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1 SPIKED HOT CHOCOLATE


        

      

    

    
      Every night I would go on a coffee run. There’s a little place four blocks away that I like—it’s got the good shit, especially the hot chocolate when autumn hits and you don’t want that bitter garbage from one of those big chains. And honestly, that didn’t sound half-bad on a night like tonight.

      I shivered as the cold slosh of stagnant rainwater lapped over the soles of my canvas sneakers and seeped into the fabric, threatening to go for my socks next. The waxing moon’s reflection warped and jittered in the puddles as I bounced around the mostly dry splotches of pavement. A sneeze tickled my nose, adding insult to the numbing chill that tended to blow up into a fever for me like clockwork every October. That usually turned into a marathon of being told to man up and chug cough medicine while still looking like death warmed over.

      Fortunately, the cure to stave off that cold was just up ahead: the red neon sign with a simple steaming cup over the word OPEN in all caps. The decorative wood exterior was painted a deep ruby to match, but it’d clearly been a while, seeing how flecks of the original blue peeked through the chipped parts.

      Apartment balconies across the street touted little jack-o-lanterns and strings of light-up ghosts. Paper bats were pasted in windows and sliding doors. In contrast, the couple stories above the coffee shop stood bare, all the glass blacked out with blinds and curtains. The only piece of décor I could make out was the single potted plant in the protruding bay window: a limp, sad, browning little thing sharing its soil with a printed out smiley face mounted on an ice-pop stick.

      The door to The Crown Café jingled as I pulled it open and pushed back my hood. Soft white bulbs glowed in the pendant lights over each table, tossing shadows through the room whenever a soul moved, so I jolted when one halted next to me. The girl’s liquid-caramel irises twinkled with joy as she adjusted her maroon apron. “Welcome back, Jules.”

      “Hey, Allie,” I said, not even needing to check the name tag on her chest, which was covered in chubby cat stickers above a pin with ‘SHE/HER’ stamped onto it. I’d probably seen them a hundred times by now, but I’d always managed to catch a new addition. I smirked and tapped the little black cat with an arched back. “You’re going to run out of room for your name soon.”

      She rolled her eyes and nudged up her tortoiseshell glasses. “I’ve still got plenty of space before I get my new one next week.” She folded her arms over her chest, beaming. “I’m a manager now.”

      “Seriously? Congrats! That’s awesome!” I grinned and tucked my hands into my hoodie pockets, rocking back on my heels. I’ll be real, I was a little disappointed that my favorite barista just got an upgrade and now I’d have to go through the trouble of saying something other than, ‘I’ll have the usual’ on most nights. “So… who’s your replacement?”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have dared to steal a glance over at the counter before she said anything. Because the second I did, my heart did that horrible thing where it felt like I was headed straight for a panic attack.

      “That would be Saint,” she chimed in. I couldn’t tell whether she realized I was trying to keep myself upright over the clean-cut, black-haired twenty-something taking inventory of the pastry case. “He’s been training for the past couple of weeks with me and Tyler.”

      I’d already figured that out during the last several visits when Mr. Dashing in his long-sleeved black tee-shirt had been shadowing the other nightshift worker. I’d been quietly admiring him at a comfortable distance during that time, hoping that I’d get to talk to him and that I’d also never have to. Fuck me, of course I didn’t have the choice now but to go make a fool of myself by riding that line of workplace harassment and embarrassing myself to the point of finding a new caffeine dealer.

      “O-oh,” I forced out, praying she didn’t hear me trying to clear my throat.

      “Don’t worry,” she said, patting my shoulder. “He came from another café up north. He knows what he’s doing. I normally wouldn’t drop new hires into the fire, but it’s also the night shift.” She shrugged and smirked. “A nice insomniac haven. Judging by your habits, you’d fit right in with the rest of us if you ever wanted to apply.”

      “Er, yeah. I’ll think about it,” I finally answered, my mind clearly on other things.

      Okay, it was on Saint. Sue me.

      I instinctively reached for my mess of wavy chestnut locks and shook it out with a nervous laugh. God, I wished I had a mirror then to make sure Saint didn’t see me looking like I’d rolled out of bed at noon. I mean, I had, but I didn’t want him to know that. I probably needed it cut again since it was starting to cover the tops of my ears.

      “I should probably get my order in,” I said, jabbing a thumb in Saint’s direction as I shot Allie one final, pained smile. “You’ll still be around, right?”

