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For the misfits.


Chapter One

As a vampire hunter, Noah was used to his plans going south in the worst possible ways. This op, however, was currently vying for one of the worst—by annoying him out of his goddamned mind.

On paper, it had sounded simple: a vampire had been responsible for some blood-drained corpses, probably a newly turned one based on how messy the crime scenes were, and Noah’s squad had been assigned to take care of the problem. They were in the unusual situation of being down one member while waiting for their new squad leader to arrive, but the op should’ve been easily doable for a three-person team. According to their intel, the vampire always left his suburban house after sunset to feed. Except Noah was still sitting in a backyard tree five hours after sunset, watching the vampire’s immobile heat signature through the second-floor window. His fingers were going numb in the cold autumn night, the colors from his infrared binoculars had practically been seared into his retinas, and he swore he was going to become part of the tree if he sat there for much longer.

He finally got Casey O’Donnell to cover for him—which Casey only agreed to after making some snide comments—while he texted Jordan.

Sorry, can’t make it to the movie tonight. Hunt taking longer than expected.

And, after debating with himself as to whether a smiley face was too much, he finally added, ☹.

Jordan texted back quickly: No worries. Be safe!!

It was the third time he had to cancel plans with Jordan in two weeks, and it was making him cranky.

“Who were you texting?” Casey asked, again, from his perch on the opposite side of the tree.

“Someone,” said Noah for the third time.

Casey was eyeing him in a way that made Noah uncomfortable. “That’s the third time you’ve texted during a stakeout.”

Jesus, he’s keeping track? Noah put his phone away. “What, like you’ve never played Candy Crush on your phone during a stakeout?”

Casey raised an eyebrow. “I thought not breaking rules was your thing. Along with not being able to lie and stuff.”

And there it is. Noah suppressed the urge to snort. Casey was half right…but he was also half wrong, as usual. While Noah generally preferred not to stir up trouble, he was perfectly capable of breaking rules and lying through his teeth if he thought it was for the “greater good,” however he defined that. Which, in this case, meant passing on status updates so Jordan wouldn’t be up all night worrying.

Noah raised the infrared binoculars to his eyes, turning the night back into neon colors, and scanned the second-floor bedroom again. Still no movement. He turned his comm back on. “Guys, the vamp might as well be asleep. We should move.”

“No can do, Lau,” said Ava Lopez through the comm. She was currently keeping watch at the front of the house. “He might use the human as a hostage if he smells us.”

That was the problem, the reason why they’d been stuck out there for hours, waiting for the vampire to leave. Through his infrared binoculars, Noah could clearly see the human’s heat signature in the same room as the vampire’s dimmer one. There were any number of reasons why a human might be living with a vampire, but standard hunter protocol was to assume that a vampire valued human lives less than their own.

But what if that might not be true? an annoying voice asked in the back of Noah’s mind.

His jaw tightened. He couldn’t say that for sure, and human safety always had to come first, he reminded himself. Besides, the vampire had already crossed the line by killing people.

“Well, intel has clearly been faulty so far, so how much longer are we going to wait out here?” he groused. He hated faulty intel. At best, it scrambled their carefully created plans and forced them to improvise; at worst, it cost lives. Also, right now it was ruining the romantic movie night he’d planned.

There was silence at the other end as Ava thought. At least, Noah hoped she was thinking of a plan and not a rebuttal as to why they should sit and wait for another five hours.

“Okay,” she finally said. “I’m thinking doorbell strategy. Anyone have any objections?”

“No, ma’am,” Casey drawled.

The doorbell strategy was slightly risky for a three-person team. If they flushed the vampire out, they’d usually need someone to cover every side of the house. Noah couldn’t think of any other feasible, safe alternative, though.

“All right,” Ava said. “Move out.”

Noah continued watching the window through the infrared binoculars. After a few minutes, the human heat signature left his view.

“The human’s answering the door,” Noah said over the comm.

“Copy that,” said Casey. His boots scraped against bark as he climbed down from the tree. “What’s the status on the vamp?”

“He hasn’t moved,” Noah observed.

The muted sounds of Ava’s conversation with the house’s human inhabitant sounded over the comm. Then, Ava said, “I’m going inside to flush him out. Be prepared.”

