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“Ex—” I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat “Excuse me?” crackled with disuse. I licked my lips, swallowing what little saliva I had left and tried again. 

The two werewolves guarding my cell shifted, but remained rigid and silent. They were in their human forms but I could smell their canine scent. 

“I’m thirsty. Hungry. Can I please have some blood?” My voice rasped, dryer than the desert I grew up in. “Human blood?” 

I stifled a gag, knowing I’d never drink that crap. It made me choke, and after Wilson’s discovery of me still being half-human, it was just wrong, like a pig eating bacon. Vomit. But I needed the female vampire to come back, the one who’d originally found me at the gates of Tombstone. 

“Please?” I asked, adjusting myself on the wooden bench, thinking if I had to endure one more night of a splintered ass, I’d likely scream.

One werewolf grumbled, and the other one replied with an equally unintelligent gurgle. 

I rolled my eyes. “Great, thanks. Good talk.”

Since being locked up, the female vampire had brought me blood every day and was the only one I had contact with. And I had a feeling she was the only one I would get any answers from. I sure as heck wouldn’t get anything from Humpty and Dumpty other than grunts, snarls, and an odd lingering scent of wet dog. 

As if my prayers were answered, a door opened somewhere in the building, indicating that it was feeding time. Relief washed over me at the fact that I would yet again see the young vampire. 

Her footsteps padded down the hall, echoing like raindrops. A candle lit her face as she came into view with a cup in hand and a bundle under her arm. Her unkempt hair hung in gnarled strands and she wore the same clothes as the first night she’d fetched me from the Tombstone gates, so many nights ago. Her ripped skirt and shirt were little more than rags and she resembled a peasant girl from one of the old black and white westerns my dad used to watch on TV. 

Disgust coursed through my veins at the sight of her, and my stomach panged when smelling her unmistakable scent of banana pudding, something I associated with vampires, though tried desperately to ignore. 

Humpty unlocked my cell and slid open the bars, allowing the female vampire to enter. She did so cautiously as if I would jump out and bite her. After being locked up for so long, I couldn’t help but think I just might. 

The vampire had yet to say one word to me after having deceived me with a warm greeting the night I first arrived in Tombstone— The City of Unfortunate Souls. And for someone so stubborn in their resolve, she struck me as a frightened mouse, her brown hair hanging over her meek shoulders as she leaned down to place the cup next to my feet. She cast her eyes downward as if afraid I’d speak to her. Damn right I would.

“What’s your name?” I asked yet again, causing her to flinch. I was so done. Done being sucked into the numbness and heartache that overcame me in the passing days, done letting the darkness seep into my mind, done being the victim. I would not let Wilson’s memory be in vain. Since I no longer had a family of my own, the old vampire had become like a father to me, giving his life to protect me, as well as Guy had done in saving my life. 

Guy Stone. 

Just the name of my soldier caused an ache so bad I thought I might crumble from the inside out. Regardless of my unsated love and broken heart at having to separate from him— for our love was a forbidden one— he’d saved my life so I could live free here in Tombstone. Live safe without danger lurking around every corner. 

And for what? For me to waste away behind bars? I shook my head in anger, gazing at the bars in front of me that made slanted shadows on the ground. Both Wilson and Guy wouldn’t want me to give up. I would never give up. 

Ignoring my question, the female vampire pulled the blanket from my bed and replaced it with a clean one. I almost laughed. So, for countless days they locked me away with no shred of communication or glimpse of the outside world, with only a meager serving of blood, but laundry held priority? I held back a scoff. 

“Why am I in here?” I tried again.

Her lashes fluttered as if resisting the urge to look up, but she finally did, her timeless eyes landing on mine for one long moment. The girl looked to be about the same age as me, seventeen, maybe eighteen. But who knew how old she really was for vampires hid the effects of age well with their immortality. She quickly dropped her gaze and stuffed the old blanket under her arm, intent on not responding to me. 

“At least tell me how long I’ll be here. I’m getting weak.” That was not a lie. I hadn’t drunk the offered blood since being placed in this cell, however long ago that’d been, and was beginning to feel the effects. My resolve was waning. 

“Please...” I added, barely above a whisper. 

Her body tensed as she glanced over her shoulder at the guards. They were facing away, either unaware or uncaring of our exchange. 

“I’m sorry,” she breathed, dropping her gaze to the ground. “It’s protocol. You’ll be released after Horus questions you.”

Finally, some interaction. 

“Questions me? When?” I asked. “When am I to be questioned?” Fear slid through me like snakes. An interrogation would be fine if I were just some normal vampire coming here to seek refuge. But I wasn’t. I had a past I could not reveal. 

To my disappointment, the female stood and exited the cell without another word. I huffed with annoyance when the door closed with a loud clang. Craptastic. 

The guards regained their positions, rifles propped up on their shoulders. God, was everyone around here like this— so cold and unwilling to talk? Not like I wanted them to greet me with balloons and fruit punch or anything, but I sure as heck didn’t expect to be thrown into jail like a common criminal. And with no explanation at that, just rigid silence. I wondered if all new arrivals were treated with such class, or if I was the only one to get the creepy-abandoned-ghost-town jail experience. 

