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CHAPTER 1


Lily





When that book came out with the sparkly vampires, a lot of my kind were pissed. I didn’t get it. 

Inaccuracies just like it had saved my ass more than once. Some hack vampire hunter would stake me, then I'd have to provide a soap-opera worthy death scene while they sauntered off like a big shot. Imagine my relief when teenagers the world over started thinking I would sparkle like a disco-ball. Much less painful.

And yeah, there was the silly insta-romance. It was wish fulfillment for a bunch of lonely girls. What did people expect? The stalky bits were creepy, but that kind of played to another vampire stereotype. Easy enough to dismiss.

But I did wonder, why Washington? Why not Oregon?

Oregon was just as overcast and our landscapes were just as beautiful. Maybe better. The November rain was chilly, but the clouds weren't yet thick enough to properly block the sun. I might need to reapply my sunscreen.

Most of the leaves were green and lush, excess moisture making their fallen brethren stick to the bottom of my boots everywhere I went. While the rest of the country had changed colors or forfeit their foliage, Oregon took on a healthy sheen as the heavy rains nurtured them, giving the hills a wild look. The few trees that did submit to Autumn broke the vast expanse of green with deep bursts of scarlet and honey.

Even sitting on a motorcycle in a mall parking lot, it was breathtaking. 

I inched the sunglasses down my nose to better see the big building ahead, snapping photos from my phone repeatedly while sitting astride my Harley. I usually brought the car to stakeouts, but Maria had needed to do some shopping. She couldn't exactly balance the grocery bags on my handlebars. Not that I would have trusted her to take my bike. Ever.

So I took pictures with my cell phone, trying to look like I was fiddling with my GPS. How exactly does one look when they're lost?

My phone chimed and a text appeared on the screen. Alex.

He’s out of the basement.

Another chirp, Maria this time.

He's still asking for you.

I swallowed and flicked both texts off my screen, silencing the phone to focus on the mall entrance. It was probably another dead end, but it gave me an excuse to stay out of the house.

The heavy double-glass doors slid away from each other with a big swoosh. A short woman with a large handbag walked out. A fuchsia scarf peeked out through the thick mass of dark hair shrouding her face. I sat up straighter, trying to see her features. That damn hair blocked my line of sight.

The woman had the stance of the insecure, trying to turn herself into a tiny ball while still walking. She hunched her shoulders, staring at the ground and shoving her hands deep into her pockets. She could be hiding her face out of habit, but that scarf... It was a bit irregular for someone with low self-esteem to wear something so bright.

I hardly wanted to go after a woman with self-confidence issues. Then again, the whole Court wanted my target’s ass on a silver pike. Would a vampire on the lam wear something so flagrant? 

A light wind rustled the woman's hair and she lifted a hand to smooth those dark strands. Her skin was the right shade of olive. She started to push the loose hair behind an ear before quickly finger combing it back over her face.

Too late.

I snapped three photos in quick succession. 

Click. Click. Click. 

Pinching my fingers, I zoomed in on the image, just to be certain it was my target.

“Gotcha.” I grinned and dismounted my bike. I could chase her on it, but she might run somewhere the bike would become a handicap. Better to leave my baby here. I checked my saddlebags one last time and pulled on the hood of my sweatshirt, making certain my hair was hidden. Finally, I shoved the oversized sunglasses back up my nose, obscuring my features as much as possible.

I kept my distance, waiting to see where she was going. Every background check told me the twit had stayed in Portland, but I had no clue why. Credit checks showed she hadn't used any of her credit cards to rent a room; she’d just used them to purchase cosmetics and clothes, of all things. 

So where had she been hiding out? Had Elias been stashing her somewhere?

The large shopping bag thumped my target’s waist with every hasty step. She turned a corner, exiting the large parking lot. Down a crack riddled sidewalk, then through a half-dead park with poorly designed paths, and finally into a residential area with the same cookie cutter houses repeating every third property.

I reminded myself to give her plenty of space, even more than I would if I was following a human. I didn't skulk or crouch behind cars. This wasn’t some bullshit detective movie.

Instead, I walked casually, looking at the overcast sky like I was considering the various hues of gray instead of the woman ahead of me.

A quick glance under the rim of my sunglasses kept her in view without staring. I nodded politely to the people who greeted me, not wanting to actually speak but also not wanting to be rude. Either one might draw attention.

I could hide my wild blonde hair but not my accent and my quarry knew me pretty well. I really should have gotten with the program and taken steps to eliminate the lilt like everyone else living outside Court. Everytime the Court had to redo my papers for a new identity, it only caused extra work explaining when I’d immigrated. But… I just could never seem to get around to it. 

A group of children ran past me, maybe playing tag, and waved as they passed. I gave a small waggle of my fingers in reply. They stuck their tongues out at Anna and a small boy with a mohawk called her some silly playground name that made me smirk. Hey, not my fault the kid had good instincts.

She looked down at them for a moment before looking away. Suddenly, she turned a corner sharper than I’d been expecting. I sped up, just a little. I turned the corner and scanned the few people walking on the sidewalk. No fuchsia scarf. No short Latina woman.

Shit.

I ran, throwing caution to the wind. Maybe if she'd just turned another corner but I had to assume she realized she was being followed. Aside from her, all I had on this case was a bunch of mismatched computer files compiled by a psycho little twit. 

If I lost her, Ivan would have my ass.

I bumped into a burly man on the sidewalk.

“Watch it, lady!”

“Sorry.” I stumbled past him. My gaze darted down each alley and street corner I passed.

Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.

Dammit. Dammit. Dammit.

A flash of black hair caught my eye and I turned a corner, then another.

Smack! 

Her fist shot into my face, shattering my sunglasses, crunching my nose. Several tiny shards scored my skin, narrowly missing my eyes.

“Heya Lils.” Her greeting was chilly as she punched again.

