctor smiled. She brought his finger to her mouth and
         began to suck on it.


      
      ‘She’s just hungry,’ he said. ‘That’s all – What the …’ He tried to yank his hand away, but Lilith held fast. He cursed. ‘She’s
         bitten me. The little beast has her teeth in me!’


      
      Octavian leaped up. ‘How dare you!’

      
      ‘Beast?’ Tatiana snarled as her face shifted and her fangs descended. She clamped her hand over the doctor’s arm, holding
         him in place. ‘You took her blood. Now she’ll take some of yours.’ She pulled him closer so she could aim her silver gaze
         into his mud-brown kine eyes. ‘Apologize for calling her such a horrible name or you’ll pay with more than blood.’


      
      The doctor trembled, his eyes flicking from Tatiana to Lilith to Octavian. ‘I … I apologize for my disrespectful comment.
         It will not happen again.’


      
      Tatiana tightened her grip, causing the doctor to whimper as his bones ground together. ‘You’re lucky to still be alive, kine.’

      
      Octavian snorted in agreement.

      
      ‘Yes, my lady.’ The doctor nodded, doing his best to get as far away as he could while in her grasp.

      
      A popping sound announced the release of his finger from Lilith’s mouth. Blood trickled from two red pinpoints on the pad
         of his index finger.


      
      Tatiana released him as well. ‘Go now while you still can. I want those results immediately.’

      
      
      The doctor gathered his things with great haste, depositing the vial of blood into his waistcoat pocket. ‘Of course, my lady.’

      
      Octavian kissed her cheek. ‘To make sure that’s all he does with her blood, I’ll accompany him back to the lab and stay until
         the tests are completed.’


      
      She nodded. ‘A wise decision.’

      
      He took the doctor by the elbow and began to escort him out. ‘And don’t think I won’t kill you if you make one false move.’

      
      Tatiana curled Lilith into her arms and rested farther back into the divan’s depths, comforted by the knowledge that she was
         no longer the only one with her child’s best interests at heart.


      
      Everglades, New Florida

      
      Creek notched the kickstand down on his V-Rod and hopped off his bike. The last time he’d been out to his grandmother’s had
         been in a last-ditch effort to keep Chrysabelle from bleeding out after having her signum stripped off her back. As a tribe
         healer, his grandmother had known what to do, but Mal hadn’t liked it. Neither had Chrysabelle.


      
      This time, Creek was the one who needed help.

      
      He climbed the steps of the small, wood-paneled house to knock on her door. Not that there was a need to announce himself
         with Pip around. His grandmother’s fifty-pound mutt barked like the house was on fire anytime a person, vehicle, or gator
         got within a few yards of the place. ‘Pip, settle down. Mawmaw, it’s me, Tommy.’


      
      One last bark and the door opened. ‘Shush, Pip, you’ll wake the dead.’ Rosa Mae Jumper peered up at Creek through the thick lenses of her glasses. ‘I know who it is.’ She smiled and held her arms out to him. ‘Come here, child.’


      
      He gave Pip a quick head rub, then bent to embrace her, inhaling the soft violet scent of the homemade sweet acacia perfume
         she wore. ‘How are you, Mawmaw?’


      
      ‘Just fine.’ She let him go only to take his hand and lead him into the kitchen. The aroma of browned meat greeted him, making
         his stomach grumble. ‘I’ve got a venison roast in the oven. Sit down and you can eat supper with me.’


      
      ‘A whole roast? I thought Mom was still on night shift.’ The table was set for two. ‘You and Pip eating formal tonight?’

      
      Without looking at him, she tsked. ‘Foolish boy, that setting’s for you. I knew you were coming. Don’t I always?’

      
      Yes, she did. He smiled and took a seat at the kitchen table while she went to the oven. Mawmaw knew all kinds of things that
         most people never had a clue about. He hadn’t planned on eating here, but she’d be more amenable if he did. Plus, eating her
         cooking was no hardship after his years of prison food. Damn, he was glad the KM had gotten him out of there, even if they
         did hold it over his head like a thousand-pound weight.