Wilson’s warning instantly struck me. The old vampire had cautioned me not to reveal my secret to anyone— the secret that I was a rare half-breed who grew in strength faster than any other vampire. The secret that I still retained my humanity and compassion. And the secret that I was still half human. 

According to Wilson, somewhere in my family history a vampire mated with a human, and that gene had been passed down through the generations landing on, you guessed it, lucky me. I wasn’t quite sure the science of it, something about my immunity to becoming a full vampire. But regardless, it had been activated within me when my maker bit me— my maker, who I’d recently found out was my biological father, Frank, and apparently the carrier of said vampire gene, though I’d never met him before. 

Is that why I’d been kept in here for so long? Did they know I was different? Did they sense it? The thought terrified me, making me want to shirk away and slip back into blissful numbness, ignorant of my scenario. Instead I sat up straight, vying to keep my wits about me. I would await my questioning by this Horus creature and, if all went as planned, I wouldn’t become a dead vampire in the process. I took the cup of blood and poured it down a crack in the floor like I’d done the past few days. I laid down on the wooden bench and rested my head on my arm. 

Time went by unaccounted for and I wasn’t sure if I fell asleep or not but the sound of a door opening down the hall had me jumping. I sat bolt upright, hearing the wolf guard’s nervous murmurs.

“Horus,” one hissed.

“Shut up,” the other one retorted.

By the looks on Humpty and Dumpty’s faces, Horus wasn’t someone you’d have a merry little chat with about the weather. Dread tore through me as the visitor approached, the fine hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. His dark eyes were the first thing I saw. 

“Ah, we meet at last, Baby Vampire,” he said from the shadows. “Don’t get too comfortable yet. We’ve only just begun.”
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Horus stepped from the darkness and sat on a stool in front of my cell. He was tall and thin, his features sharp and unforgiving. His black hair shone in the candlelight and his onyx eyes pierced mine like he was trying to read my mind. He said nothing for a while, but just studied me, causing my heart to pound like a drum, my hands shaking like the dry leaves on a fall tree. 

I nervously studied the brick walls surrounding me and the moist stain on the ceiling above. There were no windows. The only way out was the door of bars separating me from Horus. I sucked in a deep breath and tried to steady my hammering heart, praying I could keep my story straight. 

The vampire pulled a pack of cigarettes from the black duster he wore and lit one with the candle flame. He exhaled a puff of smoke into my cell, his face impassive as he regarded me. I considered the blackness of his eyes, thinking they were like pools of endless nothing. I’d never seen their likeness before; lacking any shred of light or life. They were cold, dead eyes. 

“Stand up.” The calm in his voice caused me even more unease than if he would’ve yelled it. Yet, I stood on shaky legs, keeping my gaze downcast and my arms folded over my chest. 

“Come closer.” His voice was slimy, reminding me of snakes. I could already tell I wasn’t going to like this Horus character and by the way he stared me down, it was obvious he wasn’t my biggest fan either. I hesitantly stepped closer to the bars. 

Horus stood, gingerly balancing his cigarette on the edge of the stool, the smoke rising in curls around his thin wrist. He turned to me, his pure white skin a stark contrast to his dark gaze and black hair. He studied me for a long moment as though I were an alien fresh off my big purple spaceship, and I didn’t blame him, feeling pretty much like an alien in this situation myself. But I kept my expression straight, holding back my fear. I would not let him know how intimidated I was. 

Unexpectedly, and faster than I could comprehend, he reached through the bars and grabbed my shirt, pulling my body to slam against the bars. I gasped as I hit the metal, terror slicing through me like the sharp claws of a feral feline. With widened eyes I watched the vampire’s nostrils flare all up-close and personal, and if I do say so myself it was at a most unflattering angle. He breathed in deeply through his nose like he was sucking me inside of him. He stood mere inches from my face, the metal bars the only thing separating us. I wrenched my neck away from his closeness, shivers running down my spine. 

I knew I was stronger and faster than most and could easily break free from his grasp, the metal bars, and book it the hell out of Tombstone. I’m not going to lie, the thought had crossed my mind a time or two since walking through the gates. But even if I escaped without being apprehended by the vampire, or furthermore, shot by the guards, where would I go? 

“You don’t smell like the others.” Horus lifted his nose as if sniffing the air around me and I couldn’t help but picture him as some greasy street hound sniffing out a rat. “Why is that?”

His breath smelt of death and decay as he exhaled onto my face, which mostly disguised his banana pudding scent, and I resisted the urge to offer him a mint, knowing he might not take too kindly to my proffered suggestion. Instead, I held my breath, letting silence become my answer, praying this whole thing would be over soon. 

“You are a Newborn, yes?” He considered me still, his breath heaving. 

I nodded against the strain of my body being crushed into cold metal. 

“I don’t trust you,” he said. 

Good, I almost replied, because I didn’t trust him either. He smelt like moldy cheese and death, and I’d never found someone so repulsive in my entire life. But I didn’t offer a reply, not wanting to give him any reason to doubt my intentions. I just wanted to get this questioning over with and get myself settled into my new home. Horus pulled me even closer, my chest straining with the pain of being pinned and I turned a cheek against his rank breath. 