My cheek-bone cracked and I staggered backward. Anna sprang forward, trying to land another blow. I shot my foot out. It landed square in her gut and she flew backward into a fancy brick fence, her body cracking and the impact forcing all the air from her lungs in a heavy gasp.

“Heya, Anna.” I grinned wickedly. “How's tricks?”

I ran forward, trying to smash her against the wall again. She raked her nails across my face, catching me off guard and embedding some of the shattered glass in my eye.

I don’t care who you are, glass in your eye fucking hurts.

I reeled backward and shook my face wildly to lose the busted shades, blinking rapidly. My cheek and nose snapped back in place, audible little clicks as the bone mended itself. My eyes welled with tears as the slivers popped out one at a time and I hissed in pain.

“I’m not going back!” Anna stormed forward, just a blurry shadow in my good eye right before her knee slammed into me, shooting my stomach into my spine. I coughed blood, scrounging to grab her leg before she could go again. 

“Yes, ya bloody are!” I barely grabbed her ankle in my half-blind attempt.

She must not have been ready for that, because she fell to the ground, her body slamming into the walkway. 

I snatched her throat and pushed all my weight into her windpipe before she could scream. She flailed and kicked against the ground. I looked both ways down the walkway, my eye finally shoving the last bits of glass out. 

No audience. Not yet.

She continued to kick wildly, gasping out little words without any air to carry them. I kept my grip firm. We were about the same in strength, but only one of us had bothered learning how to use it. She clawed at my hands, tiny trails of my flesh ripping under her well-manicured nails. 

When that didn’t work, she pounded her fist on my arm, like a feverish toddler in the midst of a tantrum. She kept mouthing something with every blow, but I didn’t let up to find out what.

How had I ever called this woman a friend?

I leaned down, just enough to whisper. “We need to talk.”

I shook her, snapping her head into the asphalt.Blood showed on the ground in a shiny dark splatter .Pure hate-filled those copper eyes as her head lolled and her body went limp as a wet towel.

I took a second to wipe sweat off my brow and looked her over; her right hand looked like she'd broken her thumb, the bones slowly coming back in place with tiny snaps. A dark chuckle escaped me. Bitch didn’t know how to throw a proper punch.

Her clothes were washed and her skin was clean. Even her make-up was perfect.

“Well, ya haven't been living on the streets.” I continued my examination, trying to ignore the itch of healing claw marks on my hands. They’d be gone soon enough. “So where the hell have ya been all this time?”

I looked up and down the alley again, deciding it would be best to continue this later. I patted her down, not finding anything but the credit card Darren had already traced for me. Seriously, what fugitive doesn't carry a weapon or even a burner phone? And where was that giant bag she’d been carrying earlier? I didn’t see it laying around and there weren’t a lot of solid hiding places for it.

Finally, I stood and lifted her, one arm supporting her knees and the other under her shoulders. Her head remained as loose as a newborn’s. She could be faking it, but I wasn’t too fussed about that. I could always drop her on the asphalt and go for round two.

Just as long as she didn’t turn to a pile of ash. I had some questions first. Or at least, the Court did. The back of her head would heal, but if I was lucky, she wouldn't wake right away. I cursed my lack of a car. Next time, Maria could take the damn bus.

I looked around trying to find a place to hide my old friend, my eyes landing on a set of rubbish bins. They were tall with big company logos on the side. There was enough space between them to shove Anna’s limp body out of immediate sight. I looked around again.

The neighborhood was clean and well kept. If someone saw me sitting here with an unconscious woman between the bins, they wouldn't just ignore us and keep walking. They'd stop, probably call 9-1-1.

“Shit.”

It was kind of annoying that I had to worry about people being decent to each other. I gave the rubbish bins another look. But if Anna was inside the bin...

I kicked a few before the sound echoed back to me. I plopped her on the ground and kept a wary eye for any movement, lifting the lid. Empty or not, the receptacle stank.

Good. It was no less than she deserved. I checked my surroundings again and hauled Anna up, letting her fall none-too-softly on her head. She slid in with a heavy thump, her body contorting into an unnatural shape to fit the container.

I closed the lid and hoisted myself on top of the bin, seating myself over my captive. She would move the bin if she woke, giving me time to react while I waited.

I pulled out my phone, hunting through my contacts and stopping at the Cs before hitting the little green phone icon and pressing the phone to my ear.

“Hello.” The male voice was like melted butter, the echo bouncing off whatever surrounding he was standing in.

“Cy! How's it goin’?”

“Lily.” The smooth tone dropped and Cyrus' natural speech took over, rough with what remained of his Norse accent. “That is not the way to greet someone you're about to ask for a favor.”

“Who says I'm askin’ for a favor?”

“Drop the act. We both know you need something.”

“Yeah but it's not a favor. I need a pickup.” I used my phone's GPS to relay my location to him. “I found her.”

“That only took you two weeks,” Cyrus grunted and I heard someone howl in pain in the background.

“I've had a lot of balls to juggle, asshole.” I winced at another howl. “Are ya seriously torturin’ someone while we're talkin’?”

“It's called multitasking,” he grunted and another wail issued from his captive. I held the phone away from my ear as someone pleaded for mercy. The cry finally stopped and I tentatively brought the phone back to my face.

“Knock that shit off. I don't want to hear it. And send someone for Anna.” I barely heard him say it would be twenty minutes as I hung up. The screen filled with my normal background and I saw the time.

“Fuck.” Now, on top of everything else, I was going to be late for my meeting with the new Captain of the VPB. I gave the overcast sky an annoyed look. “Okay, I get it. Thanks.”

I hunted through my contacts again, stopping at the Hs this time.








  
  

CHAPTER 2


Gabe





How could the simple rhythm of a heartbeat be so intoxicating? The two pulses were out of sync, monotonous drums that filled the air. Still, my whole body quaked as I fought for control. 

Darren and Maria wore twin expressions of practiced calm and moved slowly. They looked like field mice, ready to retreat from a predator.