Noah put his binoculars away and clambered down from the tree. “I’m at the south window,” he said. Although the bedroom was on the second floor, vampires could survive jumping to the ground from that height with no problem.

“Got the west window covered,” Casey added.

Noah readied his rifle. One minute passed. Then, another. Ava shouted at the vampire, her voice carrying through the comm a split second before gunshots followed.

Ava swore. “Missed him!”

Noah heard the sound of a window shattering—at the unguarded front of the house.

“He’s escaping through the front!” he yelled. He ditched his rifle and drew his handgun from its holster as he bolted around the side of the house, toward the sound of breaking glass.

He raised his gun and shot as the vampire fell, but the vampire hit the ground, rolled to his feet, and immediately grabbed the human woman who’d been standing in the front yard, yanking her against him. She hadn’t moved away from the house the way Ava had instructed her to. Noah’s heart sank.

Oh, crap.

This was not the “easy, quick hunt and then go home” he’d been hoping for.

Casey came around the other side of the house behind the vampire. “Don’t shoot,” Noah said into the comm. “There’s a hostage in front of him.”

“Make one move, and the human goes!” the vampire shouted, keeping the woman in front of him as he turned to face Noah. The woman’s eyes were wide with fear.

Noah hesitated, his finger perched on the trigger. His marksmanship was solid, but he still didn’t want to risk shooting the woman. Ava was still in the house, judging by the way the vampire glanced through the open doorway, but her options were also limited.

“You don’t have to do this,” Noah said, and then nearly cringed when he realized he was reciting a line from basically every action movie ever.

The vampire bared his fangs next to the woman’s neck. “I wouldn’t have to if you hunters just left me alone!”

Noah’s grip tightened on his gun. “You know what the punishment is for killing humans. You brought this on yourself.”

The vampire’s eyes narrowed. “You’d never under—”

He suddenly cried out, crumpling to his knees. The woman scrambled away from him, and Noah took the shot, nailing him in the chest. He crept closer, making sure to shoot the vampire in the heart several more times. The vampire didn’t move after that.

“Death confirmed,” Noah said into the comm. He glanced through the doorway into the house, to where Ava had knelt in the front hall to shoot the vampire in the knees. “Thanks.”

Ava nodded at him as she got up. “No problem.”

Casey came over to join them and whistled. “Shooting out his kneecaps? Impressive.”

“Thanks, O’Donnell,” said Ava.

“And nice job for finishing him off and keeping him distracted, Lau,” said Casey. “But you know there’s no point in reasoning with vampires, right?”

Noah didn’t reply to that except to shrug. He went to grab the body bag from their van.

He and Casey stuffed the corpse into the bag—Casey moaned and groaned about being on cleanup duty, as always—while Ava made sure the woman was okay. She reported back to them that the woman was in shock, so after Noah and Casey lugged the bag and the rest of their gear back to the van, they dropped the woman off at a hospital. Noah hoped she would be okay.

“Whew,” said Ava, once they’d dumped off the body for disposal and driven back to headquarters. “I don’t know about you guys, but I could really use a drink. Anyone else up for a bar crawl?”

“Can’t,” Noah said immediately. “Sorry. It’s pretty late, and I have to get back home. Maybe next time, though,” he added, to be polite.

“What’s the matter, Lau?” Ava teased. “Got a hot date?”

Before Noah could answer, Casey beat him to the punch. “It’s his mysterious girlfriend he won’t let anyone meet. What’s her name again?”

“Jordan. And for the last time, she’s shy and private and faints at the mention of blood,” said Noah, the practiced lies rolling smoothly off his tongue. “Can’t anyone keep their work life and private life separate anymore?”

“Aw, c’mon!” Casey nudged him. “Can’t you at least show us a picture?”

Noah rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t want to give you any ideas, O’Donnell.”

He said goodbye to his squad mates before they could ask him any more questions and drove back to his apartment. Damn, it was late. Wearily, he trudged up to his unit, unlocked his door, and slipped inside.

He made his way into the bathroom, stripped his clothes off, and stepped into the shower, sighing as the warm water hit his tired muscles. He closed his eyes, trying to let his mind drift away from work. A few minutes later, the shower curtain slid aside with a rustle and cool arms circled his waist.

