
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​SEVER THE CROWN SERIES

Books 1 – 5

[image: image]

––––––––

MYSTI PARKER

LINDSEY R. LOUCKS


Copyright

Copyright © 2019-2020 by Mysti Parker & Lindsey R. Loucks

Editor: Midnight Library Book Services

Cover design: Siren Book Covers

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is coincidental.

This book contains content that may not be suitable for young readers 17 and under.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Dedication


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


To Anne Rice and Charlaine Harris, who inspired my love of vampires. And to all the authors who are paving the way for a myriad of voices in romance. ~Mysti

––––––––

[image: ]


To all the vampires I’ve met. P.S. My neck is still available. ~ Lindsey



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


EMERGENCE

[image: ]




Sever the Crown Book One

[image: image]

MYSTI PARKER

LINDSEY R. LOUCKS



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One


[image: ]




Wren
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Another town, another gig in a smoky dive, another name to cross off my list. At least two such names were regulars at The Sundowner Bar. One happened to be sitting at a booth. He was already drunk before I opened the show. That would make things easier when the time came. 

I sang, but the lyrics were on autopilot. Good thing, too, considering how my mind swirled with memories, repeating its own chorus: They killed your mother. Show no mercy.

It helped to repeat the facts to myself so emotion didn’t jack up my plans: Rusty Grimes, Rt. 2 Box 295, Silversage, Alabama. Age forty-two, weight approximately 310 lbs. Carries a 44 Magnum with Remington hollow-point silver-tipped bullets. 

Torn vinyl seats made a squeaky fart noise every time Rusty shifted or got up to take a piss. This redneck smelled like sour pickles and gun grease. But they all shared the same subtle scent of rotten fish and old blood – they certainly had enough blood on their hands, figuratively speaking. 

Rusty’s phone buzzed, the ring tone some power-to-the-rednecks Toby Keith bullshit. He picked it up, put it to his ear. I homed in on the conversation between songs:

“Yeah, what?”

A woman answered. “Where you at?” She had a phlegmy voice that sounded like a three-packs-a-day kinda gal. 

Sometimes having a super sense of hearing was more curse than gift. 

“Just stopped for a drink. What d’ya need?”

“You drunk?”

“Naw.” 

Liar and murderer. Quite the resume.

“Can you get some Taco Bell? I want one o’ them big chicken burritas.”

“Yeah, okay, what for the kids?” 

So he had reproduced. I couldn’t imagine who would want to see him naked. She must have been hideous.

“McDonald’s nuggets, large fry, apple pies.”

“All right. Ya got dranks?”

“Yeah, got some Meller Yellers.”

“Okay.” He put down the phone, chugged down the rest of his Coors, then belched and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.

Well. The man had a family. They didn’t know he wouldn’t be coming home tonight. A twinge of guilt plucked at my eye and made it twitch. In another second, the moment passed. My mother had a child too. And she’d been the only family I ever had. 

They killed your mother. Show no mercy.

No matter how badly I wanted to fly off that stage and rip his head off, I had to be patient. There could be no witnesses. I just wished my damn wig wasn’t so scratchy and hot. It had looked much better on the mannequin head - a black chin-length bob that went well with my southern grunge act. The brown suede high-heeled boots weren’t my favorite, but they worked with the half denim, half calico patchwork skirt. The shirt was a favorite, a long-sleeved tight black hooded pullover with thumb cuffs. Black eye shadow, falsies, brown contact lenses, and dark red lipstick completed the illusion.

My band consisted of me, my Fender Stratocaster electric guitar, and whatever backup musicians I could afford to hire locally. In the tiny write-ups in newspaper entertainment sections, they said things like, “Melody Songsmith’s voice is an eclectic mix between Janis Joplin and Bonnie Raitt – gritty, bluesy, and unapologetic.” I’m not sure about that, but I often performed their songs and got totally lost in them. 

Tonight’s crowd-pleaser was the Joplin hit, “Me and Bobby McGee”. I rocked out to the high-energy chorus, fingers tapping to the beat on the mic. My body shimmied, shook, and swung uncontrollably to the music like a woman possessed by a rock-n-roll demon. My voice resonated through the speakers, mouth open wide, eyes squeezed shut. We brought it home – the kind of finale that conjured up goose pimples on anyone who paid attention. 

Applause rang out as the final notes faded. Rusty lifted his Coors bottle high in the air and hooted his appreciation. I grinned at him, perhaps a little too long. He went quiet, his smile sinking into a tight-lipped expression of leery confusion. I liked making them squirm a bit. Made it all the more satisfying. 

Some idiot yelled, “Play some Skynyrd!” 

Never fails. 

In the booth adjoining Rusty, another man sipped a whiskey sour he’d been nursing for the last hour and a half. He looked like the real straight-laced type, broad-shouldered, dressed in a white shirt and navy blue tie, his black blazer draped casually over the back of the booth. Basically the kind of guy you’d find in a big city bar, not this podunk metal-sided excuse for a nightclub. As soon as my eyes met his, he focused on his smartphone. It had been a recurring pattern all night. Something was up. Didn’t matter. I had a mission, and I wasn’t about to stop until I eliminated every nasty-ass redneck murderer who’d killed my mother. 

I turned to the only temporary musician I could afford tonight, a doughboy bass guitarist with Willie Nelson braids named Keith.

“Every Breath You Take,” I said.

“Huh? The Police song?”

“Yeah. Just follow along.”

He shrugged. “You’re the boss.”

I always ended hunting nights with this song, whether the mark was in attendance or not. Very cliché, I know, but hey, it’s a classic. It sounded especially haunting with a slow tempo and breathy lyrics. As I sang, Rusty got fidgety. 

His phone buzzed again. He picked it up and stared at the screen, flicked his eyes toward me, and then texted something. His drunken red cheeks paled. The text probably read something like this: Ted’s dead. Lost his head. Get the hell out of there. Or maybe his wife had sent him a picture of her cooter. I’m sure it would have had the same effect.

As I sang the final verses, Rusty took a wad of cash from his raggedy wallet with a trembling hand. He slapped the cash on the table with his receipt, eyes darting around like a nervous prey animal, and stood up. 

The guy in the other booth stood, too, tossed some cash on the table, and slipped into his blazer. His eyes met mine once again, lingering a heartbeat longer than they should have. Then he headed for the door. I hoped he just thought I was super good-looking or super freaky. Otherwise, he could complicate things. 

As I sang the last verse, Rusty went for the back exit. We wrapped up the song. People clapped and hollered. A fat, wannabe cowboy with a bolero and man nipples showing through his white shirt threw two twenties on the stage. I snatched them up, winked at him, and gave half to Keith. 

I set the mike in the stand. “Be right back. Gotta hit the ladies’ room.”

“Okay. Uh...” Keith scratched his chest and averted his eyes.

That was one of the bad parts about not having your own band. Trust issues were inevitable.

“You’ll get your forty percent of the cover. Just give me a sec, okay? I’ll leave my guitar here as collateral.”

“Thanks, Melody.” 

Cowboy Wannabe wasn’t done with me apparently. He whistled. “Aw, come on, can’t I at least see some titties? I’ll throw in a hundred for a handy.”

I stuck the twenty in my bra and gave him the middle finger. 

“Dumb bitch!” He hurled his beer bottle at me. It hit my knee and splattered the cheap brew all over my skirt. 

He would seriously regret that. My eye twitched. I stopped the bottle from rolling off the stage with my boot and stepped down on the glass until it shattered. He started laughing. I swooped down and grabbed him by the collar, lifting him until the toes of his boots barely touched the floor. He went dead quiet, his eyes as big as saucers.

I peered straight into them, letting the natural growl of my voice emerge as I whispered, “What’s your name?”

“R-Ricky.”

“Do you have a death wish, Ricky?”

“N-No, uh, I’m sorry.”

“That’s right. You’re a real sorry excuse for a human.”

“Wh-What are you?”

“Wanna find out?” My canines started to elongate, but then I realized this little exchange had attracted too many sets of eyes. The bouncer was headed toward us. I tossed Ricky on a table. “He’s all yours.”

“Yeah, okay, no problem,” the bouncer said, hand hovering over the Taser on his belt. 

Shit, I’d wasted too much time already. Trying to keep my pace at an acceptable speed, I ran down the back hall and out the back door. Standing still for a moment, I tried to catch Rusty’s scent. Flies swarmed around the dumpster which stank of rotten potatoes, cigarette butts, and a confusing mess of human nastiness.

Letting my natural speed take over, I zipped out of the alley and into the parking lot of a nearby school, where I melted into the darkness behind a big poplar tree to avoid the security lights. I picked up Rusty’s scent, but it was too faint to tell which direction he’d gone. I couldn’t let him get away, not this time. Luckily, I’d been in disguise, but someone had tipped him off. It was only a matter of time before they discovered my true identity. Not that it mattered much. I had no family left to protect, nothing left to lose.

The squeal of metal sliding against metal drew my attention to the school’s playground. Wind blew the swings haphazardly from side to side. Glancing around to ensure no one was watching, I dashed over to them and held the two cold chains of a swing in my hands, letting the rusted links press into my palms. Indulging my memory for a moment, I sat in the seat, closed my eyes, and pictured another time and place. 

The moon spilled silvery light over a playground just like this in some other town. Mama and I both swung, higher and higher. I thought we might fly off into the starry sky if we got high enough. Our laughter mingled together like the harmony of birdsong at twilight. And in those moments, we were simply Bronwen and Wren. Mother and daughter. We loved playing outside, even on a frigid winter’s night like that one. Snow crunched beneath our boots as we raced one another to the slide. The cold never bothered me. I complained about wearing a coat, but Mama had insisted. 

“Wren, what will people think, if they see you with no coat? They’ll know you’re not human.” 

We ducked behind a snow drift when headlights illuminated the night. It was all a game back then. 

“Stay out of sight,” she said, “and if you can’t, blend in. Be one of them. Never show anyone what you really are.”

“What am I, Mama?”

I’ll never forget how sparkling white her teeth were when she smiled. “You’re special, my Wren, very special. One day you will know just how special you are.”

As the memory faded, I swung higher and higher, until yellow light shone through my eyelids. My eyes popped open. Headlights, dissected by the hexagonal wire pattern of the chain-link fence, nearly blinded me. I squinted and gripped the swing chains so tightly they hurt as the truck barreled toward me. 

I let my teeth fully emerge and stood up in the swing, which still swooped back and forth like a trapeze. Gun metal glinted in the security lights. Rusty popped off a shot as he raced by me on the road. The bullet clinked as it ricocheted off the swing set and cut a fiery streak across my ankle. 

No time for a damage assessment. Using the momentum of the swing at its highest point, I launched myself straight at the truck and landed in the bed. I plunged my fist through the back glass and caught Rusty around the throat, nails digging in to get a good hold. He slammed on the brakes. But I held tight, bracing myself against the metal frame of the truck bed. 

Rusty made a gurgling sound as the truck fishtailed and skidded to a jerky stop. I dragged him through the back glass and into the truck bed, crashing him down onto the floor. Crouching over him, I stared straight into his eyes, those same eyes that had flashed with wicked glee as he’d kicked my mother in the ribs and laughed as she writhed under the mesh of a silver net. 

He stretched his hand in vain to reach the gun that had clattered into the truck bed with him. I knocked it away. That’s when I noticed the tattoo on his arm - it looked like some kind of stick man with a diamond shaped body. Every single one of the killers had the same mark. It had to be some kind of gang symbol. Blood spurted from his neck where my nails had pierced his artery. It gurgled in his throat. He spat it out, straight into my face. 

I laughed and licked my lips. “Hi, Rusty, remember me?”

His voice was bubbly and wet as he tried to speak. “Who are you?”

“I’m Wren. But you can call me Karma. She’s a real bitch, isn’t she?”

My fangs fully emerged. I plunged them into his neck and gulped down his blood as he keened pitifully like a deer caught in the jaws of a wolf. I drank until death throes wracked his body with involuntary spasms. I drank until my lips felt the last faint beat of his heart. 

Sitting up, I closed my eyes and let my head fall back to relish the taste of another name crossed off my list. Then I swallowed down the final mouthful of thick, hot blood and let it settle in the pit of my stomach before wiping my mouth with my sleeve. Black clothes did a lot to hide a good night’s meal. 

The tiniest shuffling noise in the shadow of the poplar tree grabbed my attention. My eyes popped open, and I could smell him – the spicy cologne, a whiff of whiskey sour, new leather shoes. 

In a flash, I zoomed in, being sure to crunch some gravel on the ground with my boot before I bounded up into the tree branches. Just as I expected, the well-dressed man from the bar rushed around the trunk and into the glow of the security lights, gun ready. He scanned the area quickly, and as soon as he turned and looked up, I grinned and pounced, knocking him onto his back. The gun went off and blew off a chunk of the concrete sign that read Silversage Elementary School. 

I pinned down his arms as I straddled him. “Somebody brought the big guns, I see.” My fangs emerged again. 

When I dove in for his neck, he yelled, “Wait. I can help you!”

I paused just a hair’s breadth from his racing pulse. He smelled even more interesting up close, like lemons and lavender. A smell I could savor for hours. Blinking myself back to reality, I raised my head and looked into his eyes. They were wide, full of fear, but also with an odd sense of finality, as though he were ready to die. As though he had nothing left to lose. Like me.

“What do you mean, you can help me?” I quickly glanced around us, making sure he hadn’t brought reinforcements. We seemed to be all alone on the vacant schoolyard.

“You’re looking for the ones who killed your mother, right? So am I.”

I had to laugh at that. “Pray tell, why would you be looking for them, and why would you care...” Leaning in close, I added, “...human?”

“Detective Zac Palmer. I’m investigating a crime ring involving vampire clans. I think they’re responsible for your mother’s death. I’ll need someone like you to help me get information.”

I really had to laugh then. “What are you talking about? Vampire clans? There was my mother, and there’s me. That’s hardly a clan.”

He raised an eyebrow, looking truly dumbfounded. “You don’t know?”

“Know what? Are you telling me there are more like me? More...vampires?”

One side of his mouth slanted up in an amused grin. “Oh honey, did you really think you’re the only one?” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Ashe
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It was while standing in the elevator of a fancy hotel in the city of Brightwell, with blood trickling between my fingers onto the shiny wooden floor, that I truly realized the definition of Fucked. Capitalized, outlined in red, spotlighted, and placed on a pedestal—Fucked.

My streak of luck was continuing in the same vein as the past several minutes. Some practical joker had pressed almost all the buttons in the elevator so it would stop on every floor. 

Hilarious. 

Standing in one place was easier than descending the forty-eight floors of stairs, though, and after this next stop, I had six more until freedom. But with the stake wound in my side and the bloodbath I’d just walked away from, that first taste of freedom would likely be just as sour as my stomach, which rode too high in my throat.

The elevator door opened on a couple that had fused themselves together at the lips. The woman—hardly more than a girl—wore a blue-sequined dress that barely went past her hips, and the guy wore a business suit several sizes too big. A wall of perfume, alcohol, and the coppery sweet smell of type O blood followed them inside.

The door closed, and we started down to the next floor.

I pressed myself into the corner, covering the puddle of blood with my shiny black oxfords, so they wouldn’t see my face or the blood streaming to the floor. Most of it was mine, at least I was pretty sure, but I wore a black tux, so who the hell really knew. It was hard to remember everything that had just happened, but the Fucked part of it had carved into the backs of my eyelids with vivid detail. Replaying again and again in case I needed a reminder.

Wrong. It had gone all wrong.

The door opened, and I smashed my thumb to the close button. It did, much too slowly.

The guy came up for air long enough to say, “Lobby.”

“Uh-huh.” I glanced at the five glowing buttons on the wall panel, thinking maybe it would be easier to roll myself down the stairs instead. But I’d been stabbed, and my good ol’ speedy healing was taking its sweet-ass time. I’d wait for it to kick in, save my strength, and then haul balls...somewhere. A train station. Six feet under. Anywhere other than here.

“Lobby,” he said again.

“Got it covered, man.”

The guy wrenched away from his girl’s mouth. “Lobby, put the fangs away, babe.”

Wait. Lobby? The girl’s name was Lobby?

“I smell vampire blood,” she said to him, and then turned to me, her fangs bared over her red-painted bottom lip. She must have worn that all-day lipstick like Jessica wore. Otherwise, her boyfriend would be wearing it now.

