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To the citizens of Night Haven and the writers who brought them to life.

You helped me make Adelheid what it is today, and I hope that those characters who were inspired by yours do you justice now.
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Chapter One
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That’s the part about being a vampire that I’ve always hated.

The perks are great, but lunch can kill you...and I’m not talking ‘I can’t believe I ate the whole thing’ kind of kill you, either. I mean, pull a wooden stake out of their back pocket and murder you.

Now, let’s be clear about something. I wasn’t actually trying to eat anybody or even planning to eat anybody when the blonde psycho came flying out of the forest and drove a stake into my chest. Here I am, just trying to make an honest living, when some whack-job with a slayer complex comes darting out of the shadows and decides that I’m the one responsible for every crime committed by supernaturals over the past several centuries in reality and in fiction. Basically, I was assaulted over Dracula.

Fortunately for me, the psycho had bad aim and got closer to my shoulder than my heart so my undead ass remained undead rather than totally dead.

This turn of events was bad enough, but I could handle it. What was more of a struggle for me to deal with was the hysterics.

No, I’m not talking about my hysterics. I wasn’t hysterical. In fact, given the circumstances, I was quite calm. I’m talking about my clients. While I’m sure that having their preternatural expert-adviser-type person skewered wasn’t in their original plan, I was walking and talking, so was it really necessary to carry on like that? Vampire hearing is very sensitive, so wailing and shrieking really hurts. Wasn’t I in enough pain already?

“Mrs. White, please, really, I’m okay. Calm down,” I said through clenched teeth. My hand was pressed against the wound, holding back the oozing tide until I healed.

If it hadn’t been for my clients—yes, even with the screaming—I probably would have gone after the bitch and said shoulder-be-damned, but I had a responsibility to the people who hired me... Besides, I was a little impaired.

“But then...she just...out of nowhere...blood...” Mrs. Regina White sputtered, as if she’d been the one stabbed, before she promptly fainted.

Ernest White, who I assumed was her husband although no one had actually said it, knelt beside her in a panic and then glared at me. This wasn’t my fault. I didn’t sign up to get stabbed, you know?

I managed to keep my mouth shut on that, however.

Fifteen minutes later, I was sitting on the hood of my car. I had little patience for theatrics but didn’t quite feel free to leave, so this seemed like a good compromise. My hyper-physical body had healed the wound, although the blood drying on my skin and shirt was kind of gross.

Ernest was walking towards me, and I rather dumbly got a little nervous. I mean, I knew I could take him in any sort of fight, fair or otherwise, but it was the stress factor I was worried about. Tonight wasn’t really doing great things for me.

“Miss Stanton,” he began, wringing his hands.

I wanted to correct him and tell him to call me something else, but the truth was that I didn’t really have a title. Still, for some reason, ‘Miss’ Stanton just sounded wrong.

He continued, “I’m terribly sorry about Regina. She just doesn’t handle surprises very well.”

I managed not to comment about the fact that this had been a much bigger surprise for me than for her.

“I’m sure,” I replied as sympathetically as I could manage.

I try to be a nice person, but my shoulder hurt like hell, and I just wanted to leave.

Maybe I should introduce myself.

My name is Sadie Stanton. I’m the owner of the Stanton Agency. We serve the community in all matters preternatural, and we specialize in helping the preternatural community, and we had been doing it for... Well, if we were lucky, we’d be looking at a whole year. I started the business not long after the institution of Cameron’s Law, which made all supernatural beings legal citizens. I felt that we needed a place where people could come for paranormal services, and where the supernatural could come for help.

As the boss, and one of the only employees, I had the joy of doing a little of everything. I was in charge of myself and could work any million hours a week I wanted, provided they were without sunlight.

Tonight, I was at St. Gertrude’s Cemetery on Wallace Street on a job that was a little closer to the peripheries of my abilities, but I could do it, and it paid my bills.

Ernest and Regina White had buried her father two weeks before and for some reason, they were afraid he was going to wake up as a vampire, or that he already had. As for the first one, I could count it out. If he hadn’t yet, he wasn’t going to. As for the second, well, that was why we were standing in a cemetery at midnight.

As a vampire, I have some sense of other vampires and of the dead. I had just been kneeling on the grave, sensing the presence of a fully human and decomposing body beneath me, and was getting to my feet when the psycho came out of the tree line three graves to my right and did the aforementioned stabbing. Now that things were a little calmer, I remembered that I should probably deliver the good news.