“Long day at the office?” a soft, low voice murmured against his ear.

Noah smiled and leaned back. “Very long. Glad to be home at last.”

“Me too.”

Noah turned around to look at the hazel-eyed man with golden-brown hair and pale skin—a touch too pale—behind him.

“Hey, Jordan,” he said, before leaning forward and kissing his boyfriend under the shower spray.

Noah always felt somewhat bad for lying about his “girlfriend” to his coworkers. It wasn’t that he was afraid of people knowing he was dating a guy; he just didn’t want anyone getting too interested in his dating life and finding out he was dating a vampire.


Chapter Two

SIX MONTHS EARLIER

 

“Rookie!” a gruff voice yelled, pulling Noah out of his thoughts. “Stop daydreaming and get your head in the game!”

Noah scowled. “I do have my head in the game. Sir.”

“Then fucking look like it!” squad leader Eddie Jespersen bellowed from the opposite side of the van, his voice ringing in the confined space. “This is an elite hunt! You’ve gotta do more than sleepwalk and pop off a blood-drunk vamp flunkie this time!”

Noah resisted the urge to tell him that he’d been going over the details of the plan in his head, not “daydreaming.” Elite hunts were rare, as vampires who were a hundred years or older typically got that way by being low-key and clever enough to avoid drawing the attention of the Vampire Hunters Association. Making it to an elite hunt had been his dream since he’d started working as a hunter a year ago; putting up with an obnoxious squad leader was, unfortunately, the price he had to pay.

Noah slouched back in his van seat with his rifle and closed his eyes, going over the plan again. Even though this wasn’t his first vampire hunt by a long shot, he felt as jittery as a first-time hunter. He’d never faced a vampire that was older than a few years before, and this one was supposedly over one hundred years old.

Maybe it was the vampire that had killed his parents.

Probably not—even if no one knew how many vampires there were in the world, he doubted the statistics were in his favor.

Still, the possibility—as infinitesimal as it was—got adrenaline pumping through his veins before he reminded himself not to get cocky, because a cocky hunter was a dead hunter, as Rob always said. And if he died during a hunt, his sister would personally march into the afterlife and kill him again.

“Lau,” Jespersen said again, his voice slightly quieter—which still put him at above average talking volume.

What now? Noah cracked his eyes open. “Sir?”

Jespersen was frowning at him. “Look,” he said, “don’t think I don’t know you only got this gig because you’re old friends with the director.”

Noah’s blood slowly began to boil in his veins at the mention of his connection with Rob. “Sir, I trained and fought for this position just like every other hunter.” Sure, he was probably the youngest person on this team at twenty-five years old, but there were even younger hunter trainees.

Jespersen’s expression didn’t change. “I know you have autism.”

Noah froze. He was hyper-aware of the six other hunters in the van, listening to the conversation, and helpless outrage at the blatant invasion of his privacy welled up in his throat, making him want to scream. He forced himself to breathe, slowly.

You might as well add that I’m pansexual while you’re at it, he thought bitterly.

“I’m not going to coddle you like the director does, is all I’m saying,” Jespersen went on. “If you screw this op up, it’s your ass I’m going to nail to the wall. Clear?”

Not that Noah had ever asked for, nor expected, “coddling”; he’d only asked for reasonable accommodations when he’d had a desk job, like being exempted from taking phone calls and being allowed to wear earbuds while he worked, since he found it difficult to read and write up reports in a crowded office environment unless he could drown out the conversations with music or stimmy sounds. But that was the double bind with autism: people expected you to be either “too disabled” to do the job at all, or so “mildly disabled” that you should be held to the exact same standards as allistic—non-autistic—employees.

And the fact that Jespersen had not only publicly brought up Noah’s diagnosis without his consent, but also accused him of being underqualified because he was neurodivergent and only getting the job through favoritism (as if there weren’t allistic VHA employees who were hired through personal connections, Noah thought scornfully) made him want to punch somebody in the face. He swallowed the thought down, though. Going to jail for assaulting a fellow human was not one of his life goals, even if the human in question was an ableist dickwad.

Also, he didn’t “have autism”; that made it sound like a contagious disease, like the flu. He was autistic. He doubted Jespersen was open to discussing semantics, though.

“Clear, sir,” he gritted out.