“Don’t even think about lying to me, baby vampire. You will be found out and the legion doesn’t take kindly to liars.”

Without warning, Horus hurled me backward, my body slamming into the opposite wall. On contact, I gasped in pain, realizing he might be stronger than me. I slid down and fell hard onto the bench below, collapsing against the wood. 

I wanted to just lay there and cover my face with my arms. I wanted to sink into the numb heartache that threatened to overcome me the past few days. Instead, I thought of Guy and all he’d sacrificed for me, and sat up straight to shrug off the shock of being thrown. I glared at the greasy vampire. 

Obviously unaware or, at the least, unaffected by his own bi-polar disorder, Horus gingerly plucked his cigarette from the stool and held it to his mouth. He drew in and released three perfect smoke circles, amused by his own trick. He sat down as casually as if for Sunday brunch. He smiled at me, his fangs showing from beneath white lips. I knew then that this vampire was dangerous, nothing like Wilson, my late vampire mentor. My lip trembled, betraying my false confidence, and Horus laughed at my reaction. 

“What is your name?” He leaned forward nonchalantly as though he hadn’t just had a mental breakdown three seconds before. Despite his previously violent actions, his voice never faltered, nor elevated. It was as though he teetered on a fine line of being in control and completely losing it. Crazy much? 

Yet, aside from taking a ride on the Horus-coaster, I swallowed past my fear and somehow managed to speak. “My name is Ruby.”

He cocked his brows and shifted on the stool. “Ruby? That is all?”

“Carter,” I said with as much confidence as I could. “Ruby Carter.”

Horus sucked in another mouthful of smoke and arched his neck, blowing it above himself. Afterward, he drew his gaze down to mine. 

“Where is your maker, baby vampire?”

I just shrugged, fearing my voice would falter. 

Once more, the vampire got to his feet and grabbed the bars slowly with his long fingers, his eyes swirling manically. I flattened myself against the back wall, thankful I was far enough away he couldn’t grab me again. 

“Where is your voice, girl? Speak.” This time his voice elevated slightly, echoing through the cell. I tensed at his tone but kept firm eye contact. 

“I don’t know.” It was the truth. Though I’d finally found out my maker was Frank, my biological father, I didn’t know exactly where he was. Plus, I’d never even met him— consciously, that is. I’d also never been to FUSE headquarters where he was being detained. I just hoped when Guy got back there he would uphold his vow to me and help my father escape. Then it dawned on me that I still kept the letter I’d received from Frank in the band of my pants, and I moved my arm across my stomach as if to disguise it from my questioner’s eyes.

Horus leaned in, pressing his face into the bars. “You don’t know where your maker is? Or your voice?”

I looked down at my hands and steadied them. I would not show my fear. I could not be weak. “My maker.”

Horus’ demeanor changed, now serene and calm again. I cringed. Jeez, Xanax anyone? 

“That is very unusual.” He backed away in contemplation, like he was pondering the meaning of life. “You’re telling me you know nothing of your maker? You never even saw his face?”

“Yes.” I twined my nervous fingers together. “I’ve never seen him.” That much was also true. Except for in my hazy memories of the night I died I’d never met my biological father. And I don’t know why, but I felt the need to protect him, keep him a secret. 

Horus held his thin fingers to his face before taking a deep pull from his cigarette. His words came out with smoke. “The only way that is possible is if you were unconscious during your making. Were you unconscious?”

“I was dead,” I said, and figured my answer was sound. I had been at least nearly dead, and that was close enough. 

He studied me for a moment, and then laughed wryly. “Well that does make sense, yes.” He paced along the front of my cell before stopping and turning to me again. “Where were you when you died?”

I inhaled and straightened my shoulders. “In my car.”

“Where?”

“Bisbee.”

“Where were you when you awoke?”

I shrugged again. 

“Words!” He slammed his body up against the bars, making me jump. “Use your words, baby vampire! I’m no mind reader!”

“I don’t know.” My heart pounded in my chest as I tried to come up with a reasonable explanation. “There were large buildings... warehouses, I think. And fire. Explosions. It was like a battle of some sort.”

“The fallen coven.” He again released the bars and backed away in calm reflection. I couldn’t help but think the rise and fall of his moods echoed a psychopathic rollercoaster, one I didn’t want to buy a ticket for. Horus glared at me. “But that was over a week ago. Where have you been since then?”

If Horus found out I’d been with Wilson, or worse yet, the Captain of their sworn enemy —FUSE— it would surely be my death, again. I racked my brain for the words Guy rehearsed with me. I had to stick to the story. 

“The Mission.”

“The Mission?”

“Yes, an old mission.” I relayed each rehearsed word calmly and pictured Guy saying them right along with me. “I found the church and took shelter there. I’ve been living off the blood of rabbits and mice.”

Horus’ dark brows drew together, forming a straight line. He pinched his chin as he moved around the hall. 

“There were no known survivors that night. How is it you were not taken by FUSE?”

Apparently, Horus was unaware of Frank being taken, or that he and I were the two survivors of that night. I was somehow glad. I didn’t trust the stinky vampire. My first reaction was to shrug my shoulders again, but I thought better of it. I continued on with what felt like the biggest cover-up story ever. 