“Mr. White,” I said, still trying to smile. “Before we were interrupted, I had been about to tell you that your father-in-law remains in his grave, very dead, very human. You don’t have anything to worry about.” I was making a guess on the father-in-law part, but he didn’t complain so I figured my guess was right. Good for my powers of deduction.

The look of relief on Ernest’s face made me wonder what he thought his father-in-law would actually do if he was up and walking again. Perhaps there wasn’t much peace with the in-laws, or maybe he just didn’t like vampires. Either was possible, but I wasn’t about to ask. It wasn’t my business and right then, I didn’t really care.

Being a dutiful husband, he thanked me and headed over to where his wife was leaning against a headstone, fanning herself. He apparently gave her the good news, because she then also looked relieved and fainted again. I shook my head and slid off the hood, giving them a little wave as I got in the car. My part of the job was finished, so I was leaving.

Being stabbed really takes it out of a girl.

* * *

[image: ]


Once in my car, I scrounged around for anything that might be useful. I found one of those wet wipe packets you get with a messy dinner at a restaurant, like ribs. It must have been from when I’d last gone out with Madison. I started to clean myself up, but then realized that was probably not a good idea. I had to go down to the police station and file a report. Legality being new to us, things like hospitals and police stations didn’t come as our first instinct like it did for the humans.

So, I stuffed the wasted wipe into the center console and started the engine.

Looking around, I saw that the Whites’ car was already gone. For the best, I was sure, in case they decided to follow me so Regina White could be hysterical at me for a little while longer. I took a moment to chastise myself for nasty thoughts, then I pulled out onto the road and made my way back to the center of town.

After the legalization, Adelheid became one of the foremost communities for preternaturals in the entire state of Connecticut, and even in New England. Hell, one could say for the entire United States. Many of the people behind Cameron’s Law had chosen to settle here, like I had. At least, those who were still around to tell the tale.

This meant that the streets were busy pretty much all the time. Not even the hours past midnight were safe. I navigated the usual ebbing and flowing of traffic as I made my way downtown.

My shoulder was stiff and sore, because being dead had not taken away the pleasures of either of those things. I felt a twinge as I turned into the parking lot of the Adelheid police station. It was generally busy, like any average business, but I didn’t see any uniforms rushing out with riot gear or choppers overhead, so I made the well-educated guess there were no emergencies taking place, and my little assault report could be taken.

I walked up to the front desk, and the eyes of the woman behind it snapped directly to my chest and not for any reason I could be flattered by. “I assume you’re here to file a complaint?” she asked, dragging her eyes up to mine.

“That’s a very astute observation,” I said wryly. “Could you point me in the right direction?”

“Do you need to see a doctor first?”

I knew she was trying to do her job and be a nice person, so I managed to stop the next words that really wanted to come out of my mouth, which were to point out that if I had needed to see a doctor, I would have already done so. “No, I’m okay.” It was sort of true.

She nodded, despite not looking entirely convinced, and gave me directions. I didn’t know her name, but it wasn’t the first time I had seen her. It wasn’t my first time in the station either, since my expertise was sometimes called upon to assist in community-related matters. This was, however, the first time I had come in as a victim. To this station, at least.

Following her directions, I got to the squad room and saw another vaguely familiar person, and she was one you didn’t forget. She was pretty enough, but she had scars over the entire left side of her face that looked like someone had finger painted on her. She sat on the edge of the desk belonging to a man whose face I couldn’t see because his back was to me.

Even if not a friend, precisely, I naturally gravitated towards familiarity and walked towards that desk. As I neared, the woman looked up and saw me. She nodded. As she did, the man turned his chair. Meeting his eyes caught me off guard and I nearly stumbled. It wasn’t really that he was that good-looking. I mean, he was attractive, but it was the eyes that got me. They were a shade of brown so light they were almost amber, and there was a raw intensity that drove straight through me like a lightning bolt. As cliched as that sounded.

“Detectives,” I greeted, needing to get something said just to pull me away from the man’s eyes. In truth, it was amazing anyone could distract from the female detective’s face, but there it was.

“Miss Stanton, what brings you...” Her words trailed off as her eyes fell to my bloody shirt. After a moment, she lifted her gaze back up to mine. “I take it that you had some trouble?”