Jespersen glanced out the window as the van slowed, parking off the road. “Okay team, we’ve arrived. Fan out!”

Noah gripped his rifle tightly as he got out of the van. He had a lot riding on this hunt, and he was determined not to screw it up.

He sucked at a lot of things—having a social life, keeping a romantic relationship—but he refused to suck at his job.

The vampire lived in Sudbury, a small town outside of Boston. The anonymous phone tip the VHA had received hadn’t provided his address, but it had informed them which route the vampire would take when he returned from Boston late in the afternoon, and it had also told them what kind of car the vampire would drive, down to the license plate number. Said number had been registered to a “John Smith,” which was the most obvious fake name Noah had ever heard. (No offense to the people who were actually named John Smith.)

The tip had given them the vampire’s real name, though: Julius Saint Laurent.

Noah preferred to just call him “the vampire.” His name didn’t matter; he’d be dead soon enough.

The squad left the van and split up, half to cover each side of the road. The road they’d chosen was fairly rural, surrounded by trees—perfect for an ambush. Two hunters peeled away from the rest to take point, and Noah settled down on the south side of the road with Jespersen (unfortunately) and two other hunters behind the trees to wait for the vampire.

Breathe in, breathe out. Stay calm. If things went well, Noah might not have to lift a finger; elite vampires required combined mega-squads only in case something went wrong. Still, waiting was the most nerve-wracking part. It could easily dull the senses with boredom or suck him into a death spiral of anxiety.

Noah focused on replaying his most recent musical obsession in his head as though he were listening to it on loop on his phone. The afternoon dragged on into early evening, making the tree shadows stretch along the road like black, monstrous fingers as the sky burned and then deepened to indigo. Once in a while, the other hunters would murmur to one another, and he absently listened to their conversations. Always listening in, never being asked to join.

He started when the comm in his ear suddenly crackled to life. “Silver Ford Escape spotted.” There was a pause, then the muffled sound of gunshots. “Tires hit.”

“Copy that,” Jespersen grunted. “Get ready.”

Noah drew a deep breath, his finger resting on the trigger. Just in case something went wrong.

The Ford Escape roared into view, rubber squealing on asphalt as it careened wildly back and forth along the road with blown front tires. Just before it passed them, the car swerved off the road and crashed into a tree trunk—on the north side of the road.

The tension left Noah’s muscles in a rush. So far, so good.

More gunshots peppered the air, along with the sound of breaking glass, as the north team shot into the car. Then, the noise stopped. Noah’s ears rang in the sudden silence.

“Status?” Jespersen asked, his voice surprisingly quiet for once.

A moment of silence passed before one of the hunters answered. “The…the vamp’s not in the car, sir.”

“Shit,” Jespersen hissed. “It escaped? You’re sure?”

“There’s no body.”

Jespersen swore again. Noah’s heartbeat faltered. If the vampire wasn’t confirmed dead, then…where the hell was he?

“North team, search your side of the road, and we’ll search ours. Use blood grenades. We are not going to let that motherfucker escape, got it?”

Noah bit down on his lower lip. That was assuming the vampire had been injured enough to slow him down; a healthy vampire could easily outrun a human search party.

But…what if the vampire isn’t trying to escape? a fearful voice wondered in the back of his head. Splitting up the squad would be a bad idea if the hunters had now become the hunted. He internally shook his head at himself. Jespersen may be an ableist dickwad, but he’s squad leader for a reason. Noah had his orders.

He put on his search goggles and flicked on infrared. The world turned into a palette of blues, punctuated by the bright reds and oranges of the other hunters. He took one of the blood-scent canisters at his waist that would hopefully lure the vampire while masking the scent of the hunters’ blood and tossed his as the hisses of the others’ canisters sounded from nearby. The stench of blood filled the air, so thick it made him gag.

He breathed through his mouth and scanned the blue landscape, searching for the vampire’s heat signature as the cool evening wind scattered the blood scent. Nothing came up.

A loud crackle made him jump and swing his rifle around—before he recognized the human heat signature in his vision emerging from behind a tree.

“Whoa. Stand down, rookie, or you’re gonna hurt someone,” Jespersen growled.

Noah flushed with humiliation. “S-sorry, sir.”