“I don’t know. I just... got away.”

“If you had just awoken as you were turning, you would have still been extremely weak. It doesn’t make sense that you were able to get away when none of the others did.”

“I hid,” I said, and maybe a little too quickly. “There was a ditch and I covered myself with dirt.”

His gaze landed on me, freezing me on the spot. I looked down at my feet covered in the white sneakers Guy had bought for me. I thought of the night he saved me from the battle. I thought of Guy and his unbelievable strength. I tried to hone that strength from his memory and will it into myself. I breathed in, hoping I was coming off believable. 

“Well,” Horus said finally breaking the strained silence. “If it was up to me you would be killed right here and now. You don’t smell right and I don’t trust you. But unfortunately I am not the sole legion leader like I should be. You will have to answer to all of us.”

I suddenly remembered Wilson telling me about the legion leaders and that he’d been one in the past. I couldn’t help but wonder if Horus had been the one to take his job after he fled Tombstone. But other than the legion’s ranks of power, I could not recall any other details of their democracy. 

Horus dropped his cigarette on the ground and crushed it beneath his boot. He glanced down the hall from where he had come. “The sun will be rising soon. You will be brought before the legion tomorrow night. Then we can decide when and if you will die.”

Horus blew out the lone candle, casting the cell into complete darkness. 

“Tomorrow night?” I asked, trying to hide the worry in my tone, hating the fact that I would have to endure one more day of being locked up. 

“What?” Horus asked mockingly, giving me one last glance. “Is our baby vampire afraid of the dark?”

And like a disappearing act, he vanished, his laugh echoing down the hall. A door slammed, leaving me alone in silence, alone with Humpty and Dumpty. They’d been so still during the questioning, I’d almost forgotten the wolf guards were still there. My first instinct was to break the lock on my cell and bolt out of there, saying to heck with this city and to heck with Tombstone. But even if I wasn’t apprehended by the guards, or burnt to a crisp by the sun, I had nowhere else to go. Plus that’s not what Guy would’ve want. He’d sacrificed so much to get me here, I couldn’t blow it now. Tombstone was my home now. I needed to face the legion and plea my case, praying I would meet the vampire named Pandora. She was the one Wilson told me about, an old friend of his. She was my only chance. 

I huddled close to the wall and wrapped my arms around my knees. A rush of fear scorched my veins, my eyes burning with unshed tears. But I held back, calling on my strength. I was almost there, almost home, and I sure as heck wouldn’t let anyone scare me, much less Death Breath himself— even if he was the scariest vampire I’d ever met.
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“Guy. ” Ruby called out to me from within the twilight haze, her arms outstretched and her face stricken with tears. I tried to go to her, to run, but for some reason my legs stood cemented in place. 

I gazed upon her beautiful face, wrought with pain and sadness, her creamy skin a stark contrast to her violet eyes. Her long hair was so light it looked like snow and the woven braid hung over her graceful shoulder, a shoulder shaking with sobs. She wore a white robe as she had the first night I stayed with her, the night I rescued her from my FUSE soldiers. 

“Faith,” I called out the name I’d given her, thinking about how when I’d first found Ruby in her transformation, she’d surprised me with her unyielding hope and faith. And she had, in turn, restored the faith in me. But my words only came out as a dry rasp, my body locked in paralysis. 

“Guy,” she cried again, falling to her knees. 

“I’m here,” I wanted to say. “I will save you.” Instead, my voice no longer produced sound, my throat as parched as the cracked desert floor. I fought with all my might to go to her but my feet were heavy, my body like a bag of sand, immovable. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, though barely loud enough to even hear myself. “I’m sorry for leaving you.” 

Guilt coursed through me like an illness as I thought about how I’d left her, hating what I’d done. 

I wondered how I could’ve been so stupid to think she would be all right without me. I was her protector and she needed me. 

But for the longest time I was overcome by regret and loss. Before I met Ruby I remained wrapped in eternal darkness, one the vampires bestowed upon me when they took away my first love. I was only a child then, unknowing of the dark world that surrounded me. I was unaware of all of the evil, pain, and death. But after they’d taken Lily from me, I’d changed. I’d changed into this beast of a human; cold, relentless, and unforgiving. 

A killing machine. 

I swore my life to FUSE. I swore to kill every last vampire and Unfortunate Soul until they were extinct or I was dead myself, either way. And I was so ignorant to think I’d ever be granted happiness for seeking revenge, a goal that could never satisfy my pain. 

But in the midst of a dark battle, Ruby brought me happiness. And although she was a creature of the dark herself, her light brightened my life, her smile, a beacon of hope and purity. How could the spawn of such an evilness be so loving and caring and beautiful? 

She was a reverse anomaly, a contradiction to what I’d always known and believed. If someone like her was the epitome of kindness, had I misjudged the others? Were there others like her out there being tortured and killed because of association? Because they were different? 

“Guy,” she called out again, breaking me from my thoughts. She reached out to me with her delicate hand and our eyes met, my heart falling heavy. I couldn’t help her, I couldn’t save her. 

I fought with my own body to move, gathering every source within myself, the great strain of it causing a groan within my chest. The groan turned into a growl and then a booming war cry. I watched as Ruby faded away, her thin form growing translucent and hazy. 