      “Yep! Just doing a lot more backroom and stock counting stuff unless it miraculously gets super busy one night.”

      “Great. Thanks, Allie.”

      “Mm-hm!” She started through the tables, half-pointing at each one and mouthing words I couldn’t quite catch before she pushed the door open to the back.

      Which left me alone. In the coffee shop. With Saint.

      I forced myself to step forward, taking it one glittery, black diamond-angled tile at a time. Saint glanced up when I was about a yard away from the counter, and I almost turned on my heel and ran. Admittedly, my gay-dar is horrible. And seeing how this guy was drop-dead gorgeous in a light-goth sort of way gave me the tiniest glimmer of hope, but that could also simply be from the fact that he has a sense of style. Unlike me with my seam-ripped sweatshirt, dirty shoelaces, and jeans absolutely obliterated at the heels because I’m fucking five-foot-five.

      His coal eyes snapped to mine before that courteous, ever-so-slight customer service smile slid onto his face. “What can I get you?”

      “I, uh, hope you’re ready,” I said, fidgeting with my phone as I pulled it out of my pocket, “because it’s a bit of a list.”

      “Shoot.”

      I sucked in a breath and tapped open the notes app. “All right. I need one vanilla bean crème frap with blended biscotti, one iced chai latte with macadamia syrup, one double-shot espresso on ice, one double-shot hot, one americano, and one hot chocolate with a pump of caramel.”

      I wanted to take back the last one, immediately feeling like a child ordering a hot cocoa in the midst of the rest of the adult drinks. It did cross my mind to maybe dump a little apple liqueur into it when I got home.

      Saint tapped a few more spots on the register.

      “You… need me to repeat any of that?”

      “Nope,” he said, flashing me a confident smirk. “Cash or credit?”

      I blinked. Damn he was fast. “C-credit.”

      He tapped one last button and turned to the machine as I dropped my phone to the NFC pad.

      “This is a lot of coffee for an order at 9:30PM,” Saint said over his shoulder. “You hosting a late-night study group?”

      I rubbed my hands together, slowly pushing the fraying fabric covering the heels of my palms a little further upward. “I’m actually, um… sort of an admin assistant, I guess? My office works nights, so…”

      “Oh, yeah? What do you all do?”

      “Security work.”

      “Ah,” Saint said, the epiphany sounding clipped over the thudding of my heart. “So you’re the guy Allie mentioned is a regular? I don’t think she ever told me your name.”

      Calm down. It’s just your name. Don’t think about how badly you want to throw up right now because you’ve been mentally stalking him for the past two weeks.

      “Jules,” I said, trying—and likely failing—to sound casual.

      “I’m Saint.”

      “I know—” What the fuck, Jules. You know? That’s creepy as hell. “I know because Allie told me when I came in a few minutes ago. She’s, um, the one who usually handled the laundry list of coffee before.” Cue my nervous laugh.

      But Saint didn’t seem fazed by the fumble if he noticed it. Instead, his head bobbed as he flipped on another machine. “So which one’s yours?”

      Yeah, I regretted that hot chocolate now. Really, really regretted it.

      “Erm… the, um… last one.” My face suddenly felt super hot. My dad always said that you stopped giving a shit about what other people thought the older you got, but I guess twenty-one wasn’t quite old enough for that. “N-normally I get like a frap or a regular black coffee, but⁠—”

      “A hot chocolate does sound pretty good right now,” Saint said, popping the lid onto one of the finished cups. “I can’t blame you for that.” He slid the fluffy frap onto the counter, and my pulse quickened. Black nail polish.

      Okay, so Saint had to file in somewhere in the alphabet mafia, which meant I wasn’t totally out of luck here. And he didn’t tease me for the drink, so… maybe I could risk making a move?

      He started capping the rest of the drinks and snapped open a brown paper bag, setting it next to them. The way he managed to unfold the thin cardboard carriers was quick and effortless, just like every other precise, graceful movement he made.

      Or I should just bury that dream in the graveyard with the others before I make an absolute fool of myself.

      Saint set the bag in front of him, all the drinks tucked neatly inside except for one. The damned hot chocolate. I tried my best not to shake the hell out of it as I reached to take it from his hand, immediately telling myself to get a grip when our fingers brushed.

      The steely glint in those eyes made my world fall away for a fraction of a second before he said, “Text me if you want to hang out sometime.”

      Text? Wait, what?