The elevator opened again. I jabbed the close button. Again. 

Well, there was no denying it since anyone of the vampire persuasion could smell it, but I thought I’d try anyway. “Oh, it’s nothing. My girlfriend just got a little excited...I guess.”

The doors finally closed, and we sank another floor lower.

The guy nodded, seeming to know exactly what I was talking about. Hell, I didn’t know what I was talking about. The blood was streaming from my side, not my dick, but since I was still turned toward the corner, no one could see that. 

“Been there, dude. Been. There.” He snapped his jaws into his girl’s face, and her fangs slipped back into her pouting mouth. “You headed out to buy her a pint to ward off her hunger so she can take you again, huh?”

“Yeah...” Sure. Whatever got him to shut up. I needed to think about my next few steps, not some nonexistent girlfriend biting my cock off. Or trying to gnaw her way through my side, for that matter.

The girl’s tongue poked from her lips as she eyed me up and down. If a purr had an expression, that would be it. “I bet it was the tux.”

“Hey, I have a tux, Loddy,” the guy said.

Oh. Loddy, not Lobby. It was hard to hear over the roar of my conscience. How had it gone so wrong in that penthouse?

“Really?” She touched his chest and arched into him. “Well, I guess we know what me and my fangs will be doing when you wear it.”

This was a riveting conversation, so much so that once the elevator doors began to close, I slipped through them to leave them to it. Without me.

Behind me, the guy whistled as the elevator began to close. “Man, she really got him good. Look at all that blood.” 

On the way to the stairs, I fished out my throw-away phone and typed out another quick text. Staircase 1-3 too. And then: And a promotion to co-managers.

They knew to be thorough yet discreet, even while cleaning up the bloodstains in a crowded elevator. They’d have to be speedy too. I trusted it would get done.

Silence met me when I burst through the staircase door. The stairs were empty. Thank you, Vampire Jesus. I swept down them as fast as I could, holding tight to my side. The leakage seemed less now. Apparently my vampire healing took its sweet time when the stake had broken through ribs and had cut through at least one lung. Just a tad more brutal than my usual paper cut. But I still had blood caked all over my hand, so I bunched my fingers up into my sleeve cuff as I opened the lobby door.

Now to get past hotel security before being spott—too late.

The old vampire in a tan uniform locked eyes with me from his high wooden desk to the left, a phone pressed to his ear.

Shit. My organs, long past their prime, curled inward on themselves under his flinty stare. In my research of the building, I thought I’d read that he was a retired Queen’s Knight from the Northern Vampire Clan. He looked it, too, with his box-like haircut and so much chest that he had no neck.

I gave him a casual nod as I passed, all innocence and charm like my usual self, my ears picking up the voice on the other end of the line.

“...and then there was this swirl of different colors in all sorts of patterns, and then I walked inside of it. I woke up after that, fell back asleep, and the dream picked up after that. Am I going crazy?”

Yes. Seemed like the guard had been caught up in someone’s long-winded dream description, also known as the fifth circle of hell. At least it sounded like he’d be there a while.

I pushed through the glass doors into the night before I could hear his reply, then cut to the right down the sidewalk, speeding my pace just slightly. Inside, I wanted to run. But where? Not to my apartment surrounded by nosy neighbors, at least not yet. I needed a change of clothes, a little more cash than I had in my wallet, and then out of this city, maybe out of the Southern Clan. For good.

A nondescript white van pulled up across the street, and Ben and Joe hopped out, my clean-up crew. And co-managers as of tonight. They wore tuxes as well, their cleaning equipment discreetly tucked away in their pockets. Their gazes skated right past me. Good men. Even better employees. They hadn’t asked any questions about why I needed their cleaning services tonight.

The air smelled heavy, weighed down by violent-looking rainclouds. Taxis and limos lined both sides of the busy street, the city lights glistening on their polished surfaces. They’d take me anywhere, but they had cameras installed. Then again, so did the hotel. Unlike in books and movies, vampires actually showed up on cameras and in mirrors. It fucking sucked. I’d ridden downtown in a taxi, but it had dropped me off about seven blocks away in front of another hotel brimming with men in tuxes and fancy women draped on their arms.

Not my usual scene—none of this was, especially the blood on my hands—but I faked it until I made it. Just like I had my entire life.

I kept walking. Not two minutes after Ben and Joe had arrived, a police car took the corner about twenty feet ahead of me with a sharp turn. The sight of it kicked me in the gut and triggered an alarm through my head that sounded an awful lot like Ruuuuuunnn!

Its red and blue lights flashed, but it didn’t sound its siren. It squealed to a stop behind me, right in front of the hotel I’d just exited, drawing the stares of the well-dressed pedestrians strolling past.

I knew exactly what the police would find inside. I sped my pace a little more.

Clothes, cash... Where to go?

A sign on top of a cab on the next block caught my eye. Of course. Lynch’s Drugstore, the same one my sister worked at, whom, I might add, was part of the reason I was now booking it from that hotel.

Sirens wailed in the distance. A lot of them from the sound of it.

The drugstore was in the neighborhood, so I hurried while still giving off the vibe that I owned this whole street. That I hadn’t done anything wrong.

Which I hadn’t, I reminded myself, but that didn’t change a damn thing.

Women vampires and their personal DBDs—designated blood donors, aka “humans”—turned to stare, their lustful eyes attempting to snag mine. Some men turned to look too. I was drawing attention to myself because of my face, my body, but it couldn’t be helped. By the time they learned what I was walking away from, I’d be long gone.

From outside Lynch’s Drugstore, I peered in, but I didn’t see my sister behind the register. She was always working the nightshift, though, so I strode around to the far side of the building, hoping I’d catch her on her break. A fifteen minute one every four hours. Pretty good detail to know for someone who hadn’t spoken to her in six years.

There she was, my older sister, age thirty-two in human years. She leaned against the wall, one leg bent so her foot rested flat against the bricks. She wore jeans and a red work shirt tied into a side knot at her waist. Her long blonde ponytail fell down her shoulder and partially hid her face while she attempted to light the cigarette plugged into her mouth.

“Well, good thing you’re already dead, I guess,” I told her, coming to a stop a few feet away.

The flame caught and she took a drag, then turned toward me with a flicker of surprise in her orangish eyes through the puff of smoke. “Ashe?”

“Yeah.” I studied her then, seeing her once-broken nose gushing blood, the bruises on her face, all since healed. But it didn’t stop the fury, just as sharp and consuming as it had been six years ago. I shook with it. I wanted to go to that hotel penthouse I’d just left all over again.

She must’ve sensed the direction of my thoughts because she bowed her head, the ponytail on her shoulder hiding her face again. “Why are you here?”

She should’ve known. Or at least suspected. But she gave no sign that she did.

“I need your help,” I said. “Some money. A change of clothes if you got them.”

She snapped her head up, her eyes peeling back my layers, a look she’d mastered years ago when she thought I was lying to her about eating the last blood popsicle. “Why? And why do I smell blood on you?”

“It’s nothing.”

“Bullshit, Ashe. What did you do?”

She didn’t know. But the picture I had of her with that bastard vampire Devin was taken just days ago, even though I’d made her swear to never see him again after what he did to her. It was either never see him again, or I would end him right then and there. That was the choice I’d given her, because I’d so badly wanted to hurt him as badly as he’d hurt her.

“Did you cut your hair?” I demanded, my voice as sharp as an accusation.

She took another drag of her cigarette, eyeing me closely. 

A siren wailed in the distance, far away yet much too close.

“Maybe you’ve splashed around in one too many cleaning chemicals for your company,” she said. “What’s  your cleaning business called again?”

“Invite Us In Cleaners,” I said through gritted teeth. “Your hair, Jessica.”

“No, I didn’t cut my hair.”

But...she had. The photo I’d seen was of her—with him—but with longer hair. Was she lying to me? If she’d met with Devin six years after my threat on his life, I supposed she was capable of it. But if I told her anything, then I’d have to tell her all of it, and I didn’t know how to do that since I didn’t know everything myself. For at least the fifth time tonight, my head felt like it might explode.

A crack of thunder shook the ground, drowning out the siren, but still urging me to hurry.

“Invite Us In.” Jessica shook her head while lightning split across the sky. “Why not Spic n’ Fang Cleaners?”

“Jessica—”

“Type A+ Cleaners and then in parenthesis”—she punched the air with her cigarette in an arc—“But We Like Other Blood Types Too?” 

“Damn it, no—”

“I could’ve come up with something way better.” She laughed. “We’ll Lick Your Walls For You Cleaners.”

“He’s dead.” I said it in a way that snapped each sound between us and then seemed to bulldoze their meaning into her all at once.

Her color, already at a bare minimum, washed from her face. She sagged against the wall, a puddle with bones.

“You?” Hardly a whisper.

I squeezed my eyes shut. She didn’t know. Somehow, she didn’t know that she’d been in a picture with Devin taken a few days ago, staring right at him and smiling. Now, she looked older than she did that night he’d beat her. Not older physically, but something had shifted behind her eyes. A hardness that hadn’t been in that picture, but was here now, six years later.

That hadn’t been her in the picture. Or somehow it was her and she didn’t remember? The photo had the date printed right at the bottom.

It made no sense, but I didn’t have time to unravel it right then.

I opened my eyes again. “I just need some clothes and some money. I’ll pay you back.”

She fished out her keys from her jeans pocket and chucked them at my head. I caught them midair, having had a lot of practice from childhood when she got pissed at me.

“Good,” she said, her voice full of bite and then looked away, dismissing me. “Money’s in a plastic bag taped to the inside of the toilet tank. Edgar may or may not let you leave with it.” 

Fair enough. Edgar was her pet iguana she’d had for twelve years. I backed away. My time here was done.

Jessica’s apartment building was nearby, right over the line in a street a few blocks down that separated the tuxedo part of Brightwell from the slums. Her building couldn’t decide what color it wanted to be, its gray and white and yellow and tan foundation easy to spot in the darkening night. She lived on the ground floor with window planters at each of her windows filled with bright flowers and a welcome mat outside her front door when no one else had one.

I let myself in and quickly locked the door behind me. It was dark inside, the sheer curtains drawn. It smelled warm and clean, not like my apartment a few blocks down. I cleaned at work, not at home.

I made my way through the living room to the hallway, noting the framed, life-like drawings she’d done sitting on the bookshelves and lamp tables along the way. Our parents, long since moved to the Northern Vampire Clan, one of me in my Night League baseball uniform, another of me flipping her off.

Even though it had seemed she’d pushed me away these last six years without a single word, seeing these drawings felt like a kick to the chest. Before that night six years ago, we’d never been particularly close since we didn’t have much in common. I never knew she’d done drawings of me, so I must’ve annoyed her enough to make some kind of impression. Not going to lie—it felt good.

A faint scratching sounded from somewhere on my way down the hallway. Edgar, probably. I found the money in the toilet tank, taking only what I thought I would need, washed the dried blood from my hands, then strode toward Jessica’s closet in her bedroom. Of course we weren’t the same size, but as long as I could fit into a shirt and sweatpants or something, I’d make do. Hell, I’d even settle for something pink or lacy.

I was relieved when I didn’t have to. 

After I changed into oversized sweatpants and a gray Brightwell East High P.E. Dept. shirt, I found a bag to stuff my bloodied tux in and then hurried back down the hallway.

More scratching came, almost like a rustling in a distinct, rhythmic pattern.

My steps toward the front door slowed, my flesh slinking back the way I came.

I knew that sound. Not Edgar. Not raindrops. Not yet.

Footsteps through dead grass right outside the sheer-curtained living room window.

No. No.

I dropped to the ground right before a white spotlight as bright and shocking as the sun blasted through the window. Seconds later, the front door burst open. Voices shouted at me to do fifty things at once.

Fucked. Capitalized, outlined in red, literally spotlighted, and placed on a pedestal—Fucked.

Had Jessica called the police on me? Had she been lying and that really had been her in the photo with Devin?

“Hands in the air where I can see them!”

Because she only knew half the story.

“Now!”

Yes, I’d gone to the hotel to kill him.

But he was already dead.
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Chapter Three
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Wren
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The detective stared at me like I’d grown an extra set of fangs on my chin. “Did your mother tell you nothing?”

“She told me...” I still had him pinned down, but damn it, he was actually good-looking. Think Henry Cavill as Superman hot, except for a somewhat crooked nose that had probably been broken a time or two. Still...definitely not my usual reeks-of-body-odor prey. “This is ridiculous. You’re trying to mess with my head. We’re done here.” 

Fangs bared, I leaned in and pricked the skin of his neck. 

He was eerily still. No struggle. No tensed muscles. 

Damn it to hell and back. I couldn’t fucking do it. I sat up straight, slowly releasing his arms but still straddling him. He felt solid and warm beneath my hips and between my legs. I could already imagine how that warmth might feel inside me. 

Then the weight of what he had said dropped on me and pushed those sexy thoughts aside. I wasn’t the only one. Wracking my brain, I tried to remember if my mother had said anything at all about other vampires. I’d asked about my father once. She said he died and it was best to not talk about him. So I didn’t. But now I wish I had drilled her more, made her tell me something, anything, about what we were and where we came from. 

But she’d died before I’d had a chance.

“Shit.” I sprang off him and to my feet, licking a tiny droplet of his blood from my fang. It tasted a whole lot better than Rusty’s cholesterol-thickened sludge. Like a meal from a restaurant I couldn’t afford. 

He slowly sat up, holstered his gun, and eased himself to his feet while I kept a couple yards between us. “She never told you there were other vampires?”

“The only thing she told me is that I had a father, and he died. I was eight fucking years old, okay? I didn’t know enough to know what I should have asked her.”

He scratched his head. I’d probably confused him with my own confusion, but hey, at least we were on the same playing field. 

“But you never thought there might be more of...your kind?”

“Sure, it’s occurred to me since then, but none have made themselves known, and I haven’t gone looking for them. When she died, I was a little busy keeping myself fed so I could grow strong enough to track her murderers down and rip their throats out.”

“What did you plan to do when you accomplished that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, anything from stabbing myself with a wooden stake to falling into a volcano. Why the hell do you care?”

“I can’t tell you anything here.”

“Listen closely, Detective Zac Palmer. If you’re pulling something, I swear I will rip out your guts and strangle you with them before I drain you dry. Is that clear?”

“Yes, ma’am. Couldn’t be clearer.”

“Start talking. How did you find me, and how do you know about my mother?”

He glanced around, then shook his head. “Not here.”

“Okay, then where?”

“We’ll have to take a little road trip.”

“A road trip. To where? Disney World?”

“Yeah, uh, no. There’s a little town called Brightwell. I want to find a certain vampire there.”

“A certain vampire. Do we have a name for this vampire?”

“No.”

“Okay. A specific location?”

“No.”

I crossed my arms. “Wow, that’s a lot to go on, Detective. You just show up out of the blue, interrupt my dinner, and tell me you want to help me. You don’t even know me. I could have killed you already. I still might if you keep annoying me. I mean, what the fuck?”

Did he know I didn’t just kill random humans? I wasn’t a mindless bloodsucker like some of the movies suggested. 

“I admit I thought you’d know at least something about your kind,” he said with a shrug, “but that doesn’t matter. You’ll be able to find him.”

“Look, I’m pretty good at tracking if I have a scent or address or something to go on but...”

He approached. I backed away. 

“It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” He reached into his blazer, slowly. 

I kept my eyes glued to his hand, ready to breeze on out of there if he produced a weapon. Instead, he pulled out what looked like a small flashlight and came close to me. 

He glanced down at my arm. “Could you pull up your sleeve?”

Okay, that was random. “Why?”

“We don’t have time for questions.”

“Well, I don’t have time for human assholery right now. Tell me what it’s for.”

He glanced around us, then whispered, “I think you have a mark that you probably have never seen. I think it’s the key to this whole thing. This black light should reveal it.”

“The key to what whole thing? I call bullshit, but fine. I’ll play along.” My eyes never left his hands as I drew my sleeve up, exposing my forearm. I turned it over, showing him all sides, including the rose vine tattoo that climbed all the way to my shoulder. “Just an arm.”

He flicked on the flashlight. It had a strange purplish light. “Hold your arm out, wrist up.”