“You can do this.” Maria moved to place her dark hand over mine. 

I flinched, as though she were the monster. “Don’t.”

God, this was a bad idea. Should I still be in the basement, caged like the animal I’d become?

The only reason I wasn't running for the concealed entrance of the basement was the second vampire sitting next to me. Alex’s posture was rigid, like a steel trap ready to snap the instant I lost control. I stared intently into the red liquid of the coffee mug before me. I didn't dare grasp it. I was sure I'd shatter it, breaking my twenty-four-hour streak.

“Is it always this hard?”

“Our blood has life in its cells. Yours doesn’t.” Maria gave me a small smile as she continued to speak, her tone gentle and encouraging. “When we give you blood, your body stores the life and uses the energy until your next feeding.”

“Same way our bodies use calories.” Darren this time, his tone shy and his posture hunched over a magazine. The cover page article title was labeled ‘Bigfoot at 50; Evaluating a Half-Century of Evidence’. His eyes continued to skim through the pages while he spoke. “For a newb, it's like they wake up starving after being in a fast during boot camp. It can be a lot to handle.”

Understatement.

“Take your time.” Maria drank from her glass. The red wine was a few shades deeper than the blood infront of me. The multi-colored beads in her long hair clicked together as she tilted her chin. A large lump appeared in her throat, drawing my gaze in as she moved the liquid down in several delicious swallows. 

I knew I should stop looking but the simple motion hypnotized me. The slow sound of each gulp was a torturous siren, beckoning my ship towards the rocks. The thought of her blood slicking my throat made me want to vomit and feast all at the same time. The more I tried to resist the images, the smells, and the ideas, the harder they fought to resurface. Echoing with each swallow.

“Gabe.” Alex’s raspy tone said he'd been trying to get my attention for a while. His dark eyes were cold and stern. “Keep it together.”

“I’m trying,” I gagged, coughed, and finally swallowed, forcing the feeling of starvation down. I just needed to sit here and not think of murdering someone. Why was that so hard?

“Don’t try, just do it.”

“Yeah, okay, Yoda.” Though he didn’t have the ears for it. The only feature on Alex that wasn’t sharp or scrawny was the circular ears that protruded from his skull.

His scowl turned to a slight frown. “I thought we agreed I was Obi-Wan.”

“With that line, you’re either Yoda or Nike. Take your pick.” I gulped and looked back at Maria. “Sorry.”

She shrugged. “I’m kind of used to being viewed as a juice box.”

The image made me grimace as I reached out to the mug, slowly gripping the curved handle and lifting it off the smooth surface of the kitchen island. My hand shook and the thick contents wavered in the cup before I put it back down. It shattered on the counter.

“Dammit.” I ran my hands through my hair, registering the slick oils of my own scalp with disgust. I already knew I stank; the smell wafting off me had made it a lot easier to learn I didn’t need to breathe. But the feeling of my hair actually holding a shape beneath my hands reminded me it was time for a shower.

“I got it.” Maria sprung up and had the paper towels out before I could react. Alex picked out the bits of glass and tossed them into the bottom of the ruined mug.

“Lils will be pissed, she liked that one.”

Good. But I still felt awful for the mistake.

“I could really use a beer.”

“Sure.” Maria turned, the front half of her body disappearing while she rummaged through the fridge, glass and plastic-ware making small chinking noises. She emerged with a bottle before quickly combing through a drawer for a bottle opener. It snapped then popped as she removed the cap and placed the open beer before me on a coaster in the middle of the kitchen island.

I gave Maria a dubious look, then transferred it to the bottle before me. Could I really drink that? I hadn’t thought about it.

Why not? I’d seen the group play a drinking game once, their only remark being that vampires couldn’t get drunk. And I’d seen Lily drinking a martini before I’d realized what she was.

Lily. The memory of her irritated me. Ever since she’d changed me, she couldn’t even be bothered to stop and talk. Even Alex was running out of excuses for her.

“What, not your brand?” Maria looked worried, like she might have offended me. The idea was just plain laughable. Maria wasn’t capable of offending anyone. She was so considerate it made me feel like a grade A asshole, even when I wasn’t debating tearing her throat out.

“It’s not tha–'' Intense pain cut my sentence off. I clutched my chest and hunched, unsuccessfully willing it away. 

At least this time, I didn’t mistake it for a heart attack. It was as though someone had tied a noose around my heart and kept pulling, yanking me to God-knows-where. Beseeching me to help a woman who hadn’t even bothered to come down a set of stairs.

“Son of a bitch.” Alex sat next to me, scrunching his hawk-sharp nose and gritting his teeth, like he was waiting for a dentist to stop drilling. Then again, he’d had around a hundred years of practice. 

The sharp pull finally shrank and I panted like I was regaining air after drowning.

“How can you be so relaxed?” I clenched my teeth. “She doesn't show up for days and then subjects you to this.”

Maria tensed across the table, watching Alex like he was a bomb ready to explode. I glanced over, only to find Alex gritting his teeth and staring at the island. Darren gave me a look that said he was debating seven different ways to kill me.

“Sorry.” I waved the question away.

“No.” Alex shook his head and gave his partner a sad smile. “Just so you know, it's normally bad manners to ask someone how they were turned.”

“I didn't ask.” My tone was more defensive than I meant.

“No, but I’m not sure how else to explain this to you.” He sat back in his chair. “You remember when I told you that Lily gave me the best part of my childhood?”

Hard not to remember that day. The image of Lily screaming on a hospital bed while the doctor pulled silver out of her heart almost tempered my anger. Almost.

I nodded and he continued, “I was in New York while the gangs were still fighting for the Five Points. I was just trying to survive and stay away from the Bowery Boys or the Dead Rabbits. But they wanted every man they could get… And the Bowery Boys offered something I didn’t have.”

I swallowed. “What was that?”

“Food.” Alex chuckled but it held no humor. “My parents had died two years prior. I was a dirty street urchin living through pick-pocketing but I knew it couldn’t last. Someone would catch me and with my luck, it'd be the kind of someone who’d kill me.”