“No!” I yelled, finally finding my voice. “Don’t go!” 

“Guy,” her voice echoed out, but she was nowhere to be seen, my eyes being covered with the blankets of darkness. 

“Faith!” I cried. 

“Captain.”

My body ached, and I felt a tear trailing down my cheek. 

“Faith...” I rasped. 

“Captain Stone.”

I writhed in pain, every bone in my skeleton feeling like it was broken. 

“Faith...” 

“You don’t need Faith right now, you need to eat. Come on. Wake up.”

Someone lightly shoved my body, pain shooting through me, and I was suddenly aware that I’d been dreaming. 

I groaned and rolled over, my eyes peeling open. A small woman with a round nose and long brown hair knelt by my side, holding a steaming mug. I knew in that moment she was a vampire. 

“Soup.” She gestured with the mug. “You need to drink up.”

And then it all came back to me in a flash— the explosions, the escape, the car chase. I saw Ruby at the gates of Tombstone, our painful separation crushing my heart. I saw the vampire with the black eyes materialize into my truck and attack me. I saw the jail cell in which I was being held. And I felt the torture, horrible and relentless. 

I shifted my hip to sit, but the effort struck too painful on my battered body, every inch of my skin burning and singeing. 

Not only did my body complain of agony, but my mind felt detached and strange. At first, just after being attacked in my truck, I’d thought I would be turned into a vampire. I’d thought the bastard vamp who’d assaulted me had injected his venom into my neck. But as my mind cleared after being thrown into this cell, I’d realized he’d bitten me just to stun me for an easier capture and, possibly he wanted a little snack. 

But either way, I still remained human, and the strangeness in my mind I attributed to my bond with Ruby. Ever since the night she fed me her blood, I was connected to her, an unexplainably intense connection. And wherever she was now, fear beheld her. I could practically feel her hands shaking and to say that I felt what she felt was an understatement. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was sitting right next to me in the jail cell, the aura of her presence so thick it was unreal. My heart ached for her, to be with her and protect her. 

“Come on.” The girl coaxed me, placing a soft hand behind my back to help me rise to sitting. 

I opened my dry mouth to speak, but my words came out as a croak. I licked my cracked lips, tasting metallic blood on my tongue. 

“Drink.” She pushed the warm mug into my hands. 

I glanced into her eyes, kind eyes. Eyes different from the ones my torturer had. Those eyes were black as night, devoid of any and all mercy. 

I slid her one last glance before sucking down the soup in large mouthfuls, the welcomed liquid warming my insides. I coughed and sputtered before the woman took away my mug. 

“Slowly.” She smiled, wiping the dribbles from my mouth with a cloth napkin. She handed back my mug. This time I took small sips. 

“You need to start answering their questions,” she whispered, and swiveled her head around as though afraid someone might be listening. “If you keep withholding information, it will only get worse.”

“Worse...” I repeated.

How could it get any worse? I recalled the scenario from a few nights before. I’d left Ruby at the Tombstone gates and was on my way back to headquarters when I was attacked by a vampire. He’d materialized in my truck, causing me to swerve off the road, and I remember nothing after that except awakening here in this cell. 

I was then questioned relentlessly and, for every silent response I gave, a torturous punishment was served. The male vampire with the black eyes was in charge, and he just stood by while a female vampire thrashed me to pieces with her sharp nails and fangs. She was robed in the stately 1800’s fashion, wearing a maroon Victorian bustle dress with black lace and buttons. If I hadn’t known any better I’d have said I was taken back in time. But her actions betrayed her appearance, for she was anything but stately. She was pure destruction and chaos, her eyes burning wildly as she tortured me for my silence. 

I looked down at my arm, the gashes and teeth marks I remembered being there were now bandaged, though the pain still throbbed. 

“I’ve done nothing wrong,” I said, my voice sounding far away, not my own. But regardless of how I sounded, I could feel myself regaining a little bit of strength from finally having some nourishment. 

The kind vampire looked at me dubiously. “You are a captain in the FUSE army and were found only miles from the Tombstone gates. They see you as their enemy.”

I knew from the night before, they accused me of being a spy. And I was okay with that. I’d rather them think me a spy than linking my arrival to Ruby’s. If that ever happened, Ruby would be dead and I along with her. 

But I would never cave. They would never pry an ounce of information from me as long as I lived. Though I now questioned my lifelong ambitions after meeting Ruby, I was still a sworn member of FUSE and they held my loyalty. As did Ruby. I would never betray their trust. 

“I will never speak,” I said to her before draining the last swallow of broth in my mug. 

“Then I’m afraid you will not have it easy,” she sighed. 

I released a wry laugh, remembering being mauled by the Victorian-clad vampiress when I refused to speak. The male vampire laughed as I bled. I couldn’t imagine it getting much worse. 

“What is your name?” I asked her. Something about her reminded me of Ruby. She had a kindness about her that was unlike most vampires I’d met. 

She averted her eyes but whispered, “Cloe.”

“Is that where I am, Cloe?” I asked. “Tombstone?”

I’d blacked out after the vampire attacked me on the highway and was unaware of where I’d been taken. But because I sensed Ruby close by, I suspected I was in Tombstone. And if that was the case, I was terrified she would see me and get herself into trouble, the headstrong girl that she was. 