I did what he asked, but this was getting old real fast. “Can we hurry this up? I still need to get my money and guitar back at the bar, and I’ve been in the ‘ladies’ room’ way too long.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll get your guitar back. The light will sting a little, but it’s only UVA, so it won’t hurt you, okay?” 

I nodded, planting my feet just in case I needed to make a quick exit. “And my money?”

He smiled. “Yes, that too.” Damn him, he could have doubled as Clark Kent. He shined the light on my forearm just below my wrist. I winced. It stung like an electric shock, but I didn’t move. My skin started to glow pink, and as I watched, a bright pink circle blazed to life on my skin. It started to burn, so I yanked my arm back. In the blink of an eye, the circle had vanished. 

“Shit, did you just mark me or something?”

“No,” he said, chuckling. “Your mother probably did. Or your father, but that’s how we’ll find the vampire we need.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see.” He turned and started walking. “Let’s go.” 

He wanted me to go on a road trip with him after pointing out the ‘key to the whole thing’ on my wrist. I still had no idea what he was talking about, but he knew my mother. Or knew something about her at least. Maybe he could help me track down the rest of her killers. Of course, road-tripping with strangers was how someone usually wound up dead. I’d just have to make sure it was him if he tried anything stupid.

I trailed after him. “Fine, but we’re taking my car, and you’re getting my guitar back.”

****
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We drove all night, or I did anyway, hauling ass out of Silversage as Zac slept in the passenger seat. It was more than a little awkward, me driving my ’59 Thunderbird (aka Birdie) six hours to Brightwell, Louisiana with a human I’d never met and didn’t plan on eating, though that was still an option as far as I was concerned. His smell was enticing. Like a freshly mowed lawn and licorice spice drops or some shit like that. I’d have been content just licking on him like a human lollipop if he’d let me.

At the Alabama state line, we visited a near-empty truck stop where I used one of the trucker’s showers to wash the last traces of blood off me. I also took off that itchy-ass wig and flushed it. I never wore the same wig twice. When I emerged, dressed in a gray hoodie and black leggings, Zac was waiting outside the bathroom. He did a double take. 

“Wow. Another disguise?” He held a large coffee and a bag of donuts, and had traded his suit for a Mets T-shirt and jeans. 

“Nope, just me, except the contacts.” 

“Suits you. The hair, I mean.” 

I shrugged. My natural hair was platinum blonde, nearly white like my mother’s, and cut to a very short style that let me wash it, swipe some gel through it, and forget about it. Definitely natural enough to pass as human. My eye color, on the other hand, was a bright yellow, ringed with orange. Definitely not natural enough to pass as human. So, the designer contacts were a must. 

We got back into the car, where Zac opened the bag of donuts and held one out to me. “Oh, sorry, I guess you don’t eat those.”

“Sure I can, but just a bite.”

Zac pinched me off a piece. I popped it in my mouth, savoring the greasy, glazed goodness. The inevitable nausea came with it, but I respected my limits. 

“What happens if you eat more?”

“Nothing much, just projectile vomiting.”

“Oh.” He stuck the rest of the donut back in the bag and folded the top closed before setting it in the floorboard. 

“So what about you?” It was a long drive, and I still didn’t know a whole lot about Zac Palmer except that he had a nice chin dimple and apparently got his rocks off studying vampires. 

“I can eat just about anything. Not too fond of blood, though. My steaks have to be extra well done.”

I huffed a laugh. “Sounds chewy. No, I meant what about you on a personal level? I imagine you have a wife and two point five brats somewhere in an immaculate suburb.”

He exhaled through pursed lips, propping his elbow on the car door while he rubbed his temple. “No. I had a wife.” He paused, jaw tightening as though it pained him to talk about his family. Well, that made two of us. “She died.”

“Oh. How did –?”

“Car wreck.” He zipped up his jacket and scrunched himself up against the door, eyes closed. “I’m going to catch a few more Zs so I’ll be ready to get to work once we get there.”

“Okay.” So that was the end of the All About Zac show, apparently, as unsatisfying as a quick fuck with a trucker who wouldn’t pay up after. Maybe I could get more out of him if I ... No, bad Wren!

I let him sleep as I drove another couple hours along Interstate 12 in Louisiana until the sun oranged the line between earth and sky. I’d never seen a full sunrise. I always wondered what humans felt when that big ball of hot light popped over the horizon. Does it take your breath away? Bring tears to your eyes? Make you grateful for life, for the steady beat of your heart, the warm blood flowing through your veins? 

Waking up with a stretch and yawn, Zac looked at me, then out the window. “It’s beautiful when it rises, especially over the ocean.” 

“I wouldn’t know.” Our destination was only a mile or so off the Gulf Coast, somewhere between Baton Rouge and New Orleans. “Maybe if I wore SPF three thousand, a burka, and sunglasses, I could watch it.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll be there in  just a minute, so we should be able to avoid it. What’s it like, though, if you’re in the sun? Do you sparkle?” There was a hint of a smile in his voice, but I didn’t share his amusement.

“I don’t fucking sparkle. Me and the sun don’t get along too well.”

“How so?” He sat there blinking at me, waiting for an explanation. 

Frowning, I swallowed hard, still tasting Rusty’s nasty blood on the back of my throat. It wasn’t really fair to expect me to do all the talking, while he offered nothing about himself beyond a penchant for vampires and a dead wife. 

But his curious puppy-dog eyes and chin dimple were annoyingly persuasive. Was that some human superpower I didn’t know about?

Fine. I hated uncomfortable silences. “I don’t immediately burst into flames or anything that dramatic. It’s more like a severe sun allergy, like those creepy little kids in that movie, The Others, only amplified. A little bit isn’t going to kill me, but I’ll end up with an annoying rash at best and second- or third-degree burns if I’m in the sun longer than ten or twenty seconds. Longer than that, and my skin will basically slough off, followed by the rest of me, until I’m a pile of ashes. Or so my mother told me, one of only a few useful bits of information she volunteered that helped me survive this long.”

“I’m sorry she didn’t tell you more.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“How did you two survive alone? Did you go to night school?”

“School? Oh yeah, I went to school, wore a uniform and everything. Came home every day to fresh chocolate chip cookies right from the oven.”

“Really?”

I smirked at him. “No, not really. I fell asleep in nasty basements and woke up in nastier motel rooms. Mama taught me to read and do basic math. Sometimes we were lucky enough to get a working TV so I could watch the History Channel or some cheesy-ass vampire movie. But mostly, I learned to hide and hunt and how to never get too attached to any place...or anyone.” 

Quiet followed. I squirmed in the driver’s seat, suddenly aware of how stiff and cold and dead I was compared to him. He stared straight ahead out the windshield, glancing at me a couple times before consulting his phone. 

“Up here,” he said, consulting his smart phone. “There’s a hotel downtown. Take exit five.”

“Okay.” A half mile before the exit, I had to ask for the fiftieth time. “Why are you doing this? How do I know you’re not leading me into a trap?”

“I guess you don’t, but how do I know you aren’t leading me into one? You could have easily killed me last night. Or while I slept.”

He had a point, I guess. I could definitely still kill him, though it would be a shame to not enjoy his pretty face for a while longer. Plus, my curiosity was overwhelming at this point. I hadn’t studied my heritage, though those questions had lingered in the back of my mind over the years I’d spent tracking down those who had killed my mother. 

“Who is this vampire you’re looking for?” I asked. “Is he related to me?”

“I’m not really sure, to be honest. I had a lead on his location, and that somehow he is connected to you and Bronwen.”

“But why do you care? What are my mother and I to you?”

He was silent for a moment, rubbing his chin and the five o’ clock shadow that had darkened his face overnight. “An assignment,” he said with a note of finality. “I need to find out just how interconnected the vampire clans are, and how the social hierarchy works among them.”

“Sounds very scholarly. But why do you need to know this?”

“We believe vampires are contributing to corruption of human politics.”

“Since when do humans need help with corruption?”

He chuckled. “True enough. But those of us who care want to fight it in any way we can.” 

“You want to fight vampires?” His intentions were still murky to me, but at least he was talking. How much of it consisted of truth rather than lies, I didn’t know, but it did help pass the time.

“Not exactly. We don’t know how deep their associations are with the powers that be. But there have been assassinations on both sides that lead us to believe they’re a lot more connected than they appear. And if they go far enough up the political ladder, we could have a war on our hands.”

“Assassinations?” I swallowed past the mental picture of my mother’s severed head that had wedged its way into the forefront of my thoughts. “Like my mother’s, you mean?”

“Yes, and others.”

“What do you know so far?”

He inhaled deeply and rubbed his eyes, blinking the sleep from them. “There are four clans divided among the continental US. I know your mother was someone of importance to the Southern Clan, and that she went missing about twenty-five years ago before turning up dead seventeen years ago.”

My mind flipped through all the times we had traded one town for another, sheltered in cellars, abandoned houses, and asylums, where spirits lurked in the edges of the shadows while we slept, curious about the pale, blood-supping creatures who seemed even deader than they were. Little did I know that she’d been hiding that whole time, from someone or maybe several someones who wanted her dead.

“She was important how?” I asked, finally escaping from the restraints of my memories. 

“I’m not sure, except that she was some sort of leader.” He paused, his gaze flicking to me before he focused on the road ahead. “There was some talk of her having a child. But I’m not sure how many knew about you or the details. It was hard enough for me to track you down since I’m just a lowly human, but I took a chance and banked on the rumors being true.”

Exit five loomed ahead, so I merged onto the off-ramp. “How did you track me down?”

“Just followed the body trail. You’ve been pretty efficient in killing known lowlifes, all of them in the same fashion, throats ripped open, blood drained.”

“You’re welcome.”

He grinned. “Turn right at the stop light.”

I did as directed, then drove through another mile of boring farmland until we reached an urban area that resembled those of many small cities in the south. The historic district made up the town’s heart, but with all the new paint, paving, signage, and LED ‘gaslights,’ one could argue the validity of its true historic worth. 

“Here, we can get a room.” Zac gestured to a hotel sign – Hotel Enigma – that jutted over the sidewalk to the left. 

“We?”

“I mean you. I’ll get you a room since I assume you’re not a fan of the sun, and I can gather a little more information while you sleep.”

“If you insist.” I turned into the small parking garage, which was tricky with a not-at-all-compact '59 Thunderbird. 

“For a vampire who’s in hiding, don’t you think you should drive something a little smaller and less...” He waved his hand around as though he didn’t know how to finish that insult to my preferred transportation method.

“Less what? Awesome? I don’t think anyone will expect a vampire to be driving a classic like this.”

“Hiding in plain sight? Like your Melody Songsmith persona?” 

“Something like that.” I found a parking spot and hurried out of the car, then grabbed my backpack and guitar from the back seat as the sun popped between buildings and blazed over the concrete wall of the garage. It felt like the burning rush of heat from opening a convection oven.

I zipped inside through the glass door that led to the lobby. Zac followed a few seconds later carrying a small duffel bag of his own. Hotel Enigma’s air conditioning quickly cooled my heated skin, except for one spot on my arm, the same spot that Zac had uncovered with his UV light. It didn’t really burn so much as tingle, like an electric buzz. I pulled up my sleeve and stared at the faintly glowing circle.

Zac wrapped his hand over it and shook his head. I took that as a sign that this wasn’t a brag-worthy tattoo like the rest I had. A custodian came by with a dust broom and nodded at us, but his gaze lingered on me as he passed. I pulled down my sleeve. 

“Come on,” Zac whispered, and I followed him to the front desk. He flashed a Clark Kent smile at the older black woman working behind the front desk. 

Her name tag read Karen, General Manager. “Good morning. Checking out?”

“No, checking in, actually. My wife and I have been driving all night. I hope you have a room available.”

“Oh sure, honey. All I need is a credit card and your driver’s license.” 

Though I pretended to be browsing the tourist brochures advertising petting zoos, canoeing, and civil war reenactments, I could feel Karen’s eyes on me. Was I glowing all over or something? Maybe it was my nose ring. She seemed like the Sunday-school-teacher type, not the nose-ring-and-tattoo type.

A couple minutes later, key card in hand, we rode up the elevator to the fourth floor and got off. A whiff of something hit me – like blood, but...dead blood. Like my mother’s had smelled the night she died. I froze in the hallway. 

“Come on,” Zac whispered.

I followed him to room 410, where he scanned up and down the hallway before opening the door. We quickly slipped inside. Sunlight blinded me, so I ducked into the tiny bathroom. He locked both the deadlock and chain lock, then ran to the curtains and drew them. Once the sunlight had been drowned out, I emerged and sat on one of the queen beds. The flowery bedspread wafted up scents of human bodily fluids, so I tore off the bedspread and flopped down on the bleached sheets. It wasn’t like I’d die of gonorrhea or something, but...ew.  

“What did you experience out there? Feelings? Smells?”

“I smelled blood, but I don’t think it was human.”

“Vampire?”

“Maybe. It was kind of faint. But this...” I pulled up my sleeve and showed him the lightly glowing circle on my forearm. “It seems to be pulsing, actually. And it’s tingling, like a small electrical charge.” 

I sat up, staring at the faint pink marking. Zac came over with the UV light and shined it on my arm again. The sting made me wince, but I held still. Adjacent to the first marking was a very faint blue diamond shape, one end of it touching the pink circle. 

He turned off the light and nodded. “Perfect.”

“What is it though? What does it mean?”

“It means we’re close. He’s probably been here.”

“The vampire we’re looking for?”

“Exactly.”

“And how will we find him?”

“Just follow the yellow brick road,” he said, pointing at my arm. 

****
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I slept through the day, cocooned in the sheets and blanket. The only sounds that disturbed me were a few slamming doors, a jackhammer somewhere on the sidewalk below, sirens, and a car alarm. 

Zac slept a couple hours in the other bed, then spent the rest of the day “gathering information,” whatever that meant. He returned as I was waking just after sundown and knocked five times - our chosen signal. I looked through the peephole just to be sure. He stood there with a bag of fast food, waving. I opened the door and stood aside to let him in.

“Sleep well?” he asked. 

“Like the dead.” I stretched and grinned up at him, fangs and all. 

He laughed nervously as he went to the desk and deposited the food. “Nice eyes.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry.” I’d taken out my contacts because they annoyed the shit out of me when I slept. “What did you find?” 

“We need to head to the east end of town. There’s a jail there.”

“A jail? Is this guy a criminal?”

“Allegedly.”

Time for another round of let’s extract one-word answers from Zac. “And what exactly did he do to land himself in jail?”

Zac hesitated, slowly removing his burger from the bag. “Murder.”

A cold shiver ran through me. Rabbit ran over my grave, Mama used to say. “And who did he murder?”

“Allegedly murdered.”

“Okay, who did this mystery vampire allegedly murder?”

“I’m not totally sure until I get more information. He may be innocent for all I know.”

I couldn’t tell if he was hiding anything. His expression was set in stone. His heartbeat maintained a clock-like rhythm. “And what business do we have visiting an alleged murderer in jail?”

“We need him, and I don’t think he’s dangerous.”

“Well, if you say so...” I rolled my eyes. “But if he goes berserk on your ass, don’t come crawling to me. Address?”

“That I don’t know exactly. I’ll need you for that. We'll roll out of here a little closer to dawn.”

"Why wait?"

"Don't worry. I have a plan."

"Of course you do." I rubbed my arm, which still tingled. It hadn’t let up, but the sensation had an odd calming effect on me, almost like I’d felt with my mother – safe and at home. 

“I’ll hop in the shower while you gnaw on your hamburger.” I had to bite my tongue to keep from adding, Wanna join me? Had I fully trusted him, I’d have no problem riding him for a few hours. No way would I make myself that vulnerable. But...how long had it been since I’d had a good fuck? I honestly couldn’t remember. 

****
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“Sure you don’t want me to drive?” Zac asked as we got in the car. 

“Quite sure, thank you. Nobody drives my car but me.”

“Okay, but you’ll have to pay attention to the mark on your arm so we know when we’re getting close.” 

“It’s a game of vampire Marco Polo. I got this.” 

“If you say so. Let’s head east on Market and get on the bypass.” 

Maybe the sleep and shower had made me overconfident. But I felt pretty awesome in my clean black leggings, black army boots, and black tank top. I skipped the wig, but I wore a fresh pair of green contacts so I wouldn’t totally freak people out.