Darren put his magazine down and reached across the table, laying his hand over his partner’s. Alex squeezed it but kept his eyes on me.

“So I joined. I was young and skinny, so they mostly used me to run errands; fetch their food and pass messages, that sort of thing. But I got older and started to realize how I felt about my best friend. I tried to hide it, but I guess I didn’t do a very good job.”

Alex paused and I waited. Something in his tone made me know this was no time to interject. Not like I had any idea what to say.

“He and a bunch of our friends jumped me. They beat me until I blacked out and I wouldn't be surprised if they'd kept going after that.” Alex let out a chuckle that made my spine shiver. “I’m not sure if they thought I was dead but they left me there, bleeding in a back alley next to a pile of rotting trash.

“That’s where she found me.” He finally smiled and it seemed genuine. “I woke up in a run-down apartment with this weird Irish chick hovering over me. Weirder yet, I couldn’t find so much as a scratch on me, no idea how I’d healed. Just assumed I’d been out longer than I realized. It made sense, since I also felt pretty drunk at the time.

“She didn’t prod about what happened. Just asked if I needed a place to stay. I ran out.” Alex’s smile grew and he sat back, shaking his head. “With her accent, I figured I’d just escaped the Dead Rabbits. Even if that wasn’t the case, no way I wanted to be seen with one of the Irish. I was relieved she didn’t chase me. 

“After that, I went back to pick-pocketing. I had to dodge my old friends and our gang, but I kept seeing her on the streets. Never saw anyone with her and I didn’t ever see her stealing. She just kept checking on me, asking if I was doing alright. Come Christmas, I couldn’t resist a warm place to stay any longer.

“We lived together for a few years, working odd jobs to pay rent. She never questioned me about my family or where I’d come from. It was like I’d gained this weird older sister.” The smile dropped with his tone. “It broke me when I came home to find her packing her bags.”

He swallowed and just stared off for a second. Maria and Darren shared a quick glance but no one said anything. 

“I don’t know why she didn’t just black-eye me and leave. Not sure she knows either, but I understood why she'd never pressed about my past. She laid it all out, even showed me her fangs when I thought she was crazy. I knew I’d never find a better friend, so I asked her if I could come along.”

“Wow.” Talk about inadequate word choice. I tilted my beer back and took a swallow, remembering there wasn’t much consolation in the bottle anymore. I didn’t even really taste it, but it gave me something to do with my hands. 

There we were, Lily's little rescues. 

Maybe Alex meant we owed her some kind of patience for this, but he didn’t strike me as someone who’d just blindly follow their sire.

The woman who saved my life, twice, and took in homeless-Alex, how could she also be the woman who avoided me for two weeks straight? I drew in a deep breath trying to clear my thoughts. The intake of oxygen comforted me until I got a whiff of the noxious odor crawling off my own body. God, I needed to clean up.

“Stop your huffing.”

“Breathing helps me feel alive.”

“Lily makes that same excuse.” Alex shook his head, his round ears wobbling as he did. “You both need to drop the illusion.”

“At least we know she's really working.” I blew out a final breath, ready to change the conversation. “That or she's a masochist.”

“That was probably just a couple bitch slaps. Just wait 'til she's in a real fight.”

I glowered. “I really hope I can just take your word for it.”

“Yeah, good luck with that.” Darren shrugged and straightened his ragged beanie before picking up the magazine again. Alex glowered but nobody added anything.

Guess the conversation ended there. I returned my attention to the beer before me. The bottle was still cold and little drops of perspiration beaded down the brown glass, making it appear bejeweled in a way I'd never noticed before.

“Yes?” Alex let the single word draw me out.

I realized I was gawking at the beer and shook my head, opting not to tell them how poetic it looked. I already felt crazy, no reason to sound it.

“I wasn't sure if beer would be any good.” I picked up the open bottle and sniffed. It still smelled the same, though there were some undertones I'd never caught. Hoppy, yet sweet.

“In some ways, it's better.” Alex grinned. “I mean you can’t get drunk on a bad day, but you also don’t have to worry about developing a beer belly.”

He drummed his flat stomach for emphasis.

“Cheater.” Maria playfully glared at Alex and drank from her stemmed glass again.

I looked away before I could see that enticing lump rise in her throat. “So I could down this whole bottle on an empty stomach and I wouldn’t even feel it?”

“One reason I don’t switch teams,” Maria teased with a wink.

“No doubt.” I would have killed for a little intoxication right about now. Then again, I needed all the self control I could muster. I took a tentative sip, the glass cool against my lips as the chilly brew slid over my tongue. Yup, tasted the same. Decent, but not as good as blood. “So really, nothing will change?”

That part was still too surreal. Not only would I never develop wrinkles or a bad back. My green eyes would never need glasses and my hair would always stay the same near-black color, the curls lingering around my ears. I’d always have the scruff I’d been too busy to shave that week. 

“Nope. Our bodies enter an odd kind of stasis when we turn. Every strand of hair, every limb, even scars. They all grow back exactly as they are if you lose them. Except the head–”

Pain sliced into both of us again. I almost dropped my beer, slamming it down on the island with a heavy thump that caused half the liquid to erupt like a volcano.








  
  

CHAPTER 3


Lily





Only one couple had walked by, giving me rather curious looks. I waved and smiled, trying to act like sitting atop a rubbish bin was a perfectly normal activity. Being a PI had given me a lot of acting practice but there really was only so much one could do. They started walking faster and I went back to kicking the air, mentally turning every minute into five. 

Finally, a delivery van turned down the alley. A set of silver and red flowers decorated each side, dark silver letters advertising Byblis Flower Delivery in barely legible cursive. No phone number. We needed the van to look legit instead of creepy, but we didn’t want anyone checking the yellow pages for us. I looked up and down the alley, confirming we were alone before starting in on the driver.