Cloe opened her mouth, but closed it again and sighed. “I am not to speak to prisoners,” she murmured. “My job is to make sure you don’t die before they get information.”

“Well then I suspect you will be tending to my corpse soon enough.”

I searched the walls of the dark jail cell. They were made of red brick and mortar crumbling with age and I saw a stain in the ceiling above me. I sat upon a splintery wooden bench that chaffed my backside. When I went to move my legs, the shackles holding them to the wall rattled. I gazed through the metal bars to the hall outside. 

“Please don’t say that,” Cloe murmured. “If you cooperate just a little they may show you some mercy.”

“Mercy?” I croaked, remembering the “mercy” they’d shown me the night before. “I know their kind. They have no mercy.”

One thing I knew about vampires was their age. The younger ones had brighter, more colorful eyes. The older ones, pitch black. The older a vampire became, the darker their irises were, not to mention their temperament. It was as if the humanity they once held slowly bled out of them over time. I’d only heard of a few vampires older than my friend Wilson and from what I knew they were all hard-core killers with pitch black eyes. 

“I know how terrible Horus can be,” Cloe said, a hint of fear showing on her face. We both froze at the use of the vampire’s name, Cloe realizing the mistake she’d made in saying it. Horus. I gained hope at the bit of information I now had. Knowledge is power and I now — if only a little— had some. 

I looked upon the female vampire sadly, wondering if she was treated badly by this voracious Horus. I saw her fear. 

“I must leave now,” she stood and took the mug with her. “They will be here soon for more questioning.”

“Wait,” I said, straightening myself on the bench. “You’re not like them, I can see it in your eyes. You don’t have to let this happen. You can help me. We can help each other.”

Cloe turned slowly and stared at me for one long moment as though pondering my words. And just when I thought she might say something, anything to help my situation, she turned away and exited the cell door. She locked the gate behind her. 

I sighed and sat up straight, waiting for my impending meeting with Horus and his lackey. I wasn’t afraid— fear had left me long ago. The only thing I feared now was for Ruby’s safety, and I knew through my bond to her that she was afraid. Maybe the Unfortunates knew she was different. Maybe she was in danger. The thought that she might be having to deal with someone like Horus terrified me. Though Ruby was not bonded to me and couldn’t hear me, I reached out to her anyways. 

If you’re out there Faith, know I will do my best to escape this mess and help you. Or die trying.
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FOUR: RUBY
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Guy’s lips brushed against mine and he spoke against them. “I love you, Ruby.” His breath warmed my face and his fingers grazed my back, drawing burning lines across my flesh. I shivered with warmth and contentment, my lashes fluttering open to see his stormy eyes directly in front of mine. 

I was no longer wary of the rugged soldier who’d saved me from the wrath of the battle between humans and Unfortunates, knowing I could fully trust him now. I reached up and touched the fine scruff on his face, a face hardened by the woes of battle, but soft and flawless with the element of youth. He cupped my hand with his and deepened the kiss. My skin prickled. 

“Let’s run away,” I whispered against his lips. “We can be together.” 

His grey gaze took me in, his lashes tickling my forehead when he blinked. I wanted to be with him and he wanted to be with me, but it could never be. Why? I mused. Why couldn’t we just be together? 

“Time’s up,” he said, and I drew my brows together in confusion, wondering what he meant. 

“The legion wants to see you now,” he said, but his lips did not move and perplexity rolled over me. Just like that, Guy’s presence faded and the world came crashing into my brain like a piano dropped from the top of a six-story building— the damp chill of the cell, the smell of vampire and werewolf, and the light of a burning torch hot on my face. It took me a few moments to realize where I was and that Guy had only been a dream. 

I sat up, reluctantly opening my eyes, not wanting to wake up and face my cold reality. I dreaded having to go in front of the legion so they could judge whether I would live or die, and instead wanted to sink back into the dream where I laid in Guy’s arms, safe and warm. I blinked, seeing a candlelit silhouette standing outside of my cell. 

“My name’s Cloe.” The female vampire with the small nose and brown hair slid open the bars and stepped forward. She smiled, and I stared at her, stunned. Oh, so now she decided to talk to me. 

Cloe, as she had now finally, and so graciously, named herself after days of silence, was the one who’d fetched me from the gates that first night I arrived in Tombstone. She’d tricked me with her sweet smile and then locked me behind bars. For many days since then, I’d been imprisoned, and she’d been the one to bring me blood every night, turning a deaf ear to my countless pleas. I wanted to be mad at her and shake her for what she’d done to me. I wanted to yell and scream and throw her in the jail cell to give her a taste of her own medicine. But I couldn’t. Her kind eyes looked frightened as though she were only acting under orders, as though she might be in trouble if she did not obey. 

“C’mon.” She gestured to the exit with her chin. 

“So I guess this means we’re on speaking terms now?” I stood and smoothed out the wrinkles from my jeans. She smiled, but immediately broke eye contact. 

“I’m sorry about before. I’m not allowed to speak to prisoners,” she said, leading me down the hall toward the exit of the Courthouse. 