In the dim car interior, it was easy to see the magic tattoo glowing on my arm. The farther we drove, the brighter the blue diamond became, and the faster the light pulsed. 

A weird sense of urgency kept my eyes wide and scanning the road ahead. “If this is a jail, wouldn’t it be closer to town? Or are we talking state pen or insane asylum?”

“No, I don’t think this one is known to the general public.” 

We went through an intersection on the near-vacant bypass. The sensation lessened. I hit the brakes and did a sudden U-turn, tires squealing on the damp pavement of a humid Louisiana summer. 

Zac grabbed the “oh shit” handle as he slammed against the passenger door. “What the –!”

“Wrong way.” I turned left down a narrow highway with no road sign on the metal sign post. The symbol on my arm grew brighter and buzzed like a tattoo pen on high speed. “This way.”

I stomped the gas, concentrated on shifting gears to keep Birdie growling along the curvy, pothole-scarred highway. Tree limbs draped with Spanish moss hung low overhead. They smacked the windshield as though warning us to go back the way we came. 

I couldn’t stop then even if I wanted to. No clue where we were headed, but I knew we had to get there. Up ahead on the right was a scattering of gravel and an opening in the trees. The buzzing on my arm grew almost unbearable, so I stomped the brakes again and pulled just off the highway. 

A small gravel road snaked off through the darkness. There were no signs, but a few lights flickered in the distance. I got out of the car, as did Zac, who still looked shaken up from the wild ride. 

“So,” he said quietly, “I take it we’ve found him.”

“Maybe.” I allowed my night vision to light up the dark forested road, detecting both shapes and temperatures. Yellow human shapes moved in the distance, each holding cooler lines the shape of what else? Guns.

“This is no ordinary jail, is it?” I whispered.

“No.” Zac racked the slide of his gun. “You feel like he’s in there?”

“Oh, yeah.” And then a name wiggled its way into my thoughts. “Ashe. His name is Ashe.”
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Chapter Four
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Ashe
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According to the information scribbled on the graffitied desk I sat in front of, Detective Nuyen liked ball. Just one, apparently. That had been written in black ink along the edge, and then carved all through it were the letters A-S-K over and over.

Nah. I was in enough trouble without asking, but I traced the message again and again, avoiding looking up from it. Every time I did, the walls pressed in and threatened to crush me into nothing but blood and bone and just as Fucked as I was now.

I’d never had the pleasure of seeing the inside of a human jail before, but I imagined it was a lot like this vampire-proof one. Peeling paint along the walls, tile floors that were so uneven they’d make you face-plant every two steps if you weren’t careful, and reeking of desperation and someone’s spoiled leftovers in the corner trash. I imagined the only differences were the pure silver doors and heavy window coverings that blocked out all light. 

Well, almost all light.

I rubbed the red singe mark on my arm that had only just stopped sizzling a few hours ago. A smug officer had led me right through the thin shaft of light slanting through on the way to this room and didn’t appear to give two fucks about my little sun allergy.

The door to the interview room burst open, and in walked a tall, husky vampire with hardly any eyebrows and even less hair on his head. He wore a blue suit, tie, and matching gloves with which to latch the silver door. His yellow eyes flashed when he turned them on me, tilted upward and cat-like.

Detective Nuyen, I guessed, and no, he didn’t like ball. Sometimes you can just tell, no asking required.

“Ashe Jensen,” he barked and slapped down a tan file folder on the table in front of me.

I wished I could be literally anyone else. My stomach shifted at how badly I wished that, and at how empty it had become. I was used to looking and acting like I belonged anywhere, faking it until I made it, but here? I had to get out.

“No. Sorry,” I said. “Try next door?”

Not even a crack as he settled himself in the metal chair across from me. It was worth a shot. 

“Your attorney, Mr. Phillips, is on his way,” he said. 

I didn’t have an attorney, not one I could afford anyway, so one had been provided for me. I imagined the worst.

A knock sounded on the door, then an officer let in a madman in a brown suit, his white hair flying in all directions behind him. He clutched his briefcase to his chest like it contained the last fresh blood supply in the world, and judging from the way his yellow eyes bugged, I would bet he hadn’t blinked in years. And his fly was undone.

Yep. Worst. I was so screwed.

“Have you said anything?” he demanded.

“Not—”

“Don’t!”

I didn’t.

He poured himself into the chair next to mine, dropping his briefcase to the floor. What sounded like glass bottles rattled from the inside. Either it really was the last fresh blood supply in the world, or my lawyer had brought his own bar.

“Now then,” Detective Nuyen said. “Let’s talk about what happened last night.”

“These are outrageous charges.” Mr. Phillips fished out a notebook and pen from inside his jacket, then leaned toward me with a lowered voice. “Did you do it?”

“No.”

“That makes my job a hell of a lot easier.” He readied himself to take notes on what I was about to say. 

The problem was I didn’t know where to begin, or how much the police already knew. One of them had mentioned a search warrant of my apartment, but there was nothing there that linked me to Devin. The fact that I’d been sitting here for hours stewing in my own guilt even though I hadn’t done anything obviously wasn’t a good sign, but I hadn’t done anything wrong. If I could spin my story to where I hadn’t even thought about doing something wrong, then maybe there was some small chance I could walk out of here. Someday. Eventually.

Detective Nuyen looked at me closely, the fluorescents above his bald head filling the natural dips of his skull. “Where were you between the hours of nine o’clock and midnight last night?”

“Don’t answer that,” Mr. Phillips ordered.

Not answering made me look guilty, and I wasn’t. Not really. I shifted in my chair and shuffled my silver-chained feet, my chest feeling too tight like I’d forgotten to draw a breath for the last thirty years. The police had found my bloodied tux in the plastic bag at my sister’s apartment and had likely seen my face on the security cameras at the hotel, so there was no sense in lying about that part. I just had to spin it right.

“I was at a party with about fifty other people,” I said. “At Hotel Enigma’s penthouse.”

“Who were you invited by?” Detective Nuyen asked.

Mr. Phillips clicked his pen as fast as I fidgeted my feet. “You don’t have to answer.”

I shrugged. “A friend of a friend.”

“Had you met Devin Tallerson, the owner of the penthouse, before?” the detective asked.

At hearing his name, fury from that night six years ago blasted through me once again, squeezing my fists into tight balls. He had broken Jessica’s nose so it sat crooked on her face before her vampire healing had kicked in. How could anyone do that, especially to my sister? Despite her being older and tougher, my sister was still a breakable, little thing.

Mr. Phillips shook his head at me, a warning.

“Yes,” I grinded out. “I knew him.”

“Were you aware that Devin practiced mithridatism?”

Mr. Phillips rocked back into his chair, his jaw lying in his lap. The pen flew from his fingers and dropped at my chained feet.

My skin prickled as I glanced between the two of them. Mithridatism? I shook my head. “I don’t even know what that is.”

Detective Nuyen’s yellow eyes fixed on me, reading every movement as I bent to retrieve Mr. Phillips’s pen. “Over the years, Devin poisoned himself daily in small, non-lethal doses of silver and holy water to protect himself, to become immune to their effects.”

His words shocked over me like a deep, arctic wave. No. No, I hadn’t known that. How would I? If I had known, I wouldn’t have planned on killing him with the vial of pure liquid silver I’d dumped into his glass of blood in his bedroom. He’d never had a chance to drink it.

“Who would do something like that?” I asked.

Detective Nuyen leaned forward. “Someone who thought others were out to get him.”

There had been others, and not just me. You couldn’t shoot yourself through the heart in small, non-lethal doses to become immune to it, and that was how I’d found him. What was left of him anyway since he’d been a pile of goo. I’d found the silver shell casing. So who else had wanted him dead? And why?

“The experts say that mithridatism can change people the longer it’s utilized, make them even more paranoid and increasingly violent over the years.” The detective brought out a picture from the tan file folder and placed it in front of me. “His paranoia may be what caused him to change his appearance, too.”

I glanced down at the picture of a man, a man who looked nothing like Devin. Different hair, different eyes, different eye shape. Who the hell was this?

“That picture was taken close to ten years ago when Devin Tallerson was hiding out and went by a different name,” the detective said. “Did you ever hear of any episodes where Devin became violent or paranoid?”

So much blood all over my sister’s face. It mixed with her tears and dribbled down on her fuzzy slippers she wore around her apartment, once white like snowballs, and then crimson.

I shook my head, unable to push out a sound around that memory.

“You own a cleaning service called Invite Us In Cleaners and clean up crime scenes on occasion. Is that correct?” Detective Nuyen asked.

My lawyer looked at me, the doubt in his wide eyes scratching at the inside of my skull. “Don’t say a word.”

But it was too late for that, wasn’t it? The detective already knew. I closed my eyes briefly because I knew exactly how this must look. Murder someone and then use my expertise to clean up thoroughly so no one could tell I’d had anything to do with it. But I hadn’t had time to clean up. I’d been too busy getting staked in the lung after I discovered Devin already dead.

The detective ruffled the corner of the folder, a smug smile flashing across his predatory features as if he were cleaning the bird meat from his teeth with one of its bones. “That was quite a bloodstain on your tux we found. What happened there?”

Beyond being stuck at the wrong end of a stake—wielded by a phantom as far as I was concerned—I understood absolutely nothing about that part of my fucked-up night.

My lawyer shook his head and sighed.

Detective Nuyen opened the tan file folder between us and handed Mr. Phillips a paper. “This is the warrant used to search your client’s apartment.” He pushed several photos from the file toward me. “Is this your apartment?”

Stained carpet, piles of wadded-up clothes thrown in the corners, stacks of mail teetering on my coffee table. Yes, it was my apartment, but... My eyes widened as I stared closer at one of the photos. 

“What’s that coming out of the bottom of the coffee table?” I asked. It looked like the corner of a holey blanket. Big holes in a pattern shaped like diamonds. 

No, not a blanket at all. A silver net I’d never seen before.

A knock sounded at the door, and the detective rose to answer it. “You tell me, Ashe. It’s your apartment, isn’t it?”

“Don’t say a word more,” my lawyer muttered. 

The officer outside handed the detective another folder, this one white.

As he strode back to the table, I looked at him straight-on so he could see I was telling him the truth. “That’s not mine. Someone put that there. I don’t own any nets.”

Without sitting, he opened the new folder, his gaze pinned to me. “So you do know what it is.”

He had to be shitting me, or trying to trick me into some kind of confession. Just not the crime I’d been accused of. 

I threw my hands up and sat back in the chair. “I know what it is because I just looked at the goddamn picture you showed me.”

“Do you know whose blood is on it?” he asked and waved the white folder in his hands. “I have the report right here.”

“Blood? No.” What the hell were we even talking about now? We’d gone from poisoning to bloody nets, and I had no clue why. “Look, I didn’t kill anyone. There were a bunch of people at that party, and Devin was already a pile of goo in his bedroom when I found him. There weren’t any silver net marks on him, so I don’t know why you’re showing me a net that’s not mine.”

My lawyer cleared his throat. “Mr. Jensen, I strongly urge you to—”

“I didn’t do anything,” I said.

“Were you aware the net has blood all over it?” the detective asked.

So this was what it was like talking to a wall. More like bashing my head against it for shits and giggles and probably some jail time. More than some. Shit.

“How could I be aware of the blood if I’ve never seen the net before?” I asked.

Detective Nuyen lifted an eyebrow as he glanced down at the folder. “Did you know much about Devin’s past other than what I’ve told you?”

I knew enough to want him dead and to never feel sorry about it, especially if it was by my own hand but even if it wasn’t. “No.”

He flipped to the second page in the folder. “About twenty-five years ago, he schmoozed with the upper levels of the Southern Clan society. Upper, upper levels. He was part of the Southern Clan queen’s harem, the last of them alive.”

The same queen who’d vanished and then later turned up murdered. Bronwen was her name, a real beauty, at least she had been when I happened to catch her on VTV, and ruler over the Southern Clan. After she died, her sister took over, and everything went to shit. So was Bronwen’s murder what had triggered Devin to poison himself to become immune to its effects? Because he was afraid someone was going to murder him, too, like the rest of her harem?

I shrugged, completely clueless as to why I was suffering through a history lesson that had little to do with me when there was a strange silver net in my apartment. “I didn’t know that. Good for him, I guess.”

The detective flipped to the third page. “But it didn’t end so good for him, did it?”

That depended on who you asked, I supposed. For Jessica, it was damn good because she’d never have to see the fucker ever again.

A burst of heat shot across my inner wrist, on the other side of where the sun had hit me through the window earlier. What the hell? On top of everything else, was the sun slowly baking through my bones?

A long silence fell over the room, thick and uncomfortable. The only sound was Mr. Phillips’s clicking pen, slowing like a dying heartbeat, as he frowned down at the notes he’d taken. Detective Nuyen stood there unmoving while staring at the third page in the white folder. 

Finally, he looked up at me and laid the folder on the table with great care. “It’s also not looking good for you, Ashe. Not at all.”

The solemn note in his voice charged a rush of unease up my spine. “Yeah. I can see that.”

“Can you? Because that silver net in your apartment...” He studied me as he began to pace like I might be able to finish his sentence for him.

I tracked his movements, trying to decipher where he was going with this. No fucking clue.

My inner wrist sizzled again, sharp and painful, but I had other things to worry about besides my baking bones.

“The silver net had trace amounts of blood on it.” His size devoured the room while he paced, seeming to pull in the walls around me. “So I’ll ask again. Do you know whose blood?”

I shook my head. “You’d have to ask whoever planted it there.”

“It’s Bronwen’s, Ashe.” Detective Nuyen stopped and stared me down, the implication in his words like the snick of a lock. “Former Queen Bronwen’s blood is on that net in your apartment. Which means I’ll be charging you for her murder as well.”

Mr. Phillips began talking a mile a minute, but I couldn’t hear anything. I had too many questions, too many impossibilities running through my head, so I just sat there, completely stunned. 

Charged for murdering clan royalty and a member of her harem. Two royal murders I didn’t commit. That crime carried the harshest punishment—death. Swift if I were lucky. Prolonged torture if the current queen had anything to do with it.

I needed to get the fuck out of here. 
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Wren
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“How many guards do you see?” Zac asked, squinting into the darkness like his human eyes could catch something mine couldn’t.

“Two. Humans with rifles. Likely more inside and around back.” With the buzzing cicadas and relentless chirping crickets, I had to speak at a louder volume than I wanted. If it were only humans out there, it wouldn’t be an issue. I, on the other hand, could hear an ant fart if I concentrated hard enough. It was safe to assume other vampires could do the same.

“When are visiting hours?” I asked, but I had a growing suspicion that visiting hours wouldn’t matter.

“Who said we’re visiting him?”

I smacked my forehead and groaned. “I should have killed you back in Silversage. This is suicide.”

“This is perfect,” he said. “It will be sunrise soon, the perfect time to break a vampire out of jail since the vampire guards can’t follow. We just have to make it to your car and not get separated.” He held my gaze. “And we won’t.”

“Like I said...” I looked to the eastern horizon, already shaded with a ribbon of blue and the faintest hint of orange. “Suicide.”

Zac held his cell phone and spoke quietly into the speaker like a doctor taking notation. “This is Detective Zac Palmer, here with Melody...” He looked up at me. “What’s your last name?”

“Songsmith. At least that’s what it says on my ID.”

“So you don’t know for sure?”

I shook my head, again feeling like an idiot for not having known something so basic. When you’re eight, you tend to believe whatever your mom tells you, so I never thought to question it. Like one Christmas when she happened to find a tiny Christmas tree we decorated with snowflakes cut out of newspapers and a foil fast-food wrapper star. I woke up Christmas night to find a Barbie doll dressed in a pink ballerina tutu and no shoes and some scuffed snow boots. She had smiled brightly and said, “Look what Vampire Santa left! You’ve been a very good girl this year.” Later I realized she had probably robbed the thrift store. We’d been sleeping in their basement for a couple weeks.

He spoke into the phone again. “Here with Melody Songsmith at an unnamed facility in Brightwell, Louisiana, approximately half a mile south off the three-eighty-two bypass at mile marker fifteen. Time is 0530 hours, the twelfth of August, 2019. Target, a male vampire, first name Ashe, last name unknown. Two guards visible, unknown number inside the location.” 

“Who are you reporting to, exactly?”

“That’s classified.”