Jespersen sighed. “Nothing here so far,” he muttered over the comm. “North?”

“Negati—”

The voice suddenly cut off with a scream. Noah froze. Shouts and gunshots echoed over the comm.

“It’s here!”

“Get him!”

“He’s on me! He’s on—”

And then, it was silent.

Noah’s blood had turned to ice. He realized his hands were shaking around his rifle.

“North?” Jespersen hissed. “Anyone?”

No response.

Jespersen swore. “Stick together,” he commanded the rest of the hunters. “Wilson, my left. Thomas, my right. Lau, you bring up the rear.”

Noah would rather have run. Run, and not stop running until he’d holed up in his apartment and locked the door with his deadbolt. He had to force himself to join the others, his breath stuttering in his lungs, searching the darkness with wide eyes to make sure the vampire wouldn’t jump them.

He’d never witnessed hunters die during a hunt before.

He’d never wanted to witness hunters dying during a hunt before.

Noah shuffled backward, his back to his squad mates, as they crossed to the north side of the road. When he bumped into someone else’s back, he realized they must’ve found the other hunters.

“Fuck,” Jespersen breathed. “Thomas, any survivors?”

“Negative, sir,” Thomas replied after a few minutes.

Noah’s breath left him as though he’d been punched in the chest. Oh God. How had the vampire killed four hunters within the space of minutes? He’d thought they were prepared for this, but now he realized just how much he’d underestimated the elite vampire. He couldn’t bear to turn around and look at the massacre—

“Get a hold of yourself, rookie,” Jespersen growled. “Where is the fucking vamp?”

Noah gulped. Slowly, he turned around.

Just in time to see a new heat signature knock Jespersen to the ground and sink long fangs into his neck.

Terror ripped a yell from Noah’s throat as he jammed his finger against the trigger of his rifle, firing. When his ammo ran out, though, Jespersen lay on the ground unmoving, but the vampire was nowhere to be seen.

“Where’d it go?” Wilson demanded, his voice unnaturally high.

“Lau, behind you!” Thomas cried, raising her gun at him.

Noah dove for the ground as Thomas fired. He rolled behind a tree, shoving his goggles away from his face as he reached with shaking fingers for another magazine. He swore as he almost dropped it before getting it into his rifle. Behind him, gunshots and curses filled the air.

“Oh sh—” There was a loud crack.

“Wil—” Thomas’s voice abruptly cut out as the gunshots stopped.

It was silent.

Noah’s breath came sharp and fast, his heart jackhammering in his chest as he huddled at the base of the tree. He wanted to whisper, Hello? Is anybody there? over the comm, but he was terrified the vampire would hear him and kill him too.

Though, if the vampire was close enough to hear him, he was damn well close enough to smell him, making Noah a dead man walking.

Noah clutched his rifle. Run, or stay and hide? If he ran, he risked discovery, but if he stayed, the vampire would smell him. And then kill him. Just like he’d killed—

No! Maybe they’re still alive. Don’t think about it.

He would make a run for it. There was no way he could possibly be expected to finish the mission by himself (oh my God, stop thinking, stop thinking). He took his two remaining blood-scent canisters and tossed them in random directions. Then, gripping his rifle tightly, he got to his feet and sprinted toward the direction of the VHA van.

The van was parked roughly twenty yards away. Grass rustled underfoot as the cold night air burned Noah’s throat with each harsh, gasping breath. He saw the dark silhouette of the van emerge, and his heart leaped with hope. He was going to make it, he was going to—

Something grabbed him from behind and slammed him backward into the ground. He felt his rifle yanked away from his hands, just before a tall, pale man—no, vampire—loomed over him with ice-blue eyes and a terrifying smile.

“Oh, look. One more mouse. An Oriental mouse, too.”

“Oriental”? I’m not a fucking rug. Noah’s hand dove for his handgun, but he cried out as the vampire stomped on his hand, pinning it to the ground. The vampire plucked his handgun from its holster and tossed it away.

“P-please,” Noah stammered, fear making tears slide down his face. “Please don’t kill me.”

“Humans. So boringly predictable.” The vampire shook his head.