      My eyes snapped to my cup, soaking in the black marker pen scrawled on there. A phone number. When I looked up again, still pretty much stun-locked, I found Saint smirking at me as he turned around to start cleaning the equipment.

      “S-sure thing. Sounds great.” I started to hold up my cup like I was toasting at a dinner party and stopped myself, awkwardly taking a couple steps back before I spun around and hurried out the door.

      At this point, I wasn’t sure if I should laugh, cry, or pass out. Honestly, all of them were pretty viable options. But I was riding cloud nine, sipping on caramel hot chocolate with whipped cream like a kid who just made out like a bandit during trick-or-treat.

      Crosswalk signs blinked and beeped with their countdowns like makeshift siren calls from pavement to concrete, all the way up until I stepped foot in the unmarked gap where the dumpster-filled alleyway for a couple apartment complexes let out. I heard the rustling before I saw the figures, which were already in my peripheral vision when my fight-or-flight kicked in—mostly flight. Me and running with liquids didn’t go well together, especially when said liquids weren’t for me. I tried to reason that my legs locked up to save the coffee and stand my ground. Totally not out of fear.

      And totally not because my stomach lurched when a human-like roar and hiss sounded in each of my ears. I gripped the hot chocolate cup like my life depended on it and prepared myself to smack head-first onto the blacktop, not unlike a captain going down with his ship. If the coffee order was going to bite the big one, I might as well go with it.

      Something grabbed onto the back of my sweatshirt and hoisted me upright again with a familiar bellowing laugh. “Wound tight tonight, aren’t you, Jules?”

      A tinkling feminine giggle carried on from my other side. My knees might as well have turned to jelly from the relief that washed over me. “H-hey, Zane,” I forced out, my head still spinning with the spike of adrenaline.

      Zane’s hand moved to my shoulder, shaking it with a near death-grip I’d gotten used to from all the times I’d been dragged along to the boardwalk for drinks with him and Iris. The latter of which, playfully shoved him away.

      “Sorry, Jules,” she chimed. “We were just having a little fun. Nothing spilled, did it?”

      She popped into view, radiating a warm glow with her soothing presence that I’d never really been able to explain. Maybe it was her wild black curls or the single dimple that seemed to have a permanent place on her right cheek from her perpetual grin. Iris was just a cozy soul in oversized chevron-patterned knit sweaters and ankle boots.

      Her fingertips plucked at the edges of the brown paper bag, pulling back the edges to peer inside. “Looks like it was packed really well—thank goodness!”

      Zane snorted. “Please, Ris, I caught him before anything happened.” He slapped me on the back, and I stumbled for a brief second before catching my balance. “You want to hit the town with us later? There’s a new club that opened up last week, so the line’s way less of a nightmare.”

      I shot him a weary glance. Partying? Not really my thing. He already knew that though, considering the last time he and Iris took me to one—the two of them looking like polar opposites, as per usual, with Zane’s near-seven-foot stature and bad-boy leather jacket getup—I had an anxiety attack in the closet of a restroom. I can still smell the mix of cologne and piss whenever I walk by the place, and I feel the overwhelming urge to sprint a half marathon just to escape the memory.

      Zane threw back his head and laughed, clearly getting the message that I had zero intention of repeating that experience, especially after he had to pry my slumped over, alcohol-buzzed body off the sticky tile. He swiped a thumb along his chiseled jaw—damn him—and puffed out his chest. “I guess not all of us can handle the wild life like me.”

      I had to refrain from letting my eyes roll back into my skull.

      Iris slapped his arm away from my back with a scowl. “Don’t bully him. At least he has a job, unlike someone⁠—”

      “Hey! I have a job!”

      “Posting gym-bro videos for your one-hundred followers isn’t a job! You don’t even get any money from it!”

      “Yet.”

      She groaned, and I cleared my throat, holding up my bag. “Maybe we can hang out and do something a little… calmer later?” I suggested, hoping I didn’t sound too sheepish.

      Zane chortled, but Iris patted my shoulder. “Sounds good to me! See you around, Jules.” She skipped forward, and Zane gave my other shoulder a soft bump of his elbow, shooting me a friendly smirk before trailing after her.

      My heart sank a little as I watched them cross the street up ahead, leaving me there with that little twinge of regret, like I was missing out on something. I made myself take another sip of hot chocolate, savoring the note of caramel, and turned the corner.