“Okay. Whatever.” If he knew my real name, he was good at hiding it. I’d let him call me Melody for now. Hell, he might be using an alias, too, for all I knew. We weren’t chummy enough for real first names yet.

Mosquitoes buzzed by my ears. They never bite me because I’m not exactly alive and all. But they were homing in on Zac. He smacked his cheek, and with that smack came the scent of his fresh, hot blood. 

Shit, it smelled good. I paced far enough away to smell the decaying leaves and sickeningly sweet honeysuckle in the woods around us. Between that and this need to find a vampire I had never met, my cold blood boiled, throwing all my senses into overdrive. I could hear the wet splatter of tobacco juice from one of the guards who stood watch outside the jail. Disgusting.

“Did you have a plan of action in mind, Detective, or are we just going to storm the castle? Because right now, I think I can rip all the doors off their hinges.” 

“If this is the kind of facility I think it is, we’ll need more than your vampire strength.” He opened Birdie’s passenger door and rummaged through one of his bags, then buckled a duty belt around his waist like Batman. He now had two guns holstered and had removed his blazer. Damn, he looked even more lickable all armed and dangerous.

Sniffing the air, I detected the distinct smell of...

“Silver bullets,” he said, smiling.

“Is this a rescue mission or an assassination?”

“Depends on how it goes.” At my stop-the-bullshit look, he added, “Rescue is the plan, but we’re likely to encounter some hostiles.”

The symbol on my arm vibrated, sending pinpricks all along my spine. “Let’s get this over with.” 

“Okay, so first we should take out the two guards there in –” 

I didn’t wait for him to finish. Whatever this sensation or instinct was, it wouldn’t let me linger any longer. Not when Ashe was in there, whoever the hell he was.

The chirps and buzzes of crickets and cicadas became one shrill scream as I zipped along the narrow dirt road through the darkness. I let my senses take over, veering off the path through the brush, where I easily dodged trees and thorns and hurtled over fallen logs and crumbling fence posts that housed half-buried rusty barbed wire. It wasn’t much different than hunting my mother’s killers. Hell, for all I knew, maybe these people had something to do with it. That thought made what I was about to do even easier. 

I moved so fast, it must have sounded like a mini tornado. The first guard spun around just as I collided with him. He made an “oomph” sound as I pinned him against a chain-link fence. Though he held his rifle with an iron grip, I ripped it from his hands and flung it aside. The dim security lights reflected the fear in his lazy eye and a rounded chipmunk cheek full of tobacco. I didn’t recognize him, but he reeked of the same stench as Rusty and the other rednecks I’d crossed off my list. 

“Terry!” he managed to scream before I plunged my fingers into his neck and tore his throat out. 

I flung him to the ground, where he gurgled and flailed on the gravel. 

His partner, whom I assumed was Terry, aimed a flashlight at me. I squinted into the light and hissed with my fangs fully emerged. Totally for dramatic purposes. It always freaked humans the fuck out.

“Shit!” Terry dropped the flashlight and pointed his rifle with its red laser sight at me. 

I darted straight for him. A soft, hollow pop came from somewhere in the woods as I knocked him to the ground and held on. We skidded along the gravel like I was riding a human skateboard. I raised my hand to rip his throat out, but his eyes rolled back in his head. Foam bubbled up from his mouth like a mini science experiment volcano. A very thin dart stuck out from his neck. If that was poison, it sure was some powerful shit.

Zac emerged, running into the clearing from the dirt road, lowering his gun which looked like a Colt .45 with a fat telescopic sight. “What the hell? I didn’t mean like that.”

“What is that? A dart gun?”

“Yeah, with tranquilizers that would keep them out for a few hours, and you should have let me use it on both guards. If the rest of them didn’t know we’re here, they do now.” 

“You said take out the two guards. They’re taken out. Now how do we get in this place?” I slung my hand to remove the bits of flesh from the first guard’s neck and touched the chain-link fence. It stung like a hornet, but it wasn’t electrified. “Shit. Is that –?”

“Silver plated. I told you this was no ordinary jail.”

The more I looked around, the more I saw that he was right. The silver-coated fence surrounded a solid concrete building that had tiny slits of windows near the roof. I suspected the shingles also contained bits of silver, considering how they sparkled. Cautiously, I stuck my hand into a sickly yellow shaft of light from one of the security lamps overhead. 

“Don’t –” Zac said a moment too late. It was fiery hot, like passing your finger through the flame of a candle.

“UV lights.”

“Yeah, I thought so. High-powered, too. Like the sun times five.”

I paced like a caged animal along the fence line, careful to avoid direct light. “So how do I get past the silver and sunlamps on crack?”

“What do you feel right now?”

“I...feel...” Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the energy that throbbed in my arm and pressed against my subconscious mind. “He’s scared, confused, ashamed?” I turned to Zac with a helpless shrug. “All I know is that I have to help him. Why am I feeling this?”

“I’m not sure, but I can get you in there, if you can take out anyone that gets in our way.”

“Deal. But if there are any hostile vampires anywhere in the vicinity, that dart gun is useless.”

“I know. That’s what you’re here for. This is for the humans. We don’t need any nosy neighbors or cops complicating things.” 

More lights flared to life just then from the building’s roof. They moved spotlight-style along the ground. I dodged one, got clipped by another on the cheek, and took refuge behind Zac. 

He checked his phone, then pointed left. “That way. There’s a service entrance.” 

We ran around the corner of the fence. The gravel road dipped down to a flat area where a few vehicles were parked. We ducked between an old Toyota pickup with a bent chassis and busted taillight and an ugly sunflower gold van. 

Zac eased himself up and quickly peered through the passenger window of the van before squatting back down again. “Good. There are keys in the ignition.” 

“For?”

“We may need a getaway vehicle if we can’t make it back to your car before sunup.” 

“I would say I wouldn’t be caught dead in that thing, but...” 

He chuckled then gently touched my cheek where the light had left a blistered streak. “Does it hurt?”

“It’s fine.” I brushed his hand away. What was I supposed to say? That it hurt like a sumbitch and if he touched me like that again, I might drain him dry? I hadn’t had a proper meal for a couple days, and a hangry vampire wasn’t someone you wanted to hang out with.

Between the sweeping lights, I peeked over the truck to scan the area. There was a wide gate with a thick lock and chain. A heavy silver-plated steel door opened, and out came another human guard, gun raised. 

“You’ll leave if you know what’s good for you!” the guard hollered. He half hid behind the open door and squinted into the parking lot, nervously searching for whatever had triggered the lights. The lights might be torture for vampires, but did nothing to help the humans’ already pitiful night vision.

“Stay down,” Zac said as he steadied the dart gun on the hood and pulled the trigger. 

The guard fell out of the door and onto the concrete stoop. His body flopped like a dying fish sprawled on the steps. The door swung shut again with a bang that echoed through the night. 

“If you’re trying to keep this quiet, you’re doing a shitty job of it,” I said. 

A rat—spooked from all the ruckus, no doubt—scampered out from under the truck. I snatched it up and sank my fangs into its jugular, drinking deeply until its pulse faded. Tossing its carcass aside, I wiped my mouth with a napkin I found discarded on the ground next to a crushed cheeseburger wrapper and foam cup. 

I looked up to find Zac grimacing at me. “What? I was hungry.”

“A rat? I mean...that’s...”

“Gross? Would you rather me eat you?”

“No, but is that a normal thing for vampires?”

I huffed a laugh. “How the fuck would I know?”

“Is that what you ate when your mother...” He bit down on whatever he was going to say. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

A brief image of a spider web-dusted crypt and a scrawny rat ran a chill down my spine. “No, you shouldn’t have. Now shut up and get me in there.”

He held my gaze for a moment before I tore mine away. Then he slipped over to the gate and took another tool that looked like a tire pressure gauge from his belt. A second later, a red laser started cutting through the chain. The lights circled back around, so I ducked down, feeling like a helpless little girl again. 

I’d never tried to explain my circumstances to anyone before. Now that I had to rehash the shit-fest that was my non-life, it all sounded so pathetic. Maybe I should have been like those bloodthirsty creatures in the movies, killing at will and not giving a fuck. My mother would have been no less dead. I would have been no less alone, and maybe I would have already met a special vampire by now. Especially now that I knew others like me existed.

“Melody!” At Zac’s loud whisper, I peeked cautiously over the truck again. The insta-sunburn lights were out. He had gone through the gate and now stood by a silver-plated electrical box. He motioned me over. 

I breezed through the gate, careful to avoid the metal. 

“I cut the wires,” he whispered, grinning like he’d performed some magical feat.

“What do you want? A cookie?”

“No. But I’ve cut power to most of the building, I think. They wasted a lot of time and money vampire-proofing the place. Guess they didn’t think to human-proof it. Shall we kick some ass and find your vampire?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” We opened the service door and sneaked inside. I led the way, since the only light came from very dim emergency lights on either side of what looked like a large storage room. Crates and boxes lined the walls. Shelves holding guns and ammo and various silver items – nets, locks, pliers, and a whole host of torturous-looking implements – took up one of the narrower walls. 

Fast, heavy footsteps echoed from a stairwell across the room. Narrow points of red light bounced along the walls. I sniffed the air – more human guards. About three of them from the sound of it. 

Zac started forward. 

I grabbed his arm. “No, I got this.”

I zoomed ahead before he could stop me and met the guards halfway up the stairs. The rest of it went down in about five seconds. 

Here’s the slow-mo version: 

Fangs bared, I hissed like an angry cat. Human guard One froze dead in his tracks and pointed his gun at my head. His buddies, Two and Three, were going so fast, they rear-ended him, which knocked him off-balance. The gun went off, blowing out the emergency light above us. 

Glass rained down as I tore the gun away from him and drove it through his beer gut. Down went One. I kicked him aside. Two pointed his gun, but his arms shook so bad, the laser sight bounced all over the place. I yanked the gun from One’s gut like a redneck version of Excalibur and shot Two with it. Down went Two.

Three hightailed it up the stairs, but I grabbed his leg and dug my fingers in. He shrieked and dropped his gun. It clattered down the steps as I reeled him in and flipped him over. This one would be dinner. I sank my fangs into his neck, ignoring his shrieks as I gulped down his life like he had probably chugged down beer. 

Something moved on the stairs below me. I sprang up and pounced. My hands were around Zac’s neck before I realized I had pinned him against the wall. His pulse beat like a war drum under my fingers. 

“Melody, it’s me.”

I leaned in close, inhaling his warm, rapid breaths. “Why shouldn’t I? Why shouldn’t I obey my instincts?”

“Because you need me. Alive.”

Boy did he ever feel alive, his skin hot and sweaty beneath my palms. I pressed closer against his firm body until his racing heart thumped a seductive rhythm on my tits.

Withdrawing enough to look into his eyes, I saw fear, mixed with longing and loneliness. It was like looking into a mirror. I wanted his blood so badly I could imagine its hot, metallic thickness flowing across my tongue and down my throat. But then the tattoo on my wrist shot a jolt of electricity up my arm and jarred me back into reality. I swallowed hard. Zac might have been an idiot to get involved with me, but he could be my only chance at bringing down the rest of my mother’s killers. 

The hunger subsided. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered and let him go. “I didn’t mean to.”

He stood up straight and rubbed his neck, not meeting my gaze. “We don’t have time for– Get down!”

I ducked. Zac fired a shot up the stairs. Another body tumbled, writhing and howling like an animal, like something not human. I looked down into yellow eyes, bared fangs, and a hole pouring thick, nearly black blood from his shoulder. He had on a uniform like the other guards, but he wasn’t like the other guards. 

“You’re a vampire,” I whispered. 

He hissed at me. “No shit, Sher—” and then his eyes went wide. “Bronwen? How the fuck are you alive? You won’t be for long when Queen Ravana finds out about this.”

Hearing my mother’s name lifted all the hairs on the back of my neck. “How do you know my mother? Who’s Ravana?” 

“Mother? Holy shit! Bronwen had a kid?” He shook his head with a wheezy laugh. “Did you come here to kill him?” 

Kill him? Kill who?

Another shot startled me. A hole oozed blood and molten silver from the vampire’s forehead. 

“Come on!” Zac went ahead, stepping over the first vampire I’d ever seen, besides my mother, stopping only to tear the ID from where it was clipped on the vampire’s belt loop. 

I followed, lost in a cloud of overwhelming confusion. “What did he mean, kill him? Kill who?”

“Ravings of a mad vampire. Did you see his skin? I think he was a meth head.”

“Vampires do meth?”

“No, they drink blood from meth heads. Same effect.”

We emerged onto the main floor where rows of silver-plated steel doors lined the walls. Jail cells, I guessed. Each door was inset with tiny windows. Shadows flashed by them. I looked at one such window as we passed. 

A pair of yellow eyes appeared suddenly, which scared the shit out of me, even though I knew very well that these were my “people,” if you could call them that. As we crept along the hallway, more eyes followed us from every window. Pleas and shocked cries echoed from within the cells. 

“It’s her! It’s Bronwen.”

“My queen! Get me out of here, would ya’?”

“She gonna fuck Ravana up!”

We were coming up on another corridor that crossed the one we were in. That could pose a big risk for ambush. But my distracted mind was still trying to make some sense of the nonsensical. Apparently they thought I was my mother and a queen. Maybe they were all druggies, but I’d heard another name twice. 

“Who’s Ravana?” I whispered to Zac.

He held a finger to his lips and blocked my way with his other arm. “We have company.”

From the left came a blur of movement. Zac couldn’t get a shot off in time. A vampire guard tackled him, throwing him to the floor. Zac’s head banged against the concrete. 

I grabbed the vampire’s collar and belt before he could deliver a lethal bite and threw him against a cell door with a clang that echoed through the building and vibrated the floor. He shrieked as his arm made contact with the silver door. I glanced at Zac, who appeared to be out cold, hopefully not dead. 

The vampire rolled to a crouch and sprang at me then knocked me to my back. But I didn’t give him a chance to pin my arms and legs. I kicked and threw him over my head, directly into another guard who had just emerged from the other corridor. 

Flipping to all fours, I stayed between them and Zac, who was slowly coming around, and gave them a full-fanged hiss. It wasn’t an act like before. This hiss came from somewhere deep and dark and instinctual. 

They started forward again but suddenly froze, their yellow eyes widening, glowing with a mix of shock and fear. 

One of them got control of his senses enough to whisper, “It’s... No, it can’t be. Queen Bronwen? Is it really you?”

Two shots rang out. They fell limp to the floor, silver bubbling from the holes in their chests. They melted into gooey globs of flesh a second later. I turned to see Zac sitting up, gun still aimed as though they might spring back to unlife any second. 

I jumped to my feet. “Why did you kill them? We could have gotten information from them.”

“Trust me. You don’t want them alive. They’re not on your side.” He slowly got to his feet, wincing as he rubbed the back of his head.

“What are you not telling me? I swear I will rip your balls off and make you choke on ‘em if you’re hiding some—” But before I could carry out immediate castration, my symbol lit up like a Christmas tree. Energy zinged up my arm, pulling me forward to the last door on the right of the main corridor. 

Zac followed. I peered into the window, careful not to touch the door. I could see nothing but total darkness. No sounds from within either. 

“You think he’s in there?” Zac asked.

“I don’t know for sure. Can you open it?” 

“Let’s see if this works.” Zac touched the first vampire guard’s ID on a red laser scanner by the cell door. It slid open leisurely like we were about to step into a Walmart. 

The dim emergency lights did little to illuminate the pitch darkness. My night vision revealed a cot with a crumpled blanket and pillow, a bloody cloth and a cool blue shape hunched in the far corner. Almost like...a man? 

“Ashe?” I whispered. 

A head lifted, and copper-colored eyes locked on mine. 

“Is that your name? Are you Ashe?” 

He answered with a full-fanged snarl and hurled himself at us. I zipped in to block him, punching him in the chest with the heel of my hand. He flew back onto the cot, legs flying over his head, and toppled off the other side. 

A tiny groan followed. “Ow.” 

I ran inside, now afraid I’d killed this vampire I didn’t know but had to find. The two symbols on my arm stopped buzzing and instead turned to a steady warm sensation that flowed over my cold skin like a towel fresh from the dryer. 