I stretched my arms to my sides, relieved to be free from that musty shoebox. “Are you saying I’m no longer a prisoner?”

She opened the tall door leading us outside, but gave no reply. Whatever. Not like I wasn’t used to the silent treatment by now. I stepped out into the night air and released a gasp at the status of the small town. I’d only seen a glimpse of Tombstone the first night I’d arrived and, considering I was too busy being rushed off to jail, hadn’t noticed any of the details. But now that I had a chance to survey the area, words escaped me. 

The stone stairs below us, which led from the three-story Courthouse down to the street, had collapsed. The tired building slumped forward like an off-centered ice cream cone, threatening to topple at any moment, landing with a splat on the pavement. A huge gash ran up the length of the road as far as the eye could see, taking chunks of pavement and store fronts within its chasm, the old buildings crumbling, some having cracked completely in half. All of the windows were boarded up with slats of rotting wood, and the doors hung loosely on rusty hinges. 

From what I could tell, the town was definitely living up to its condemned status, and I thought back to what I’d learned about the great Tombstone cave-in at school. It happened many years ago before I was ever born, but I still recalled the story clearly and what a tragedy it had been. Basically, hundreds of miles of mining tunnels beneath the town had surrendered and given way, sinking most of the city into the depths of the earth. But what still stood was jaw-dropping, in the way an old artifact in ancient Egypt would be. I could literally feel hundreds of years of history surrounding me, thick in the air. 

And though the street ahead of us appeared dark and vacant, I knew I was about to see more. I sensed a commotion of sorts, a bustling, and felt an operative force of beings working together, intermingling within the city walls. I smelled other people, er, vampires within the town, and more so than I’d ever expected. Fear gushed through me like a rushing river. 

“Come on, Ruby. We mustn’t make the legion wait.”

I glanced over at Cloe, still getting used to her having a voice. She hurtled the large span over the crumbling stairs and landed down to one side of the crack, graceful like a domestic feline. I followed suit, my heart racing in apprehension over what was to come. Upon stumbling to the ground—very much unlike Cloe’s grace— I glanced at the female vampire again, thanking my lucky stars she’d been the one to fetch me and not the black-eyed vampire named Horus. Shivers traveled my spine at just the thought of his name. 

“I think we’ll take the scenic route,” she mused. “That way you can see part of the town.” Cloe’s gentle profile adopted a soft glow from the few kerosene lamps dotting the street, their flames flickering warmly among the dystopian roadway. 

“It’s very primitive here,” she explained, noticing my curiosity. “There are no modern technologies. No electricity, phones, or computers. Everything is run from natural resources. And the few things that aren’t, have generators. That’s the way the Patriarch wants it, to keep us off the grid.”

I nodded, wondering who the Patriarch was, but decided against asking, instead letting the silence of the street calm my nerves. I gazed at my surroundings in awe. There were no words to explain the sad beauty of the ruined city. 

“That makes sense,” I said, finally breaking the silence. “It explains how this has been kept a secret for so long.”

Cloe nodded. “We have taken many precautions. We also have caretakers that keep us nearly invisible.”

I wrinkled my brows. “Caretakers?”

Where Cloe stepped delicately over a pile of bricks, I scrambled awkwardly, feeling very out of practice in my vampire body after being locked away for so long. But she kept her eyes straight ahead, either not noticing, or not caring about my clumsiness. “Though you may never meet them, our people are everywhere in disguise. In the police force. State officials. The government. Even air traffic control. They work hard to keep us safe.”

We made a left turn onto Third Street. I focused on moving my legs as slow as Cloe’s did. Unlike me, she’d long since mastered control over her vampire body. 

“Plus,” she continued. “There is a strict curfew. No one goes outside from sunrise to sunset. Even the werewolves and witches abide by it, except for a few guards. It is seemingly a ghost town during the day. Again, that’s the way the Patriarch wants it.”

Curiosity got the better of me. “Who’s the Patriarch?”

Cloe looked sideways warily. “He’s the father of the underworld. I’ve personally never seen him before. Not many have. But he rules above everyone, only making contact when absolutely necessary.”

We passed by an old ice cream parlor, the glass window shattered and the paint peeling from its front. The sign hung crooked by one nail and swung, creaking in the night breeze. 

“It’s like the way humans organize their governmental systems. It’s similar to a democracy here. There’s the Patriarch, and then there’s the legion leaders— one for the witches, one for the werewolves, and one for the vampires.”

“Horus,” I said with disdain, remembering his death breath on my face. He’d told me he was a legion leader, and I couldn’t help but notice his desire to be the sole chieftain in control, even though there were two others. Cloe visibly shuddered at the mention of the cruel vampire’s name. She wrung her hands together. 

“We’d better pick up the pace a bit. They’ll be wondering where we are.”

I heard the bustling of bodies as we approached the next corner. The faded wooden sign ahead said Allen Street, and though I sensed the town was heavily populated, nothing could prepare me for what I saw next. 

We rounded the corner to see that the broken city thought to be abandoned was hardly abandoned at all. It was not the fossilized ghost town like it’d been painted, but more of a thriving old-west metropolis, bodies crowding the pock-marked streets. Shopkeepers called out their wares and dogs ran free in the road. I stopped in complete shock at the sight, thinking I must’ve stepped straight into some sort of time warp. 