“You’re late.”

“Yeah, well, I had an extra stop.” The warden stepped out of the driver's side and strode towards me, several tribal necklaces clinking together as she walked. Her dreadlocks were thick and decorated in an array of colored strings and ribbons, the original ebony peeking through individual pieces to contrast with her tawny skin.

“Cyrus said twenty minutes.”

“It’s going to be even longer if you keep complaining.” She surveyed the ground before realizing where I was seated. “She’s not…”

I shrugged. “I needed her out of sight while I waited.”

“Disgusting.” Melody scowled and motioned for me to hop off the bin.

“Which one of us hangs out in dungeons all day?” I obliged and we tipped it sideways, pulling Anna’s unconscious form out by the ankles.

“Even I wouldn’t stuff someone in a trash can.” Melody tossed Anna over one of her petite shoulders and grimaced. “And if I did–”

Anna chose that moment to wake up, suddenly kicking and beating Melody with the energy of an animal about to be caged. Her windpipe had healed and her screams were as wordless as they were loud.

“A little help here?” Melody gave me an irritated look as she hugged the prisoner's legs to her chest. A mean little part of me really wanted to let Anna go on kicking. Then again, her screaming would attract attention.

There was no time to retrieve a blade from my boots, not with her making such a racket. I sucker-punched her skull. It took three times before a satisfying crunch filled the air and Anna finally slumped.

Followed by a gasp so tiny I almost missed it. 

I looked up and down the alley, checking the source of the softer noise. “Shit.”

A little girl in pink overalls stood at the end of the alley. Her eyes were cartoonish in their size. A small ball rolled away from her feet towards the street as she stared at us, her mouth open and her knees shaking.

“You got her?” Melody nodded at the little girl as she headed towards the back of the van.

“Yeah.” At least this didn’t require me to be particularly good with kids. I walked towards the child, my hands up like I was being arrested. “Hi sweetie.”

The girl shook so hard the lopsided pigtails on each side of her head trembled. Poor kid couldn’t be older than five. She probably had no context for the violence she’d just witnessed. At least she wouldn’t remember it long.

“It’s okay.” I kept my tone soothing, halting at least five feet from her to kneel. “Ya don’t need to be afraid.”

The girl's face relaxed, her jaw going slack and her eyes returning to a normal size. Good, I had her. Without my sunglasses, I knew my eyes had pulsed from their typical light blue into a solid black.

“Ya never saw the woman gettin’ hurt or the van, okay?”

“Okay.” The confirmation sounded like it came from a mouse.

“Where’s your mum?”

The girl raised an arm and pointed down the sidewalk. I walked closer and looked around the corner. No one was outside. Probably pointing to her house. I looked down the other way, confirming it was empty. Nothing. She’d probably been playing in her front lawn when she’d heard the noise.

I knelt in front of her again, making sure to leave more than an arm’s length between us. No reason to scare the rug-rat’s neighbors; they could be looking out any window.

“Okay, I want ya to go home.”

The girl tilted her head, still speaking in her relaxed tone. “What about my ball?”

I almost laughed. I hadn’t phrased the last part as a command, so her little brain hadn’t considered it one. Kids were good at re-interpretations when something was too inconvenient. I looked around the girl. The pink rubber ball was still rolling in the street.

“Wait here, I'll go get it for ya.” I held up a palm, even though the gesture was useless. I looked both ways before walking into the residential road and picking up the pink ball with one hand, returning to the street corner. “Here, now go home.”

“Okay.” The girl took the ball, turned, and slowly walked down the sidewalk. I watched her go until she turned into a picket fence and walked up the stoop to her home. I watched another moment, just to be certain, before turning back to the task at hand.

The double doors at the back of the van were secured shut. I pulled on the latch and stopped, staring in near-blind fury at the inside of the delivery van.

“Who the hell said ya could touch my bike?” That wasn’t the worst, but it was the only thing I could actually say something about.

“You’re welcome.” Melody was hard at work securing Anna. She’d jammed a knife through Anna's spinal cord, temporarily severing the brain’s signals to move if she woke up again. After that, she’d secured Anna to an overhead bar, using a heavy-duty set of cuffs with silver barbs that would drain the blood slowly and keep our prisoner weak. This last part was obvious overkill. Just like Cyrus had taught us.

“Ya better not have scratched it.” I climbed in and started to check my Sportster with the precision of a parent investigating their child for boo-boos.

It was a useless check, Melody had propped my bike with heavy-duty motorcycle stands and secured it upright with rope ties to the side of the van's interior. Still, I’d rather double-check than look at what Melody was currently working on.

“Edwards...” Melody reached past me, closing the door with a heavy slam.

“I mean it.” I glared at her before returning to my check. “How’d ya even know where I parked?”

“Last Thursday, you said the moron kept using her card at that mall. I knew you had to park close to watch the entrance, took about five minutes to find it.”

“Yeah, but how’d ya even know to look for her?”

“You called the Court for a pickup.” She shrugged. “No way you had a car.”

“Well, thanks.” I stood, having to hunch in the back of the van. “Saves me a walk back to the mall.”

“Especially since you’d be walking from Court.” She walked to the front of the delivery van like what she’d just said wasn’t ridiculous.

“Excuse you?” I crossed my arms and continued to hunch in the back of the van. It probably wasn’t as imposing as I’d have liked. 

Melody produced a folded slip from her pocket, forcing me to come to the driver section to get it. I stalked forward to snatch the little paper. My boss’s uneven scrawl was unmistakable, as were his words.

Kid, stop being dramatic.

At least now I understood Melody’s gesture of picking up my Harley. She was a hostage. I crumpled the paper in one hand and shoved it in my coat pocket. “I’m already late for somethin’.” 

“Captain Harper has already been informed you will miss your meeting.” Melody grinned. “Ivan called him before I left. He said he’ll meet at the same time tomorrow. He apparently has some stuff he wants to put together and a phone call to Detective Collins he wants to make.”