I spent a millisecond too long basking in that warmth. When I looked back up, he was right beside me. In a blur, he picked me up and threw me down onto the cot. The springs under the terrible mattress screeched at the injustice. I saw movement from the corner of my eye. Zac pointed his gun right at Ashe’s head. 

“No! Don’t!” I looked back up into the face of this stranger with beautiful copper eyes, full lips, and short sandy-brown hair. He wasn’t hurting me, just staring at my face as though he’d never seen anything like me before. 

My mind struggled to find something not stupid to say. I mean, what the fuck do you say to a vampire you’ve just sprung from jail? A vampire who might kill you or fuck you, and more disturbingly, knowing you’d let him do either without a fight?
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Chapter Six
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Ashe
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Uh, what the fuck just happened? One minute, I was lying on my lumpy bed in my cell, listening to the fading sounds of some huge fight somewhere in the jail, and the next, I was getting punched in the chest by the most stunningly beautiful woman I’d ever seen. And she looked familiar, like Queen Bronwen. But Queen Bronwen was dead, and I was here in part because the police thought I killed her with a silver net. So this couldn’t be Bronwen.

But as soon as I saw her, the painful, sizzling heat on my wrist morphed into a warm tingle that took over my entire body like a steady hum. Need, sharper than any thirst I’d ever felt, coursed through me, as well as a powerful urge to protect her.

I threw her on the bed because I...well, I needed to see her underneath me. My dick made me do strange things sometimes, especially right now, pressed against her inner thigh, harder than I’d ever been. She stared up at me through the messy bangs of her short, very blonde hair, her eyes a pale green even though she moved like a vampire. Contacts, I guessed later, because right then I was thinking about wild monkey sex.

Heat grew between her legs as she shifted, her body fitting to mine perfectly. My hips twitched forward on their own to feel her soft curves wrap around me a little tighter, and her full lips parted. A vixen-like grin spread across her mouth as she brought her hand to my ass and squeezed.

“How about you let me finish rescuing you before we get to that, inmate,” she said, her voice like whiskey and smoke.

Someone cleared their throat behind us. “Best idea I’ve heard yet,” an irritated male voice said.

As if I’d been dunked headfirst into a holy-water-filled bathtub, I tore myself off of her and stumbled into the opposite wall of my cell. Sweet Vampire Jesus, that whole encounter on the cot must’ve only lasted about five seconds, but I’d been humping the hot girl while some guy—a DBD from the smell of him—with dark hair, red eyes that appeared to be contacts, a chin dimple, and a big-ass gun looked on, while I was still in jail. Not my best day ever.

Loud voices sounded from down the hall. The three of us stared at each other in the panicked split-second it took before we sprang into action. I dove for the bed, volunteering myself to hide the woman with my whole body. But she rolled from the mattress and slid underneath the bed in a way that made me think she did this kind of thing every day. The guy was already closing the door of my cell and then folded himself into the corner.

Quick footsteps echoed closer. For someone who’d been accused of two murders, who’d actually planned a murder from beginning to end, funny that I didn’t know if I could stomach witnessing a bloody one in the confines of my cell.

More shouts. More footsteps. Even closer.

As long as I protected the woman underneath my bed, I would do what I had to do though.

Metal clanged as the footsteps came closer. It sounded like they were beating on the cell doors and likely peering inside the glass windows at the top. If they did, we were screwed. I wrenched the scratchy blanket out from under me and threw part of it over the edge of the bed to cover the woman.

Bang. Bang. Pause. “What the fuck?”

My jail cell exploded with action, a thousand moving parts at once. The door burst open. A flood of guards poured in, guns drawn and loaded with silver-tipped bullets. The chin-dimple guy in the corner rounded on them, a distraction that would last only seconds.

I lunged off the bed to stand in front of it, but the woman had already shot out from underneath it. Her pale green eyes narrowed into lethal slits as she flashed toward the guards. Shots rang out. Bullets zinged between the metal walls, sparking as they made contact. My confused-as-hell body screamed at me to simultaneously run, to drop to the ground, to stand perfectly still. We had to get out of this deathtrap. 

But the woman... She kicked and punched with expert skill, each strike perfectly placed and timed. Enough to incapacitate before she delivered the final blow—a broken neck. Bodies piled up around her, most from her doing, but the guy swung the butt of his big-ass gun to drop several too.

Until no one was left standing except them. And me, staring like a jackass with my mouth hanging to my shins.

“Who are you?” I asked.

The woman turned and grinned. “Your new best friends. Ready to get out of here?”

There was no way I could say no. If they wanted me dead, they wouldn’t be offering to bust me out. At least, I hoped.

“Melody. Ashe,” the chin-dimple guy behind her said gruffly, kneeling by one of the dropped guards. “Get a guard’s uniform on. It’ll help us get out of here faster.”

“And put this on,” the woman—Melody—said and threw something furry and alive at me. 

I caught it. A cat? Nope. And not alive either. It was a curly brown wig. “Good plan.”

“I thought so.” Nodding, she began unbuttoning a guard’s bloodied shirt.

They knew my name. Knew I was in trouble and needed to get out. “Why me?” I asked them. “Why are you here for me?”

Melody stood with the guard’s shirt and shrugged into it, hiding all of her plentiful curves tucked inside her black tank top and black pants. She had a rose vine tattoo that climbed all the way up one shoulder and another tattoo on her wrist. A circle with a single diamond shape stretching from the center outward. Just like mine. Well, that was weird. That must have been where the tingling had come from, and the tattoo had just...appeared.

Her mouth opened and shut a few times as her agile fingers worked the shirt buttons shut, as if maybe she wasn’t quite sure what she was doing here. “We’re here for you because you have answers?”

“I have questions.”

Chin Dimple threw me a shirt and pants with a no-nonsense, I-will-stake-you-with-a-toothpick look. “You have one second to put those on.”

The blood donor had balls, I’d give him that. He’d waltzed into a vampire jail as tonight’s buffet and didn’t seem to give a fuck. But again, why? And why for me?

Melody threw him a wig with longer dark hair than he already had. Then she put on a sandy brown one over her platinum hair. She looked like she’d blend in with her disguise, but she was still just as gorgeous as before.

I dressed quickly and wigged myself, seeing that the other two were already done, then bent to retrieve one of the fallen weapons. 

“You ever shot one of those before?” Dimple asked, peering out the cell door.

The gun felt heavy and strange in my hands. “Never.”

“Just don’t shoot me or Melody, and you’ll be good.” Another glance down the hallway, and then, “Let’s go.”

The three of us strode out the open door. The other two flanked me as if I were as valuable as gold or something. The other inmates had their faces pressed to the windows in their doors to see what was going on. 

“What’s happening out there?” one demanded.

“Hey, talk to us, assholes,” another shouted.

The three of us kept our gazes stuck to the floor. As soon as we could, we swung left down a different hallway, leaving the other inmates behind. We walked at a steady clip, but I itched to run as fast as I could.

“Ashe.” Melody’s wrist bumped into mine, and a wild energy crashed through my skin at the contact. “If we see someone coming, you can’t look like that.”

“Like what?”

She grinned. “Like you’re about to taste freedom. Look pissed or something.”

Out of nowhere, Dimple’s gun smacked me in the back of the head. “There,” he growled. “Now he looks pissed.”

“The fuck?” Before I could throat punch him, the doors at the end of the hallway banged open.

Vampire guards poured through. One of them eyed us and then pointed in the direction he was heading.

“With me,” he barked. “Now.”

He swept next to Dimple, grabbed his sleeve, and shoved him in the direction he wanted him to go. Dimple looked back and met our gazes, his “oh” expression connecting with Melody’s hissed “shit.”

The guy grabbed the back of Dimple’s neck and shoved him again. “Move it! Security breach 0204. One man, one woman. Let’s act like we care.”

The other guards moved in behind them, but the rough guy was starting to look back in our direction, likely to yell at us to join in the fun too. Melody was already taking my hand and steering us through a stairway door, just in time.

“It’s okay. He knows the plan. He’ll be there.” Melody’s grip tightened in mine as we descended the stairs.

“Be where?”

“In a getaway van outside.”

I glanced at the shaded windows as we passed them, at the soft light slipping underneath the cracks. It would be daylight soon, the perfect time for a break from vampire jail since vampires couldn’t run out into the sun to give chase. But not so perfect if you didn’t have a getaway driver.

“As in a getaway van outside in the sun?” I asked.

“Yep.”

“And where will we be?”

“Waiting for him to come to pick us up.”

I guessed that the van wasn’t parked at the curb, then. Too obvious. Too suspicious. “And if he doesn’t?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

One of us was going to have to go outside and get the van. And I’d be damned if I let it be her.

So I did what I always did in these types of situations. Well, not this situation exactly since this was my first jail break, but I blended into the role of desperate, innocent vampire who needed out. Not terribly hard, and for the details I needed to do that, I would fake it until I made it.

“Where’s the van?” I asked.

“It’s the first ugly gold one in the southeast lot. Looks like some kind of 1970s rape van. Can’t miss it. Keys are in the ignition, but you can’t be thinking—”

A door below us slammed open, and Melody immediately released my hand. A guard ran up the stairs and right past us as if his ass were on fire.

As soon as he was out of earshot, I said, “We need to get to the roof.”

She stared hard at me as we rounded the landing onto another set of stairs. “You are thinking about going out there. No. No way. We need to get to security and see if we can find Zac on the working cameras. We’re not leaving here without him.”

“He’s important to you?” Yeah, bad timing, but there it was.

“Well...” She took my hand again and squeezed. “He got me in here to rescue you.”

“So I’m important?”

“You have to feel it.” She moved our clasped hands in front of us and pointed at our wrists. “Right here.”

“Yeah, I feel it.” There, and other places. “Where’s security?”

“First floor.”

“And they’ll just let us in to have a peek at their cameras, will they?”

She grinned, one that made my whole body react. “I don’t see why not.”

On the first floor, we found the door marked Security. The hallway was empty except for a vampire in silver cuffs around his ankles and two guards quickly escorting him into a room.

I tried the door. “Locked,” I muttered.

She held out a ring of keys and twirled them around her finger. “I wonder if these will come in handy.”

I snatched them from her, unable to keep the smile from my face. She was having entirely too much fun. Once the door was unlocked, we slid in one body part at a time in case we weren’t alone. Voices sounded from an adjoining room behind a closed door. We needed to be silent and quick. 

Melody scanned the monitors along the wall while I searched the desk drawers. If I was going to be the getaway driver, I needed distractions to keep the focus off of me. The more the better. I found a lighter, a mostly empty glass bottle of Jack Daniels, and someone’s smelly sock. That would do. I also found a map of the jail and how to access the roof.

“There he is,” Melody muttered, pointing at one of the screens. “Third floo—What the hell?”

I turned in time to see Chin Dimple fling something at the feet of the vampire guards surrounding him and then take off running. It exploded into a flash of violent monochrome light, followed by a dense cloud of thick black ashes. A UV bomb? Damn.

Quickly, I took Melody’s hand and led her out of the security room, my skin buzzing at the contact. “Go. Intercept him. Then get to the front door.”

She looked at me with big yellow eyes. She must’ve taken out her green contacts to better blend in, and I couldn’t decide which I liked better, a detail that didn’t matter right now. 

“You’ll be there?” she asked. “At the front door too?”

“I’ll be there.”

She looked behind her at the empty hallway and then back at me with a wicked smile. “Look at the balls on you.”

I winked. “They’re not nearly as impressive as the rest of me.”

Grinning, she stepped away from me, her fingertips hooking around mine. “Go. Fast. Or I’ll have to come rescue you again.”

I nodded. “Let’s try not to make that a habit.”

I turned and left her behind, hating every inch of myself for doing so. This was insanity, fueled by an intoxicating promise of freedom. The sun would be up soon, and I was about to hurl myself out into it for a little daytime, rooftop picnic. Even worse, Melody depended on me not to fail. So I couldn’t. Yeah, I’d just met her, but still. She’d risked her life to break me out for no reason I could guess other than this weird connection. But it felt right. She felt right.

I stuck to the stairs, acting like I had every right to be there in my guard’s uniform. Groups of them flew past me without a glance as they shouted orders back and forth, totally oblivious to Inmate 204 running by.

On the top floor, a ladder stretched up the wall to the rooftop, and once I opened the door that led out, the orange streak in the sky slammed into me like a wall, bouncing me back inside. That would’ve been the smart thing to do. Instead, my legs weighted to the max with doubt, I stepped outside.

I had just minutes, tops, before sunrise.

In the distance, a helicopter whirred, not visible yet, but I had a feeling that was about to change.

I sprinted for the southeast corner of the building, pouring on my vampire speed and whatever other kinds of speeds I happened to have. Before the edge, I slowed, spotted an open dumpster below to my right, and jumped. Damn. And shot out of that stink like I’d just sat on a blowtorch. But not before setting the inside of the dumpster on fire with a splash of Jack from the bottle and the lighter I’d taken.

Then I spotted the gold van about fifteen yards away, past a dead lawn and the fenced-in work shed. Ugly was right. Not at all inconspicuous, but beggars can’t be choosers. I ran toward it, my skin prickling with heat. The orange streak in the sky had grown, now with bright yellow smudges. I gritted my teeth against my growing panic. No more looking at the sky. Ever.

When my feet hit the parking lot, the helicopter whirred closer, sounding almost right on top of me. I dropped and scooted underneath the van. The helicopter’s shadow crawled over the cement, a huge bug with rotating legs. I bet it was vampire proof.

Frustration burned into my hands until they clenched into fists. I didn’t have time for helicopters. The fact that I saw its shadow on the ground wasn’t a good sign. Eventually, after I bit down so hard on my teeth that I thought my eardrums had cracked, the whirring faded.

Time to move.

But first, a little fire. I fished out the glass bottle stuffed with the sock and lighter from my pockets, soaked the sock with the rest of the Jack Daniels, wedged it inside the bottle, and struck a flame to the cloth. Then I rolled the bottle across the ground as hard as I could. My troubled youth had taught me it wouldn’t actually explode any cars, but it would sure cause the pressurized struts and shock absorbers to fly around like bullets. Another distraction. Which was exactly what we needed.

I hauled ass out from underneath the van. Blinding light pummeled down on top of me. No time to think about it. I tried the driver’s side door of the gold van. Locked. Tried again. Still locked or stuck or holy fucking shit.

“You’re kidding me,” I hissed.

Heat ripped down my back. A faint sizzling started up my skin, growing louder. 

Through the window, the keys were in the ignition. Locked inside the van. Smoke wafted up from underneath my collar, the tips of my ears, my whole body a match about to be lit.

I gripped the handle and tore the door clean off. A short-term solution since I still had to drive the damn thing. I threw myself inside, cranked the engine, and peeled out of there.

In the rearview mirror, the flames started from my sock cocktail caught on a tire of another car. Somewhere in the distance, over the roar of the engine, the helicopter whirred again.

Smoke still lifted off my body, though less now since the van had a tinted windshield. My hands were blistered and red, and my whole body felt like I’d thrown myself into an oven, but I was still alive.

I squealed to a stop in front of the jail. No sign of Melody or the other guy. I couldn’t wait for them. No, fuck that, I had to wait for them because they’d risked everything to break me out, a stranger neither of them knew. For all they knew, I was a killer. Who would do something like that for me? And what was with this crazy connection I felt to Melody?

So where was she? I was a sitting duck. A stupid sitting duck in a doorless van that would pour in sunlight as soon as I cleared the building.

The helicopter drew closer, but I didn’t dare peel my eyeballs away from the front door to look for it.

My wrist burned, rivalling the heat of the sun, and then she burst through the doors. Chin Dimple ran on her heels, and seconds later, a whole slew of pissed-off guards, guns drawn, but they weren’t brave enough to fling themselves out into the sun.

Brave. Stupid. It was all a matter of perception.

Bullets flew.

I dived out of the seat into the back so Melody and Dimple could fly in after me. Smoke wafted around Melody. Her face reddened. The sizzling started up and then intensified, and she still had about ten feet to go.

Guns kept firing.

“Run zigzag so you don’t get hit!” I shouted, but I could barely hear myself.

And then they were tumbling in, first Melody, then Dimple. The van shot forward with Dimple at the wheel, knocking Melody into me until we lay flat in the back. I held her close, the searing in my wrist fading into calm warmth.

“Are you all right?” she asked, her hand over my dead heart, staring down at me with big, beautiful yellow eyes.