“Yeah, you could say that,” I said with a rueful half-smile. Taking the edge of my jacket, I pulled back the lapel to give them a better view of the hole in my shirt and the blood dried all around its ragged edges. The skin directly under it was healed, clear and pale, but there was blood there, too. “Someone tried to stake me, which was all kinds of fun. If I had a name beyond ‘psycho bitch,’ I would want to file a more specific complaint, of course.”

“Indeed,” Detective Nykk Marlowe agreed dryly. She waved at the man in the chair. “This is Vance Johnston. He’s new here.” She looked down at him. “Why don’t you cover this one? I’ve got some paperwork to finish up from the Salinger case.”

Johnston looked a little surprised, but he nodded. Marlowe gave me a parting glance before heading off to a different part of the squad room. I took the chair next to his desk without being invited.

“Did you go to the hospital?” he asked. I couldn’t tell if it was protocol or concern that prompted the question, but I guessed it was more the former than the latter.

“No point,” I replied. “It was healed by the time I would have gotten there.”

“Vampire?”

A question that hadn’t been commonplace in police stations just a few years ago. I was actually kind of amused by that thought and laughed a little.

He arched a brow at me. “What’s so funny?”

“Just life, Detective,” I replied.

I sniffed the air then, curious about him. He was a shapeshifter, some kind of cat. I couldn’t know what specifically, but I could tell that much. There was peace between all the preternatural species for the sake of keeping the humans from revoking our law, but that didn’t always mean old prejudices didn’t linger. Vampires and shifters in days-gone-by hadn’t always been the best of buddies, but I hoped he wouldn’t hold my race against me just like I wasn’t going to hold his against him.

“Anyways,” I went on. “I am indeed a vampire. Hence the staking.”

“Right,” he said. He shuffled through some papers on his desk and found what I presumed was a statement form or something equally bureaucratic. “Alright, what can you tell me?”

“Besides the obvious?”

Those striking amber eyes lifted to mine, halfway between annoyed and amused. “Yes.”

I smiled a little. “Well, I was at St. Gertrude’s on a job. Seeing if someone was still in their grave or not.” I caught his next look and answered the question before he asked. “Using my senses and not a shovel.” He snorted and went back to writing. “It was for Ernest and Regina White. I’d have to call my secretary for the number. Anyway, it was Regina’s father. I had done my part and was getting up then, bam, out of nowhere, I’ve got this stick poking out of my chest.”

“Did you not hear her coming?” he asked. “I mean. Vampire senses and all.”

“They aren’t infallible, Detective,” I said dryly. “I was focused elsewhere.”

He made one of those obnoxious ‘hmm’ noises that men make when they don’t want to commit to any other answer before continuing. “Can you describe her?”

I thought back. “Not much. It happened pretty fast, especially for a human. So, I guess that’s the first thing. She was human. About my height? Give or take an inch or two. Blonde, I could see that much. Hair was sort of around shoulder-length...I think. I didn’t really see her face. Leather jacket and boots.” I thought a little more, but then I had to shrug. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“We’ll see what we can find out,” he said when we were finished and I’d signed the thing. “But there’s not much to work with.”

“It’s hardly like I could stop and take a picture,” I drawled.

He smiled slightly. “I would expect so.” He put the papers to one side, and his eyes held mine for a moment. “You’re free to go, Miss Stanton.”

There was that ‘miss’ again.

I was just going to have to make up a title for myself.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​​​​Chapter Two



[image: ]




For some reason I couldn’t have explained even if asked, I went straight from the station to the office. Any sane person would have gone home first and changed their clothes, but maybe I thought that a little blood would make me look... I don’t know, like I had been working hard rather than hardly working? An actual wound had to be a sign of hard work, right?

Madison St John looked up from her computer screen when I walked through the door. At first, she smiled, but then she saw my shirt and sighed. “Oh, Sadie, what happened this time?”

“Hey,” I said in my defense, “I don’t get my clothing bloody all that often, so don’t take that tone with me.”

“You get really snappish when you get stabbed, don’t you?” she said easily. The werewolf navigated my moods as easily as any sailor on the water. “Why didn’t you go home first? I mean, I know we’re a small upstart business and all, but I think looking professional probably does mean not having dried blood on your clothing.” We exchanged dry expressions. “Oh, there’s a lawyer waiting in your office.”