Though strangely dressed in an old-timey Victorian fashion of bustles, bowties, and leather-buckle suspenders, the town’s inhabitants looked like normal people. But I knew better. I could smell them. Not only were there vampires— lots of vampires— but there were werewolves, and what I assumed to be witches too. 

“This is Allen Street,” Cloe said. “Basically the life of the city. It suffered the least amount of destruction during the cave-in.”

A loud roaring buzz whizzed by us. Startled, I turned to watch a large white van and half a dozen motorcycles fly by. 

“I thought you said there weren’t any modern technologies here,” I said, placing a hand to my chest, catching my breath. 

Cloe shrugged. “Oh, except for those. They must’ve just gotten back from a mission. Those are scouts. They need transportation to go into surrounding towns and get supplies and also make sure things are safe.” I glanced back to the street, shaking my head in wonder. At this point, nothing ceased to amaze me. 

Forgetting about the obscurity of the out-of-place vehicles, we continued on as the growling sounds of the engines faded in the distance. I turned my attention to the various groups of Unfortunate Souls who lingered about the streets. 

“Have vampires always been here?” I queried, still trying to wrap my mind around this whole concept. “Or was it after the cave-in this place came to be?”

“As far as I know, only human’s lived here before the cave-in,” Cloe answered, her boots crunching across the dirt ground. “Once it was evacuated, a few rogue vampires found this place and word of a safe haven traveled fast through the underworld community. Most of them came from smaller covens and packs, having been hidden away from the world and surviving like ruthless hunters in the night. But when they came here it was different. It was like having a whole new life. They no longer had to hide in the shadows, and could walk freely through the streets with each other.”

I remained in awe at how populated the city had become in just the past few decades. “Wow. That must’ve been a dream come true for them.”

Cloe pushed her hair back from her face. “Yes. But I never knew anything other than Tombstone in my vampire life. I was reborn here.”

I glanced over at my guide. She walked more briskly now and I rushed to keep up pace. “If you don’t mind me asking, how old are you?”

Cloe wrinkled her nose. “Older than I look, that’s for sure. But I am considered quite young in the vampire community. I was reborn at the age of seventeen right after the vampires took over the city. It has been twenty years since then.” I nearly stopped in wonder at how young Cloe looked when she gave my arm a light tug to keep me moving, and I followed her onto the sidewalk. 

The aroma of food wafted through the streets and if I had been human, it would’ve made my mouth water. Yet instead of triggering hunger, the savory scent affected me in the way a nearly-forgotten memory would, like an old child-hood blanket, pleasant but unnecessary. 

The cool breeze hit my skin, lifting wisps of hair from my face, and the combination of noisy music and chattering resonated through the streets. Our feet click-clacked on wooden-slatted sidewalks as we whisked along the store fronts. We passed a group of vampires who huddled together, talking in hushed tones. They glanced up and my skin crawled as their eyes followed us. 

“Soon you’ll understand the way things work here.” Cloe pointed ahead. “For instance, just up the street there on the right is the Big Nose Kate’s Saloon. The witches run it and make all of the meals for the food-eating inhabitants here. And across from that is the Crystal Palace where the werewolves congregate. They keep it fully stocked with liquor and there is almost always a game of poker going on. It gets pretty rowdy in there.”

I nodded, making note to steer clear of the Crystal Palace in my time here. 

“Where do the vampires hang out?” I asked, my eyes flickering from building to building, undecided on what to focus on. 

Cloe laughed. “Everywhere. The vampire population highly outweighs that of any other group here in Tombstone. There are so many inns and saloons here that I’ve lost count, though I guess Vampire Hall and The Birdcage Theatre are a couple of vampire favorites. Don’t worry, you’ll get to know the town. It will just take time.”

If I had time to get to know the town, I thought wryly. As far as Horus was concerned, I should be dead already. I kneaded my fingers together, trying not to let my nerves get the better of me. I watched as people drifted in and out of the buildings up ahead, their old-fashioned clothes dusty from the miles and miles of dirt road, and I couldn’t help but notice their eyes quickly shooting my way. We stepped around a crowd of men who argued notably about something I didn’t understand, but they stopped as we passed, their gazes boring into me. 

“Is it just me or is everyone staring at me?” I asked in a nervous whisper. 

“I think it’s because you smell different,” Cloe mused, gently taking me by the arm and crossing Fourth Street. I slyly peered into Big Nose Kate’s Saloon as we passed by, noting the live music and bodies crowded inside. 

“What do I smell like?” I asked, ignoring the instinct to sniff myself, thinking it would look kinda weird if I lifted up my arm to sneak a whiff. 

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s because you’re a Newborn, but you smell... different.”

Again, fear threatened to take over me at the notion that I was different, and Wilson’s caution to keep my hybrid anomaly a secret flashed through my brain. But even though they’d sensed my difference, neither Horus nor Cloe had puzzled out the reason behind it so far. I just prayed it stayed that way, because as my mentor had warned, anyone knowing about my being a hybrid could mean my death. I almost laughed, thinking I might be walking straight to my death now anyway, if the legion deemed it so. 
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