He yanked the comm from Noah’s ear before sinking long fingers into Noah’s shoulders, jabbing him. Before Noah could pry them off, the ground tilted sideways, wind roared in his face, and his stomach dropped as though he were on a roller coaster ride—and then he slammed into the ground again. But not dirt; this time, the ground was hard. Wood, he realized.

What the hell?

Fledgling vampires were marginally faster than humans. Older vampires, apparently, moved much, much faster than that.

He struggled to his knees, rubbing his shoulders furiously, and raised his head. He was in some sort of…house? But why? As he took in his surroundings, trying to process and wondering where the vampire had gone, he realized there was someone else in front of him.

Someone who was clearly not Julius Saint Laurent.

He was a young man who appeared a few years younger than Noah. Almost still a boy, in fact—maybe a college freshman? He wore a slightly oversized flannel shirt and faded jeans that made his oddly pale skin stand out, but even so, Noah could tell he was pretty. The kind of pretty that, if he’d been a few years older, Noah might’ve gotten himself drunk for in order to get the courage to ask him out. He had golden brown hair, wide hazel eyes framed by long eyelashes, and a small mouth with full lips.

Now was really not the time to think about potential hook-ups, though. Noah had no idea who this guy was, or why he was there, but he was probably in danger. Noah struggled to his feet.

“You have to get out of here,” he rasped. “There’s a vampire chasing me. He wiped out the rest of my squad.”

The young man took a step back, his eyes widening.

“Please,” Noah went on. “I don’t know where the vampire went, but he could be right behind me—”

A laugh rang behind him, making him stop dead. “Oh, this is too precious.”

Noah whirled around, his muscles tensing. His odds of killing the vampire by himself, without his weapons, were laughable, but he had to try. Whoever this young man was, Noah would not let him get sucked dry without putting up a fight.

Julius Saint Laurent smiled. “Look, darling,” he drawled. “The human doesn’t recognize what you are.”

At first, Noah was baffled. Why is this vampire calling me “darling”? But when he cast a glance at the guy behind him, he realized the guy’s gaze had dropped to the ground.

Noah’s stomach dropped with it. No…no way…

He’d never seen a vampire who looked as young as this one did. It couldn’t be…could it?

“Come now,” Julius went on. “Don’t play with your food.”

The young man—vampire—flinched. His lips parted.

“I…I’m not thirsty,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Noah’s blood ran cold. Against one vampire, he had a chance to escape, if a very slim one. Against two vampires?

Fuck my life.

Julius sighed. “Fine. I’ll save him for when you are thirsty, then.”

And then, before Noah could process what was happening, he was whisked away.

 

Noah’s thoughts upon regaining consciousness were, in this order: Fuck vampires. Fuck everything. Fuck—oh thank God, at least I get a toilet.

He was in, weirdly, what appeared to be some kind of guest room, his ankle chained to the post of a bed frame. The chain was long, which struck him as bizarrely generous of his captors, as it allowed him to enter the attached bathroom and use the sink and toilet (but sadly, not the shower). He could almost reach the door, but he was pretty sure it was locked; besides, he couldn’t exactly drag a bed frame out of the room behind him.

Noah tried everything he could think of to escape from the shackle or break the chain, but nothing worked. He spent several hours trying to pull the bed post he was attached to free of the rest of the frame but gave up when he was sure he’d managed to accomplish absolutely nothing. After exhausting himself, he curled up on the bed and managed to doze off, but he kept starting awake at the blood-spattered images and screams that haunted his sleep.

Maybe the VHA will send a rescue team. At least, he was sure they would send a team out to the van’s location and hopefully save any of the other hunters who had survived. His own hopes for a rescue, however, were quelled by the fact that he didn’t even know where he was, relative to the rest of Sudbury. He knew he’d ended up in a large, old-fashioned house, but he had no way of contacting anyone at the VHA to pinpoint his location, and it wasn’t like the VHA could canvas every square foot of the town in order to find him. Noah cursed himself for leaving his phone behind in his VHA locker before he realized that if he’d had it, Julius Saint Laurent probably would’ve broken it, anyway.

He tried very hard not to think about how soon he would end up as a snack for the vampires, but it was almost impossible not to think about it. His panicking mind filled the long hours by composing his own obituary and imagining how pissed-off and heartbroken his sister would be to hear that he’d gone the same way as their parents.
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