She was asking me that. Me. Even while her own skin was smoking and blistering.

I laughed as bullets hit the back of the van, and we got the hell out of there. She laughed, too, as she melted into me with relief. Her body against mine caused all sorts of dirty thoughts to run through my head, even after a jailbreak. Especially after a jailbreak. But I was also aware that we’d both just stepped out into the sun and needed time to heal. Time to run.

Her chin trembled as her gorgeous eyes met mine again. “My real name is Wren.”

“It could be Bertha for all I care. Thank you.” I was free, all because of Wren and that other guy.

Whoever this Wren woman was, she was gorgeous and deadly, like silver poison in an unbreakable vial. And I desperately wanted a taste.
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Chapter Seven
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Wren
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“Are you two okay back there?” Zac yelled over his shoulder. He drove like a maniac on a tiny gravel road not meant for anything with wheels. 

“If you can call okay feeling like I’m in a rock tumbler, sure.” I held on to the only semi-steady thing in the van –Ashe, who had wedged himself against the back corner and the wheel well. 

It didn’t have the cushy upholstery of a minivan, just an empty cargo space. But it lacked any windows except those in the front. Depending on which way Zac turned the van, sunlight randomly invaded the interior through a couple of bullet holes in the windshield and the rear doors. Every time it shone through, it managed to hit skin that had already been burned. The tops of my ears were blistered, as were my hands. I could tell my face had sustained a mega sunburn as well, though I couldn’t bring myself to touch it. 

Smoke still rose from poor Ashe’s back. His hands had blisters that were already clearing up before my eyes. He could heal quicker than I could, apparently. 

Ashe sat up a bit and took off his stolen guard’s shirt. Pity he still had his original one on under it, but at least it got me a few millimeters closer to his skin. Then he grabbed a folded up windshield sunshade that stuck out from under a black garbage bag full of stuffed animals of all things. I grabbed a purple duck that had fallen out during our wild ride and snuggled it beneath my chin as I nestled closer into Ashe’s embrace.

With a soft smile, he unfolded the sunshade and draped it over us. “That should keep the sun off you, until we get to wherever we’re going. So...where are we going?”

I ventured a look up into Ashe’s copper eyes, which were filled with worry and wonder and something deeper that sent fire to my core. It was a much more pleasant feeling than the fire crawling across my skin as it struggled to heal itself. 

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. 

“You look so much like—”

“My mother?”

“Bronwen was your mom?” He swallowed hard and averted his eyes, as though seeing her in me struck a bad nerve.

“Yeah. Did you know her?”

He shook his head. “I saw her a few times on VTV. That’s all.”

“VTV?”

Zac made another sharp turn, jarring us against the wall of the van. 

“Hey! Take it easy!” Ashe held me tighter, which squeezed my ribs like a hungry boa constrictor, but hey, I wasn’t about to complain. I was concentrating on how well his hard angles fit against my curves. And his scent – it was intoxicating, like fresh cut cedar. 

“I know what I’m doing, thanks,” Zac yelled back. Now that we’d rescued Ashe, which I’d have to remind Zac was his idea, he was acting like a dick about it. Almost as though he was jealous. 

I sat up and peered out the windshield. He was taking us deep into a wooded area. The thick canopy blocked the sunlight, thankfully. Was that why he was taking us farther into the boonies?

“Don’t worry about the sun,” I said to Zac. “We can stay covered up well enough.”

“I’m not worried about the sun. More worried about the chopper. I think I can lose them in here. We’ll be able to circle back into town so we can ditch the van in a parking garage. You two can hide in here while I go rent another one.”

“What about Birdie?” I asked. “We can’t just leave her there. My whole damn life is in that car.”

“We’ll get you somewhere safe, then I’ll make sure you get your car back safe and sound.”

“I hope you know where you’re going,” Ashe said.

“GPS is my friend.”

I laughed. “If you get us lost in a nest of horny inbred rednecks, I’ll offer you up first.” 

He narrowed his eyes at me in the rearview mirror. 

Now that we weren’t being shaken until our fangs rattled, Ashe helped me sit up with my back against the wheel well, facing him. “You’re not healing very quickly, Wren. When’s the last time you ate?”

I sneaked a peek at the rearview mirror, where amusement flashed in Zac’s eyes. “Well, I snacked on a guard at the prison and before that...um, a rat.”

“A rat? Are you on some kind of weight-loss diet? You don’t need to be, trust me.”

“Um, thanks, I guess. But no, that’s just what I eat sometimes.”

“Whatever floats your boat. What kind of DBDs do you like? I know a good place with great-tasting ABs and a few Os, but they’re kind of expensive.”

I blinked at him, realizing I must seem like a total idiot for not knowing all those acronyms. Maybe I’d heard them before and had forgotten? Maybe the sun had melted my brain so part of it had leaked from my ears. There were so many questions swirling in my head, I didn’t know where to start.

“You don’t know what DBDs are, do you?” Ashe asked. 

I shook my head.

He gently bit his thumb, lifted my hand, and streaked his blood across the blistered skin. It bubbled and soaked in. The blisters shrank and disappeared, leaving my skin smooth again. 

Staring at it, I recalled a day when I was maybe five or six. My mother and I were staying at a motel somewhere in Texas and had just watched Interview with the Vampire the night before on TV. The scene where Brad Pitt as Louis watches the sun rise for the last time as a human really stuck with me. I probably didn’t understand that he wasn’t a vampire, and he looked so warm and handsome in the golden glow of morning. 

We had gone to bed before sunup as usual, the heavy drapes pulled across the window to keep out the daylight as we slept. I woke up and saw the light peeking from the edges of the curtains, thinking that maybe I could see the sunrise just like Louis did. So I crept out of bed and crawled under the curtain. I did indeed see the beautiful orange and pink glow of sunrise as it silhouetted the Adult XXX Emporium sign across the road. For about two seconds, I was mesmerized, until the sun popped fully over the sign. My face immediately heated to what felt like two thousand degrees.

I screamed. My mother was there in a flash. She grabbed me and bounded into the space between the two double beds. I was crying so hard, I didn’t understand what she was doing, but now I remembered her biting her thumb and rubbing it over my skin. I had always assumed she was just drying my tears. But the burn subsided quickly. That’s when she told me the only sunrises we could see were on TV, that being in the sun for longer than a few seconds could be deadly to us. I’d managed to avoid the sun fairly well since then...until today.

Ashe repeated the process on my other hand and was applying his blood to my forehead when I snapped back into reality. His blood smelled like him times five, with the distinct twang of old, dead blood like I’d smelled in Hotel Enigma. I took his hand and flipped his wrist over, then brought it to my lips. 

I felt him tense up, like he might yank his hand away, but instead, he watched me with a steely intensity as I gently bit down and sucked up some of his cold, thick blood. It tasted even better than it smelled, not like food really, but more like a blood-flavored medicine. The effects were immediate. I could feel my skin tingle and stretch as the remaining blisters faded away. 

I sucked again, swallowed more. All my senses fired at once. My eyes read Ashe’s cool blue temperature signature, along with the reddish purple of a slightly warmer area in his crotch. My ears picked up on the tha-thump, tha-thump of Zac’s heart.

“Wren, that’s enough.” Ashe slowly pulled his wrist away. 

I jerked it back to my mouth, bit down, and sucked. I needed more. Lots more. 

“I said, that’s enough!” He withdrew forcefully that time, darting to the other side of the van. He wrapped the fingers of his other hand tight around his wrist, staring at me as though he was caged with a starving lion. 

“What’s going on back there?” Zac asked. “Wren, you okay?”

Wren, not Melody. He must’ve overheard me when I told Ashe.

I drew my knees to my chest and covered my face. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what the shit came over me.”

“It’s fine. We’re all fine,” Ashe said. “Wren’s just tired and needs a decent meal. I suggest we find a suitable place for her to eat so she won’t have to chew off that chin dimple of yours. Uh, what’s your name anyway?”

I’d failed to introduce the two of them, my human guide and vampire insta-boyfriend. A minor infraction compared to me trying to feast on Ashe and my cluelessness about my own kind. 

“Palmer. Zac Palmer.” 

Was it just my imagination, or had Zac lowered his voice and applied a British accent? 

Ashe must have noticed, too, considering the way he imitated Zac. “A real life James Bond in our midst, eh? Must be our bloody fucking jolly good luck. How’s about a spot of tea, govna?”

I lifted my head. “That was a terrible impression.”

“Hey, he started it,” Ashe said, tilting his head toward Zac. “But at least you’re smiling now.”

He was right. I was smiling. For a moment, it felt oddly comfortable here in the midst of these two guys who I didn’t even know forty-eight hours ago. The feeling was even stronger with Ashe, like I’d known him my whole life, even though I didn’t know him from Vampire Adam. 

Zac consulted his phone screen again. “Stay down. I’m pulling out onto the bypass. The sun might be a little bright.”

Ashe gestured me back to him, so I scooted up close. He turned me so I sat with my back facing him, right up against his chest between his legs. He held the sunshade over us like a tent. There didn’t seem to be any hesitation on his part, even though I’d attempted to juice him like a lime a minute ago. 

Fatigue and the comforting closeness of his body made my eyelids heavy. I sank back onto his shoulder. He turned his face so he supported my lolling head. His cheek rested against my forehead. 

I closed my eyes, felt his lips part, felt their soft coolness press against my skin. His hardening dick pressed into my lower back. Desire throbbed where my legs converged. I thought I had to be dreaming. I’d never felt this level of need for anyone before. 

“What is this?” I asked groggily, tilting my head to allow his lips to settle onto my temple. 

“This what?” he whispered. 

“This thing between us?”

His gentle kisses migrated to the top of my ear, their gentle suction drawing a quiet groan from me. 

“I don’t know for sure.” His whisper caressed my face. I let my head fall farther to the side so his lips could play along my neck. “But if my suspicions are right, we won’t be alone for long.”

I didn’t understand what he meant, but I didn’t really give a fuck, with his lips resting at the corner of my mouth. 

“All I know is,” he said, “if I don’t kiss you right now, I might go insane.”

You know those parts in movies where the hero and heroine are about to share their first kiss? The parts where your eyes go wide and you’re sitting on the edge of a saggy motel bed ready to cheer because they’re finally getting together?

Yeah, well, that didn’t happen here. 

What happened was Zac slammed on the brakes and screamed, “Mother fucking alligators!” 

Our bodies smashed against the wheel well. Ashe’s head klunked into mine like two coconuts colliding. 

“Sorry!” Zac called over his shoulder. “I didn’t hit it. Probably should have.”

I peeked at the rearview mirror. He was looking right at me, but quickly averted his eyes and put the van in reverse, which jerked our bodies in the other direction.

“Hey! We may be undead, but we’re still alive back here,” Ashe said, wincing as he sat up and rubbed his head. 

“Huh?”

“You know what I mean. Any sign of the helicopter?” 

“It turned east. We’re heading west, so we should be able to avoid it.” 

Ashe sniffed the air. “I smell barbeque and cigars. Where are we?”

“We’re about five miles from Rent-a-Van.”

“If you see a little shack off the road called Edna’s Itchen, can we stop there first?” Ashe asked.

“Itching? That sounds contagious.” I ran my fingers through my hair and scooted back to the other side of the van. 

The cool feel from his lips still lingered on my face. If I didn’t keep my distance, I wasn’t sure what I might do. I wanted to bite him and fuck him at the same time. Was this normal vampire attraction? If so, it’s probably a good thing that I hadn’t encountered any others until now. 

Ashe’s shoulders sank a bit as his eyes followed me with a longing look. He shook his head and scrubbed a hand over his face. “It used to be Edna’s Kitchen, but the K got swept away in a tornado about ten years ago. She never bothered putting it back, so Edna’s Itchen it is. She hated the locals calling it that at first, but it stuck like any good nickname and actually helped draw in customers.”

“I really don’t feel like eating a greasy piece of fried chicken,” I said with a grimace.

“You’re in luck. She has something just perfect for you.” He grinned and slipped into his bad British accent. “Palmer, Zac Palmer can have the greasy chicken.”

Zac chuckled. “I like mine extra greasy. I see it up ahead. Where can we park? There’s really no shade there in the parking lot.”

“Drive around back. Special parking.”

I crouched and crept behind the front passenger seat, peeking out carefully in case the sun decided to reflect off a bad chrome bumper. Zac pulled off the road, where sure enough, a wood-sided building sat with a sagging roof and white block letters above the door that read Edna’s itchen. The front parking lot was full of cars and over-compensating dually pickups. He drove around on a narrow, paved drive to the back of the restaurant. There was a temporary storage facility with several units. Zac pulled up to a drive-up keypad on a white painted steel post. 

Ashe joined me, crouching behind the passenger seat. “Key in this code – 80085.”

“Okay.” Zac sounded skeptical. “Wait a minute, doesn’t that spell boobs on a calculator?”

“Yeah, so?” Ashe grinned at me.

Zac rolled his eyes. His right hand rested on his holstered gun while he typed the code in with his left. I sincerely hoped Ashe wasn’t leading us into some vampire ambush, where the main course would be Zac. I didn’t have the strength to protect him. 

The overhead door lifted, and inside lay an empty storage space. 

“Drive on in,” Ashe said.

“If this is a trap, I’m killing you first.”

“Why would I want to kill strangers who sprung me from jail? Talk about biting the hand that feeds you.” Ashe glanced at me and chuckled. 

“Yeah, yeah, very funny,” I said. 

Zac drove the van into the storage unit. As soon as the rear bumper cleared, the door lowered, effectively plunging the once bright interior into darkness. Zac killed the engine but left the key on so he had the advantage of the parking lights. 

Gun drawn, he slowly got out of the van, prepared for an ambush. Ashe didn’t seem to have any reservations about the situation. He sprang to the back of the van, opened the double doors, and hopped out, turning to offer his hand to help me down. 

I took it gladly. My head was swimming from hunger, fatigue, and probably a concussion from Zac’s reckless driving. When my feet hit the concrete floor, I wobbled. Ashe steadied me with his strong hands and body. If I hadn’t been ready to chew my own arm off from hunger, I’d have asked Zac to give us a couple minutes in the back of the van. Not exactly romantic, and I had no idea why I felt this way, except that I knew Ashe wanted it as much as I did. 

With this level of horniness, I could only assume that vampire life involved prison breaks, bloodletting, and orgies twenty-four seven. 

“So, what now?” Zac asked, circling the van like a caged beast. He slid a narrow-eyed warning glare at Ashe as he passed us. 

“You just leave that to me,” Ashe said. 

Holding my hand, he led me to the rear corner of the storage unit and typed a number into another keypad beside a door with a wire glass window. The lock disengaged. Ashe opened the door, and we entered a stairwell illuminated with dim fluorescent lights. 

I hesitated. The last time I’d seen a stairway like this, I’d had to fight off a herd of vampires. 

Ashe drew me close and stroked my cheek. “It’s okay, I promise.”

The aroma of smoky barbeque wafted up the stairwell. “Tell me they’re not barbequing vampires down there.”

“You like yours rare or well done?”

My eyes went wide. 

He laughed and squeezed my hand. “I’m kidding. Come on. Zac can come, too, if that makes you feel better, but he probably won’t find the menu to his liking.”

****
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At the bottom of the stairs was a small wood-paneled hallway. A coat rack stood right at the bottom that held miscellaneous ball caps, a white apron streaked with dried blood, and a crooked umbrella. Open Sysco boxes sat on the worn linoleum floor, one of which was half full of disposable plastic cups like you’d find in any bathroom. Another held napkins. 

We walked down the hallway past stainless steel shelves containing peanut oil, lard, and industrial-sized cans of green beans. Below that were bottles of rubbing alcohol, boxes of sterile gauze, and large bottles of raspberry-flavored liquid iron supplements. 

It looked like a typical basement storage area of any ratty diner except for the medical supplies and iron supplements. Surely they didn’t add that to the food, or maybe they did. I was quickly discovering how little I knew about both the human and vampire world. My mother had sheltered me to protect me, but in the process had not told me much about our kind or humankind, and after her death, my sole focus had been revenge and surviving long enough to make that happen.

Ashe strode confidently through the place, holding my hand. Zac followed so close behind me, I could feel his warmth radiating on my back. He still held his gun in front of him with both hands, pointing it at the floor. 