“He’s not a detective anymore,” I grumbled, flopping myself into the passenger seat and buckling myself in. “Let’s just get this over with.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“I’m sorry.” I stuck a finger in my ear, acting like it must have too much wax. “Let’s try that again.”

“Kid, stop being dramatic.” Ivan kept his voice annoyingly level.

“Come up with a new line first.” I leaned back in his plush office chair. “I do have a business I’d like to reopen.”

“We’re paying you.” He laced his big hands together and gave me a level look. His face, full of disproportionate features, held no hints of amusement or irritation. “And we’re already behind schedule.”

“Hey, I worked as fast as I could.” I crossed my arms, not caring that I sounded like a child.

“I understand that but we’re still three steps behind. We need answers and I don’t have anyone to assign to this. Unless you’d rather team up with Cyrus–”

“No!” It flew out before I could stop it.

“I thought as much.” Ivan tapped the large desk with his heavy hands a few times. “Kid, we need to understand what Elias was doing with the Cheri Coke scheme and we need to figure out his next move.”

“So I’m supposed to have an epiphany looking at a bunch of random missin’ person fliers and some maps with doodles?” 

He sighed and dragged a hand down his face. “You’re the professional PI. You tell me.”

“No deal. I brought you Anna, end of case.”

“Not according to Ritti.”

“Meanwhile, the ‘Out of Office’ sign stays hanging.” I slumped into the thick seat. “Do I have any say in this?”

“After the stunt you pulled with Detective Collins…” Ivan shook his head once.


      [image: image-placeholder]Melody was occupied, so Cyrus gave me a ride back to the house and helped me unload my bike. I’d offered to drive but Ivan insisted. Probably thought I’d crash just to get out of this assignment. It was worth consideration.

The van still stank of Anna’s blood. I muttered a thanks and started to close the back door of the van.

He placed a calloused hand on my shoulder. “Are you alright?”

“Let's see, I’m supposed to find the answer to some mastermind scheme in a bunch of files that are little more than loony ravings and you're about to torture someone I used to call a friend.” I let out a dark chuckle. “‘Alright’ doesn't even know my zip code right now.”

“We’ll sever her first.”

“Yeah, that helps.” I grimaced. Severing was a give-in in this situation. Unless Cyrus nearly killed Anna, letting her body start the automatic cremation process just before feeding her a massive amount of blood, her tether would pull and tug on anyone she sired. While this might be hurting other traitors, it wasn’t a risk worth taking.

Though I was rather surprised Cyrus didn’t leave the tether intact just to rule out any more rats on our sinking ship. 

“You do know there are other forms of communication besides sarcasm, right?” Cyrus tilted his head, his long mohawk falling over the Celtic tattoo on that side of his skull. The rest of the dragon still curled over his scalp.

“Go flash some of that Viking charm at Court.” I pulled away from him and started to walk my bike towards the garage.

It was harsh and unwarranted, but I didn't much care. I’d had a bad day and I didn’t want to sit around chatting. I barely caught him muttering under his breath, “Knows full well Viking is a verb.”

I didn’t look back to see if he was still there. Seconds later, I heard the heavy slam of him getting back into the van right before the engine roared to life. I found my garage door opener and waited for the door to lift completely before parking the bike next to our car and heading in.

“Maria, tell me ya picked up some whiskey,” I called out, starting to unzip my jacket. After the day I’ve had–”

My sentence stuck in my throat, pushed back by a nervous lump. None of my usual roommates sat on the large sectional. But there was Gabe, his dark hair dripping onto the shoulders of a button down shirt while he sat still in the middle of flipping a page. 

His green eyes took me in with a cocktail of fascination then anger, his mouth pursing into a thin line as he snapped the book shut.








  
  

CHAPTER 4


Gabe





It was like seeing her for the very first time. It was still Lily, her wild blonde hair barely contained in a ponytail. Her motorcycle jacket was the best cared-for apparel on her, while her jeans were shredded and the hem of her tank top stretched from constant tugging. Her eyes were still the color of sky, her face was still thin with that elf-like nose. 

But her hair wasn’t just one shade of gold as I remembered. More like a field of sun-drenched wheat as it moved in the wind, various hues of yellow and pale orange dancing under the light. Her eyes ranged in shade from the lightest blue to deepest gray, like clouds just before a storm. Her porcelain skin wasn’t as smooth as I remembered, but a little gaunt. Especially in her cheeks and neck. I didn’t know if finally seeing her was more shocking because of the changes in her appearance or because she was actually here.

“After the day I’ve had–” She stopped in the entrance, the zipper half drawn down on her jacket. “Um… hi…”

That pulled me out of the trance and I realized I’d been staring. It also reminded me that I was irritated. I snapped Odd Thomas shut, belatedly realizing I’d forgotten to mark my page. “Two. Weeks.”

All the question left her eyes and she stood straighter. “Yeah, I know how to read a calendar.”

“Great. Do you also know how to read a text? I’m pretty sure you understand English, so surely you know I've been asking for you since day one.”

“Look, we can do this later.” She headed towards the stairs, her coat still partially unzipped. “Now’s not a good time.”

“I took a bullet for you.” I stood and walked in front of her. Lily was almost a foot shorter than me, so I had to literally look down my nose at her. “I betrayed a man I’ve known for years.”

Seriously, how did she not get this? I’d had a life before, a job and home. Not much, but everything I had I’d worked for. And with one bite, she’d taken that away. I didn’t know what I could return to and I also had no clue why she’d done it.

“And? It’s not like he was a fuckin’ preacher!”

True, Captain Murphy’s betrayal still stung. I’d trusted him, only to find him selling out humanity. Still, that didn’t change the facts.

“I told you never to feed me that shit and you changed me!"

“Would ya rather be dead!?” Her bottom lip trembled and her hands shook.

Oh, you got to be shitting me.