      
      While they ate, he got her to tell stories from his childhood and managed to keep the conversation to lighter topics, but
         the way she looked at him said she wasn’t that easily fooled. At last she cleared the plates, set a pan of scraps down for
         Pip, and motioned for Creek to join her on the back porch. He took the rocker next to her, the paint worn off the seat and
         arms from use. She lit a cigarette and offered him one.


      
      He shook his head. ‘Those’ll kill you, you know.’

      
      She inhaled long and slow before letting out three perfect smoke rings. ‘So will those damned blood eaters you chase after.’

      
      
      He laughed softly. No hiding anything from her. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you don’t. Just like I don’t feel the air of power coming off you.’ She took another puff. ‘Nice of you to visit.’

      
      In other words, get on with it. ‘I need your help, Mawmaw.’

      
      ‘You tired of working for those people?’

      
      He shifted. The way his grandmother sensed things … ‘Those people got me out of jail. Paid Una’s tuition.’ Kept his sister,
         Mawmaw, and his mother safe, too.


      
      ‘You didn’t answer the question.’

      
      He sighed and watched a red hawk float on a thermal. ‘Sometimes, yes, I am bone-tired of working for them, but a deal’s a
         deal.’


      
      ‘Uh-huh.’

      
      Time to change the subject. ‘I need a charm made.’

      
      Pip came out licking his chops and flopped at Mawmaw’s feet with a contented sigh. She stared out at the swamp that made up
         her backyard. ‘What kind of charm?’


      
      He dug into his shirt pocket, extracted the three black feathers he’d been given, and held them out to her. ‘This kind.’

      
      Pip lifted his head and gave a short, growling bark.

      
      Rosa stopped rocking. The ash on her cigarette grew a little longer while she studied his offering. At last, she tapped the
         ash off and set the cigarette into a coffee cup filled with a little sand. ‘I don’t know what you’re involved with these days,
         Thomas, but that’s nothing for you to play with.’


      
      ‘I’m not playing. I need the protection.’

      
      ‘You need to leave that woman alone.’

      
      ‘It’s too late for that now.’

      
      She turned enough to see his eyes. ‘It’s never too late.’

      
      He stared at the words HOLD FAST tattooed across his knuckles. ‘It is. I saved her life. She’s sworn to protect me now.’


      
      His grandmother dropped her head as if praying, her eyes squeezed tightly closed for a moment, and she sighed hard. When she
         raised her head, Creek swore there were tears in her eyes. She held out her hand. ‘These are from her?’


      
      He gave her the feathers. ‘Yes.’

      
      She turned them over in her fingers. ‘This is dark magic, child. And dark magic can’t be trusted. It’s fickle. Like a woman.’

      
      ‘I know. That’s why I’m here. She told me to come to you.’

      
      All expression vanished from her face as she looked up at him. ‘Did she call me by name?’

      
      ‘No,’ he reassured her. ‘She didn’t say your name.’

      
      Relief lit her eyes. ‘Maybe she truly doesn’t mean any harm, then.’ She turned the feathers over again, looking for what he
         didn’t know. ‘They feel … false.’


      
      ‘They’re real. I saw her pull them from her hair.’

      
      ‘Not what I meant.’ She frowned. ‘I’ll make the charm. You’re going to need it if what you’ve told me is true.’

      
      ‘It is. I wouldn’t lie to you.’

      
      She gave him a sideways look. ‘But you’d step over the truth if you had to.’

      
      ‘There are some things you shouldn’t know.’ Like the full details about his work as a Kubai Mata, defender of mankind, killer
         of othernaturals, and enslaver of desperate mortal men.


      
      She got out of her chair. Pip was on his feet a second later. ‘Yes, I know, it’s for my own protection.’ She motioned with
         a tip of her head back toward the house. ‘Come inside. Let’s get this charm made.’


      
      An hour later and missing a little blood, Creek rode away from his grandmother’s, the charm dangling from a leather cord around his neck. He’d promised to visit more often but knew
         that promise was emptier than he meant it to be. His life was unsettled, his time not his own, and judging by the flock of
         ravens overhead, none of that was about to change any time soon.
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