My mind reeled. How much could I really trust either of them? A sinking feeling chilled my already cold blood as Ashe led us through a set of swinging doors. What if they already knew each other and had teamed up to capture me? 

Stupid, thy name is Wren. They had made sure I would be too hungry and exhausted to fight back. I was completely trapped. Nowhere to run, because I had no idea how to get out except for the way we came. Even weakened, though, my speed would far surpass Zac’s. I just had to knock him down, take out Ashe, and get out of the line of fire and back up the stairs...

“Well, if it ain’t Ashe Jensen!”

A woman’s loud voice snapped me out of forming my escape plan. I blinked and realized we had entered what looked like a dingy basement diner, with battery-powered lamps and black tablecloths on a dozen or so round tables. The woman standing in front of us was plump with a head of gray hair pulled back into a bun. She wore a flowered dress and a red, ruffled apron. 

She could have easily masqueraded as Mrs. Claus, except she didn’t hold a plate of cookies for Santa. Instead she wore blue latex gloves and carried a tray, on which lay a bloody scalpel and a couple of bloody gauze pads. 

The smell of blood hit me hard, and my fangs emerged, though I tried to keep my mouth closed to hide them. 

“Where you been, darlin’? Haven’t seen you in ages. And who’s this pretty little thing?” She smiled at me and then peered behind me at Zac, who had just holstered his gun. “We don’t allow weapons in here.”

“It’s okay, Edna,” Ashe said. “They’re with me. This is Wren, and the human is Zac.”

“You a DBD, Zac? I’ll have to see your paperwork.”

“No, just a regular human. Wren’s bodyguard.”

With one eyebrow arched, I slid him a look. He shrugged. 

“Well, we got plenty of human food upstairs.” She focused on me again. “You look really familiar, though I can’t place the name.”

I tore my eyes from the bloody gauze and focused on Edna’s grandmotherly face. “My mother was—”

Ashe squeezed my hand firmly, which I took for a shut-up signal. “Long story, best left for after lunch,” he said. 

“Not a lot of DBDs to choose from right now. We don’t get many diners down here this time of day. But there’s always an oddball or two.” She winked at Ashe then scanned us from head to toe. “Y’all look plumb awful.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“What happened?”

“Edna...”

“Sorry, I know better than to ask questions. Anyway, I have showers and a couple of rooms y’all can snooze in. Now what will it be? I got a nice O neg here right now.”

“I don’t know. Sounds pricey,” Ashe said, rubbing his chin like he was trying to decide between a sirloin and filet mignon. 

“Lunch special. Half off.”

“Sounds good. Let’s get Wren a sample.”

Edna nodded and called out to a woman seated across the room who was sipping a drink and flipping through a magazine. “Harriet, lunch special and a sample, please. Table six.”

Harriet was tall and muscular, with bright red hair and pale skin turned nearly brown from freckles. She wore jean shorts, flip flops, and a long-sleeved plaid flannel shirt with a tank top underneath, all a size too small. She tossed the magazine on the table and put down her drink – it looked purplish like the iron supplement in the back hallway, and smelled like fake raspberry too. 

Edna ushered us to a table, where Ashe and I sat close to each other. Zac sat on the edge of his seat at a nearby table, his chair facing us, still looking around with those intense dark eyes as though Dracula might emerge at any moment. 

Harriet sat opposite us at our table, smiled, and nodded at me and Ashe in turn. “I assume your girlfriend here’s getting the sample.” 

“Yes, please,” Ashe said. “If that’s okay with you, Wren?”

I nodded, not certain what I was okay with, but if it involved a fresh meal of blood, I was totally down with that.

Edna returned to the table carrying a tray. On the tray sat an empty clear plastic cup, along with a clean scalpel and gauze pads, and a bottle of rubbing alcohol. Harriet removed her flannel shirt and draped it over the back of her chair. Edna soaked a gauze pad with alcohol and wiped Harriet’s wrist. Then she held the woman’s wrist over the cup and made a small slice across an artery with the scalpel. Fresh, bright-red blood flowed from the wound. Edna set the scalpel on the tray and flipped Harriet’s wrist upside down. Blood poured into the cup. Steam condensed on the inside of the cup as the blood level rose. 

All this time, Harriet was casually looking off in the distance as though it didn’t bother her in the least. 

My mouth watered as I watched the hot blood pour into the cup. I could hear Harriet’s pulse, calm and steady, saw how the tiny area of skin at her wrist above the cut rose and fell with every heartbeat. I didn’t know how long I could control the urge to sink my fangs into her arm. 

“You got your papers, ma’am?” Harriet asked.

“What?” I forced my eyes to leave the visual feast of her fresh blood and met Harriet’s calm gaze.

“Your papers. You can drink from prepackaged, but you need papers to get a meal from the source.”

Ashe put his hand on my thigh as if to calm me down, but it sent electrical pulses straight to my core. At least it was enough to snap me out of beast mode for a moment. I turned to meet his copper-eyed gaze. His eyes were even more beautiful in this light. I wouldn’t feel the least bit uncomfortable staring right into those gems while he fucked me.

“Wren, papers mean you’re free of communicable diseases. Have you got anything like that?”

I shook my head, mesmerized by the way his lips slid over his slightly emerged fangs as he spoke.

“Your doctor could print them for you.”

“What doctor?” I blinked, averting my gaze to somewhere less dangerous, like Zac’s crotch. Shit, no. Uh, where to look? There, by a door across the room – a framed quote from Marilyn Monroe: Dogs never bite me, just humans. Weirdly appropriate, but better.

“You don’t have a doctor?”

I slumped in the seat, laughing sarcastically. “Oh, sure, I’ve had lots of them. They’re delicious.”

He squeezed his eyes shut with a half smile. “Seriously, Wren?”

I sat up straight and rested my hand on his thigh. His whole body tensed. Good. Served him right. “Yeah, seriously. I don’t even know what a DBD is.”

Edna answered without looking up from the bloodletting. “Designated Blood Donor.”

“Yeah, okay, whatever. None of this – the DBDs, the prison, my mother being a queen of something. I don’t know shit from shinola.”

Edna and Harriet both snapped to attention, wide-eyed.

“It’s from an old movie,” I added. “The Jerk. Steve Martin. No?” Apparently my area of expertise lay in old music, movies, and TV shows. Yeah, that’d be a real help.

Ashe squeezed my thigh, glancing at them before he held me in a cold copper stare. “Listen, I know you want answers, and you will get them, but not here, not now. Priorities first. We get you fed, rested, and somewhere we’ll both be safe. Just be patient.”

“She’s hungry. Be patient with her,” Zac said. 

Ashe sat back in his chair, removed his hand from my thigh, and held up both hands in brief surrender. “Sorry.”

“Okay, hon. Try this.” Edna set the cup of fresh blood in front of me. She held gauze over Harriet’s wrist. 

Ashe wiped his thumb with alcohol and bit the tip of it. Edna removed the gauze from Harriet’s wrist as Ashe smeared his blood onto the wound. It closed almost immediately. 

Edna quickly wiped the leftover blood from Harriet’s skin then looked at me. “Drink it before it gets cold, hon.”

She didn’t have to tell me twice. I snatched up the blood and drank it down, savoring the rich, hot, iron-filled goodness as it slid down my throat and eased my growling stomach. I slammed down the cup and wiped my mouth with a napkin. 

“Well?” Ashe asked. 

“That was amazing. Can I have more? Please?”

“Of course, hon. I’ve got a whole pint in the kitchen back there. I’ll warm it up for you and bring it out.” Ashe started to protest, but Edna smiled. “It’s on the house. Poor girl’s starving.”

Zac groaned and stood from his chair. “I don’t think I can watch any more of this.”

Edna chuckled. “Okay, then come with me. I’ll point you to the diner upstairs.”

Edna took Harriet’s other wrist and quickly wiped it with alcohol before hurrying to another room with a swinging door, which I assumed was the vampire kitchen. Zac followed her, glancing back at me and Ashe with a frown before he slipped through the door. 

Ashe scooted closer to Harriet, picked up her wrist and brought it to his mouth. Her eyes widened slightly as his fangs emerged. He pierced her skin, slowly sinking the sharp tips deeper into her flesh until his lips were seated fully over her artery. Her breath hitched. She made a fist and tightened it, then loosened it in the rhythm of a slow, steady heartbeat. 

I watched his chin and Adam’s apple moving up and down, heard the gentle slurping as a tiny stream escaped the corner of his mouth. I wiped it from her arm before it dripped on him and licked my finger. He raised his gaze to mine, his mouth curving briefly into a smile. Yellow light from the table lamp flickered like dancing flames in his copper eyes. 

Harriet closed her eyes and let out a quiet moan. Her body gravitated closer to him. She gripped the hem of her shirt as though she had to resist touching him. 

I was getting wet just watching Ashe have lunch. I’d never been so turned on by eating before. I mean, who gets turned on by rats and dying homeless people? I made a mental note to find a vampire phone book and get a vampire doctor appointment ASAP. 

Edna emerged from the kitchen with a blood donor bag shaped like a juice pouch with a straw in one end. “Here ya’ go, hon. Drink up.” 

“Thank you.” I took the pouch from her and sipped. It was good, but like the equivalent of a frozen pizza compared to a homemade one. I sat back in my chair and watched my insta-boyfriend drink blood from a willing human in an oddly sensual dining experience. 

****
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Harriet’s shift ended, so she left just as Zac reemerged from the kitchen. He looked more satisfied and smelled more like barbeque than body odor. 

“How was it?” we asked each other at the same time.

I laughed. “Good, and yours?”

“Extra greasy, but nothing some Tums can’t handle.”

Now that we were all full, I could finally take account of how bad we looked and smelled. But I had so many things to ask now that my brain wasn’t fogged over with hunger.

“How about a shower and a good nap?” Ashe asked as though reading my mind. “We can talk more tonight.”

“Okay.” 

Zac cleared his throat. “I’ll ditch the van and come back with your car. I think we should get on the road as soon as the sun sets, so that’ll be about....” He consulted his mobile phone. “Eight-thirty. You have plenty of time to rest up and whatever.”

He grimaced at the word whatever as though imagining Ashe and me in the throes of passion. 

“Okay, be careful out there,” I said.

“Sure. Be careful in here, too.” He tossed Ashe a cold glare and left the way we had entered. 

Surely the detective wasn’t jealous. I found that quite hilarious. Like I was the Bella for their Edward and Jacob testosterone competition. I’d always thought such a triangle was ridiculous, but I could understand the ego trip. If they decided to brawl over me, I’d insist they do it without teeth or weapons. And without clothes. With lots of oil. 

As soon as Zac’s footsteps faded down the hall, Ashe stood and ran a hand through his sandy blond hair. “So...what now?”

“So...” I slowly stood, wondering the same thing. Shower and sleep were a given, but a lot could happen in a few hours. “I think you owe me a kiss."
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Chapter Eight
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Ashe
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Damn right, I owed Wren a kiss. More than one, all over her pouty lips, and then I’d skip straight to the good stuff and kiss up the insides of her thighs. What would she taste like, feel like when I sank inside her? I got hard just thinking about it. Harder, actually, if that were even possible. I’d sported a chub since I’d first laid eyes on her. Now, as I pushed to my feet to stand next to her, watching her eye-fuck me, I was sure I wore the same expression she did while my dick strained against the zipper of my prison uniform underneath the guard’s uniform.

“I just realized I have on entirely too many clothes,” I said.

She lifted an eyebrow. “We should probably find a solution for that. Like a shower?”

Check, please. A low rumble started deep in my chest. “Only if you’ll join me.”

She grinned, and it was all I could do not to throw her down on the table right here. “I did say you owed me a kiss.”

Still spinning from my insane day, I just about went into a tailspin when I took her hand and hauled balls out of the DBD feeding area. Her touch charged a lightning storm through my skin, reminding me that I was here, and free, because of her. It had been stressful as hell to get to this point, but it was so worth it. 

She turned to me, and her grin grew wider, even more gorgeous, fueling my need to kiss her, taste her, be inside her right now.

In the same wood-paneled hallway we’d come in through, I released her hand to push her back against the wall. Roughly, I tilted her head back and covered her mouth with mine, groaning when I could still taste the blood she’d drunk on her lips. 

She arched into me, her arms wrapping to the back of my head, her chest pressed against mine. Her lips and tongue matched my intensity, and soft moans rumbled into me and then all the way down to my dick. Then, she rolled her hips into mine, and I just about lost it right there. With a growl, I wrapped my arms around to her ass to grind her up against me. She felt so good, so soft, yet unbreakable too. I wouldn’t have to be gentle with her. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and she used the wall as leverage to dry hump me.

Sweet vampire Jesus, why were we still wearing clothes?

I set her on her feet and pulled away, drunk with lust and blood and freedom and adrenaline. We needed to get to a room. Wren took my hand, her lips swollen with my kisses, eyes bright with hunger, her guard’s uniform top sliding down to reveal her bare shoulder. Fuck it. Who needed a room when the hallway would work just fine?

With a laugh, she sidestepped my advance to just take her right here and pointed to a door marked Bathroom. “I’ll wash your back if you wash mine?”

I groaned low in my throat because I was pretty sure I’d warped back to caveman days and had lost the ability to form words. Female, good. Naked female, gooder.

I followed her in, just barely noticing the blue-tiled floor, the cinder block partition between the restrooms and sinks on one side and the showers on the other, and the low, wooden benches. We headed toward the showers, still clothed, damn it. From the sound of things, we were alone in here, but thankfully the showers were partitioned and curtained.

Wren turned on the water, and I stepped underneath the spray, both of us still fully clothed. I’d worry about that in a bit. More, uh, pressing matters took up my brain capacity. The shock of cold did nothing to cool me down. I wrapped my arms around to her front and kissed the back of her neck while she fiddled with the temperature.

“I think the lever is broken,” she said.

I groaned into her creamy skin. “It’s really not.”

Her laugh turned into a moan when I skimmed my hand down her stomach to rub her through her two pairs of pants. She melted against me, leaning her head against my chest and pressing her ass to my straining dick. I slid my hands back up underneath her shirts as she arched her neck to give me better access to the soft skin around her collarbone. She tasted like heat and sex, all wrapped up into a tight, gorgeous package. I ridded her of both shirts, and she turned in my arms to help me with mine. 

Like a magnet, my mouth found hers again with enough force to push us both back under the water. It soaked our lips and tongues but made me even thirstier. My hands roamed everywhere over her body, needing to get her out of her bra and pants but also to squeeze her tighter against me at the same time. 

She peeled both my guard and prisoner shirts off of me and then ran her hands down my chest, following the streams of water until her fingers rested on the waist of my pants.

Over the sound of the water, a pop rang out. Loud and close enough to separate us. We looked at each other, both of us seeming unsure and very much wanting to go back to what we’d been doing.

Wren licked her lips and glanced down at my dick pressing painfully against my soaked, too-tight pants. “That pop wasn’t you.”

“No.” I stepped in closer, telling myself to hell with whatever that sound was. “It definitely wasn’t.”

She grinned, and I lifted my hand to her face to wipe a wet piece of platinum hair from her forehead when there was a loud bang. It sounded like the bathroom door bursting open.

Both of us jumped and stared out through the curtain as if we could see anything behind its cream opaqueness. The air in the bathroom changed, not just the hot steam escaping through the open door but also the sense that we weren’t alone. And three was definitely a crowd.

Was that Zac? I leaned against the wall of the shower stall and peered out through a crack in the curtain. A shadow moved along the floor, moving toward the toilet side of the bathroom first even though our shower was obviously on. Making sure that side was empty before they came for the naked shower people, no doubt. But we weren’t nearly as naked as I wanted to be. A bad thing under normal circumstances. A good thing if this person was trouble though. Maybe they just really needed to piss.

I turned back to Wren who was peeking out the other side of the curtain. She shot her arm out to catch mine and squeezed, her body tense. A warning. Shit. I needed a weapon, anything to get us out of here. My options were a cracked green bar of soap someone had left in the tray in the wall, and an empty travel-sized bottle of hair conditioner. 

Awesome. Why did survival lately feel like a test I didn’t study for?

The curtain fluttered, and not because of us. Someone was coming, and not the happy kind either. I had the element of surprise in that I knew they were here, but I doubted that would be enough to get us out.
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