“That’s why you’ve been avoiding me?” I lowered my voice to a growl. “You were worried I would ask you to put me down?”

“Hmmmm, ya weren’t super fond of vampires and now I turned ya into one.” She tapped her chin with one finger in mock thought. “Yeah, the thought crossed my mind, among other things.”

“Such as?”

“Does it matter?” She looked up at me and deflated, all the rage leaving her expression as she rubbed her eyes. “Look, just yell at me and get it over with.”

“No.” I crossed my arms.

“Then let me by.” She stepped to the side and I moved in her path again.

“No.”

She leaned back on her heels and spread her arms in a helpless gesture. “So what do ya want?”

There was the million dollar question. What the hell did I want? What could she possibly do? Could she say anything to alleviate my confusion? I’d been so certain that having her in front of me would make everything make sense. But now she was here, worried I might want to commit suicide, and I was even more lost.

I pushed a hand through my hair, glad it was free of the earlier grease. “Sit.”

“Huh?” She looked perplexed.

“We’re having this out.” I motioned to the large sectional. “So, sit.”

It wasn’t an interrogation room, but it would have to do. I was getting some answers if I had to ring them out of her.

“I know I can be a real bitch, but I’m not a pup.” She made her way to the large sectional, unzipping her jacket and the heavy boots as she sat. “Let’s have it.”

“Oh no.” I sat kitty-corner to her. “This is all you.”

“What do ya want me to say?” She set her boots aside and leaned into the couch, crossing her legs under herself. “I’m sorry? It was the only way to save your life? I didn’t know what else to do?”

“Yeah, let’s start with that. I woke up a vampire with a huge hole in my shirt. What the hell happened?”

“Murphy shot you.” Her look of disbelief was almost comical. “Didn’t Alex tell you?”

“Yeah, he didn’t have a whole lot of detail, seeing as he wasn’t there.” That sounded snide even to me, but I wanted answers. “And I told you never to even feed me blood again, but you did this?”

I held up my hand, not even sure what I was showing her. Maybe my complete lack of melatonin. 

“We didn't know what else to do!” She twirled her hand in exasperation. “Your heart stopped with the damn bullet in it. I couldn’t heal ya with your heart shut down, and if Harper had done CPR, your heart might have shredded.”

“So this–” I pointed at my chest, “was your solution?”

“It was our solution! Are ya also mad at Harper?”

I opened my mouth with a retort but the name of my partner slapped it down. Was I?

He’d been there that night, but I didn't know his part in the whole situation. Lily could easily overpower him, and I’d never thought to ask about it. Anytime I spoke to the big guy, he didn’t really want to talk about it. I’d assumed it was either trauma or vampire compulsion.

“We did the best we fuckin’ could. Harper said if ya didn’t like it, we could stake ya in the morning, but at least you’d have a choice.”

That snapped me out of the fog. “Harper, chose?”

“Like ya said, you didn’t even want me feeding you blood again.” She gave a helpless shrug. “So I left it up to him.”

The knowledge that Harper had made the final choice, leaving me to war with a new monster inside my stomach, did that change it at all? I was still the same kind of creature that had killed my father, and though I’d recently realized that was a very limited view I still wasn’t sure how to feel about it all.

“Look, if you want out, I can do that. Kind of part of the deal.” She sagged, melting into the couch. “But is this really that bad?”

That snapped my attention back to the moment. “I can’t.”

“You can’t what?” 

“I can’t… check out.” I didn’t know what I was going to do with this life but I still had it. It was all I had now.

“Okay...” She didn't sound convinced. “So what do you want to talk about then?”

“Why else were you avoiding me?” I clasped my hands together and leaned forward. “I haven’t known you long, but these two weeks seemed uncharacteristically chicken-shit of you.”

She gulped and looked around, like the living room contained a magic escape hatch. Hell, considering the vampire holding cells hidden behind a secret door in the pantry, maybe it did. When she finally spoke, it was like a verbal white flag.

“Ya remember the night we met?”

“Yeah, you were dressed up like a goth chick. You gave Harper and me a lousy excuse about being late on your rent.”

“At the party, before you guys busted it up, I was dancin’ with this kid. I was using him to get to Joey, the dealer.”

“Okay…” Where in the hell was this going?

“I implanted a suggestion, just like I did with Harper. But I forgot to set a limit on it.”

“Limit?”

“Alex hasn’t explained that yet?” She tilted her head in interest. I shook my head and she shot the open upper level a nasty glare before turning back to me. “Vampire glamor is everlasting. That's why I could tell Harper never to reveal what I was to anyone and leave it at that. It only comes undone if a vampire removes it or the subject dies.”

“Okay, so you implanted a suggestion on some kid at the party and forgot to put a timer on it?”

She nodded. “I needed to question Joey, but he would have recognized me as another vampire. So, I gave directions to this kid, Dean. But then you guys broke into the party and I ran for it. I forgot about Dean. He kept pesterin’ Joey at other parties and it gave them a captive.”

“The body.” Memories swirled with the image of a corpse lying next to a blood-splattered Lily. “When I came to get you, there was a body next to you.”

“That was him.” She nodded again. “Mrs. Stafford shot him in front of me. Punishment for killin’ Joey.”

“That’s why you went without telling me.” I hadn’t had much time to ponder what she was doing rushing into danger. Like she said, we didn’t know each other well. And even if we did, I’d been a bit busy trying to find her and get her out alive.

“Yeah.” She scanned my face as she spoke. “And now, looking at ya, I just see that poor kid I got killed.”

“Huh?” I looked down at my hands like there were mystic runes written on my skin. While I wasn’t nearly as pale as her, my skin had lost most of its natural tone after the change. I looked like I hadn’t seen sunshine for years.

“He’s dead and you’re only a vampire because I dragged you both into this mess.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah.” She gulped. “Go ahead and try to tell me it’s not my fault if ya like. The others have tried.”

“But I can’t.”

She looked like I’d slapped her and I realized I should clarify.