My not-beating heart jumped into my throat. “What? What’d I do?”

Madison laughed at my alarm. “He’s here to interview,” she said. “Relax, Sadie, and just try to pretend you own the place.”

“You’re just so funny,” I muttered and looked down at myself. I didn’t have any spare clothes here, and it would take too long to go home while the guy was waiting, so it looked like I was out of luck. Until, that was, Madison handed something across her desk to me.

“I keep a spare for such occasions as pasta sauce at dinner, but being a vampire, blood kind of counts in the same way for you.” She smiled.

She really was the little sister I’d never had.

Chuckling, I took the shirt from her and was glad we were just about the same size. “I appreciate it,” I said, deciding that I should scale back the attitude with someone who was saving my image. I went into the bathroom and changed. The shirt buttoned up but was a little snug around my chest, giving perhaps a better view of my cleavage than I generally liked, but it seemed an improvement over bloody holes.

Reemerging, I gave her the ruined one to hide behind the desk and got an encouraging smile as I walked into my office, feeling mostly like the boss.

“Hi, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” I said with my best polite smile as I walked around his chair, stopping to offer my hand, which he shook, before I went the rest of the way to sit. “I’m Sadie Stanton. Madison told me that you’re here to interview?”

“Yes, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Stanton,” he said with a smooth smile and a smoother voice. “My name is Bill Coffen.” He held up a hand. “Yes, I know, I’ve heard all the jokes.”

I smiled. “It could be worse,” I said. “You could be a vampire.”

* * *
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The interview went well, and it looked like I had found my demon lawyer.

Mr. Coffen wasn’t a demon himself, but he was versed in human law as well as multi-dimensional law. “Demons,” in our community, were just from other dimensions, and you could call on them to make deals for things you couldn’t manage to get done on your own in the real world. It required a summoner, of course, but it also required a lawyer to make the deal because they could be very tricky things.

After he’d left, I got to work. Doing administrative work is, of course, as glamorous as it sounds.

When the workday was done, I was, too.

“Alright, I’m heading home,” I said to Madison as I trudged into the front office. “I’ll see you there.”

“I will probably be late because I have some paperwork to finish. Mind stopping at the butcher for me?” she asked, looking up from the stacks of stuff upon stuff that existed on her desk like a paper village in the making.

“Sure,” I said. “The usual.”

“Yep.”

I tossed off a casual salute and headed out the door, into my car, and down the street.

Most businesses these days were open almost all the time, but the butcher especially because they were the only “grocery store” a vampire could use. Supplies of blood that would have been wasted in the before-days were now in hot demand.

There were already a few customers inside Adelheid’s butcher shop. I passed another vampire coming out as I was going in. I didn’t know their name offhand, though I had seen them around, so we did the cursory polite neighborhood smile before going about our business. Which, in this case, was waiting in line.

Once it was my turn at the counter, the gaze of the man in the white coat on the other side snapped down to my somewhat-bursting shirt buttons. At least this time, I knew it was a reason I could be flattered by. I didn’t know him and hadn’t seen him here before, so I chose not to say anything and bust on him about it. I just waited patiently, smirking, until he met my eyes and asked what he could help me with.

“Yeah, I need some ribeyes and some chicken,” I said, starting to list off my werewolf roommate’s usual carnivorous order.

He nodded. “We can do that. Any blood for yourself today?”

I tilted my head and inhaled quickly. Ah. Shifter. He could tell what I was. “No, not today.”

“Are you sure, ma’am?” he asked as he packaged things from the selection in the cooler counter. “It’s never good to run out.”

I wasn’t ever happy with the hard-sell, so I just put on a more serious look and shook my head. “No. I’m good. Thank you.”

For a moment, it looked like he was going to say something more, but then he stopped himself and went about wrapping the things I had actually asked for. I took the package, enjoying the smell of things I could no longer eat, and paid the bill before heading out.

* * *
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Home was a small two-bedroom house on Maple Street, which was about five minutes from the agency. Looking at the skyline, my body easily sensed I only had a couple more hours before I needed to go to ‘bed’ and sleep through the daylight hours. In the darkness, my vampire sight could tell that the lawn needed mowing, and I hoped Madison might take care of it when there was light out. I didn’t trust myself with the lawn mower, and some of my neighbors were non-vampires who wouldn’t appreciate the noise at that hour, anyway.
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