“I got someone killed too.” I swallowed. I’d only met the young man for a short moment, but I could still feel his hand wrapped around mine in a sturdy shake. Just before I’d left him. “Campus security offered to guard Kimberly when I went back for you.”

“Shit.” 

“Yeah.” I shook my head, trying to clear my mind. “I’m not saying everything is your fault, but actions have consequences.”

And who knew how any small change would have shifted everything. For better or worse. 

“At least that makes some sense.” She gave me a small smile. “I’m sorry, I should have been here sooner.”

“Yeah, you should’ve.” I looked away from my hands and into her eyes. “What about the silver? Alex said there's possibly some long-term damage due to silver poisoning.”

“The cuffs and the bullet.” She encircled one of her frail wrists and rubbed it. “They'd already started to pollute my blood. By changin’ ya when I did, I transferred some of that over. Between that and the few minutes ya went without oxygen, we had concerns about how well you’d come out.”

“What do you mean? Alex wasn’t specific.”

“Alex doesn’t seem to have told ya much.” She emphasized the last three words, aiming them towards the second level before returning her attention to me. “The fact that ya woke up able to talk and have all your memories is a great start. Truth is, we won’t know if there is damage until it shows. You’re probably fine though.”

“Probably?”

“Life doesn’t have certainties.” She shrugged. “Even for the undead.”

Fantastic. “Anything else I should know?”

She snorted. “There’s always somethin’ to learn, right?”

“What about my eyes?”

“Your eyes?” She scrunched her own to examine mine. “They look fine to me.”

“No, I mean–” I gestured at all of her with the wave of a hand, “I recognize you, but it’s like watching stained-glass move.”

“Oh, that.” This time, her snort sounded amused. The sound seemed to release some of the tension in her body. “Don’t ya remember what I told ya about vampire vision?”

“Being undead has its perks, yadda yadda.” I nodded. “And I remember seeing more clearly with the vampire blood you gave me; I could see in the dark. It still wasn’t like this. I didn't really notice the difference until you came in.”

“I’m going to flog Alex senseless.” She stood, grabbing her boots from the side of the couch. “Do ya like motorcycles?”

“Huh?” I got up and followed her, more for answers than anything else. “God, do you even know what a segue is?”

“Yeah, a useless piece of conversation meant for those who can't keep up.” She walked and yanked on the boots in a clumsy hobble. “I know you don’t own a bike, but you’ve been locked up for two weeks. I assumed Alex was tellin’ you what you had to look forward to. Apparently–”

“What the hell are you thinking?!”

We both snapped our heads up at Alex’s raspy voice. He was clutching the banister from the upper level, the wood groaning beneath his grip.

“I think we have a new vampire with a serious need to see the world!” She shot back, jabbing her finger in his direction. “We’re having a chat when I get back!”

“Oh, you’re one to talk.” Alex started toward the stairs, taking three at a time before he stood before her. “He’s not even off the blood bags!”

She didn’t look intimidated. “Ya felt he was in a good enough place to handle being left alone. I think he can handle a ride on the bike.”

“Lils–”

“Alex, I’m not arguin’ with ya.” She turned her attention to me. “Ready to go?”

“Huh?” I shook my head at the sudden twist in conversation. This was the most bizarre verbal tennis match.

“His face is all over the news!” Alex indicated me with an arm.

“Do I get a say in this?” I was getting tired of being talked about in the third person.

“Alex, the helmet will shield his face from the public. Gabe, ya want to go or not?” She shoved her way past Alex and jerked the door to the garage open. I followed her. My stomach churning between excitement and trepidation.

“You're serious?” I stepped into the cool space of the garage, looking over her blue Harley.

“Do you want to get out of here or not?” She grabbed a second jacket from a hook on the wall and shoved it into my chest.

“Hell yeah!” The jacket was tight, maybe two sizes too small, but I didn’t see another one around. I left the zipper down and reminded myself that breathing was indeed optional.

“The helmets have Bluetooth, so don’t yell.” She handed me one without kitty ears before grabbing her own and smacking a large button to open the overhead door. It hummed and groaned as it rose, and I fought the urge to cover my ears.

I didn’t know how everyone was so calm around all this racket.

“No problem.” The helmet was snug, but not as tight as the jacket.

She hopped on the bike and the engine roared to life. Again, I pondered ways to drown out the ever increasing thrum of the engine.

“Well?” Her voice came through like she was speaking directly in my ear. “Get over here.”

I climbed onto the back, gently placing my hands on the motorcycle to steady myself into an awkward position. We sat still and I started to wonder what we were waiting for.

“Hopeless cabbage.” She reached back, grabbing my arms and drawing them around her waist. “Do ya want to fall off?”

The muscles of my stomach clenched at the sudden change in proximity. Her thin body curled against me, fitting snug with her back against my chest. Even through the helmet, I could smell something sweet and citrusy on her. Before I could protest, she backed out.

A long country road rose and fell several times before I lost sight of the two long lanes of blacktop. Despite the tinted visor of my helmet, it was like watching God paint. I could see the individual grays and whites of light snow, both fresh and old. The speckles of asphalt and road salt sparkling in the setting sun. The whole scene was teeming with life, yet completely still.

She turned the bike onto the first hill and we descended. I watched the colors of the world flash by, blue shifting to deep purple and gray as the sky transitioned to night. Individual leaves flew across various fields, shimmering with moisture. The grass was a thick green, but richer and more lively than I knew was possible. Hills and mountains were strewn throughout the moving countryside, and I picked out tiny little spikes that had to be the few barren trees littering their sides.

“Was it always this vibrant?” I tightened my grasp around her, trying not to fall off. But I thought I felt her ribs, and loosened my grip, worried I might be crushing her.

“Perks.” I could hear her smile. I looked up right as stars blinked into existence, outlines of blue, violet, and red circling the tiny diamonds in their cobalt backdrop.

Maybe there were. I guess I’d find out.
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