      A couple blocks later, my arms felt heavy from the delivery, but the duplex was finally in view: a sad, brown-painted thing with one of the original doors bricked up. It managed to stand out and blend in at the same time with how ugly it was versus the lack of Halloween decorations that would’ve brightened all the original flaws of the modified architecture over time. Little arches over the filled-in windows and the remains of torn down planter boxes did their job of making the place appear less welcome.

      I suppose it made sense why the doorbell was rarely used.

      I jogged up the steps and set my hot chocolate on the railing to fumble for the keys in my pocket. The storm door squealed open and rammed into my shoulder as I jostled the coffee order to sandwich myself in the entry threshold. When the front door finally swung inward, I didn’t even have the chance to quickly retrieve my cup.

      “Ugh, finally!” The dramatic way I was greeted with my blonde housemate throwing her hands up made me really regret not opting to go with Zane and Iris. She stalked forward and wrestled the bag from my grip before carrying it off to the kitchen and staring into its papery depths like the bathroom mirror.

      I just stood there like an idiot for a moment until my forehead hurt from creasing it so damn hard. “The fuck?” I whispered, taking a step back and turning around to fight the storm door in an epic battle to retrieve my hot chocolate. “Thank you, Jules,” I mumbled. “You’re the best, Jules. You saved my ass, Jules.”

      The door scraped the back of my sock on the way inside again, and I bit down on my tongue. It probably wasn’t a smart move since the house started to shake with the violent scramble of a dude the size of a linebacker rushing down the stairs. Nothing like the taste of blood to start the night. House: 1; Jules: 0.

      Adonis shook aside his shaggy brown hair and stopped in front of me, pointing at my cup. “Is that mine?”

      And, out of instinct, I pointed toward the kitchen. “Lux took it.”

      Now, the difference between Zane and Adonis was that—while they both had that dog-brain status—Zane was a true golden retriever with a bit of a mischievous streak. Adonis, on the other hand, was a rabid chihuahua on steroids that would take my hand off in an instant once he was done pretending to be a half-naked model for a smutty book cover.

      “Dammit,” he growled. “Lux!” He stomped in after her, his boots thumping against the tile.

      “Would you back off, meathead?” she snapped.

      “Would you take your damn frap and get the fuck out of the kitchen? You don’t need to add more condiments to that whipped piece of shit.” He made a gagging sound over the pop of the plastic lid and the whoosh of fresh, canned whipped cream.

      I sighed. At least he wasn’t my problem anymore. “Coffee’s here,” I called out half-heartedly, the wind already taken out of my sails from the vultures. The remaining chorus of acknowledgments echoing through the halls at least let me hone in on the one I was looking for.

      I started past the stairs, through the living room, and into the would-be dining room. The owner of the now-office tapped a pen against his lips while he leaned against his desk and stared at a large map of the city pinned up on one of the walls, nearly covering the brick patch where a window has once been. Various tacks, sticky notes, and highlight flags spread outward from downtown.

      While Dad didn’t spare me a glance, the figure hovering in front of the map with their toned arms crossed over their chest did. The slip of clipped-back blond hair swayed as their head jerked toward the sound of me coming to a stop just beyond the rug.

      “Oh, I thought you were Rory,” they said, their tone practically a sullen mimicry of Dad’s, which I reminded myself likely came from working with him for so long. But it was also a little bit of Charlie’s personality: quiet, observant, and commanding. Whether those were traits they’d picked up being in the National Guard or sometime after Dad hired them on, I couldn’t remember anymore. All I knew was that my heart sank a little whenever I walked in on them working together.

      Charlie’s comment finally pulled Dad’s gaze away from the map wall. “You didn’t see Rory when you got back, did you?”

      My fingers pressed a little harder against the thin piece of cardboard separating them from the paper cup. I shook my head. “Just Adonis and Lux. I think I heard him say he’d be down in a minute.”

      Dad hummed in thought and turned back to the wall. I couldn’t help glancing at Charlie then—a mistake, I knew, since they seemed to tune into that awkward energy of me wanting to talk to my dad alone. But they thankfully didn’t point it out when they crossed Dad’s line of sight, catching his eye before saying, “I’ll go grab our drinks.”

      The sound of their footsteps trailing toward the kitchen gave way to that anxiety churning in my gut. So I opted to do what I do best: rip the bandage off. “I was wondering if I could start training tonight.”

      Dad’s head snapped back to me with surprise that quickly slipped into a scowl. “Jules—” He started to shake his head as he pushed off the desk.

      I was not going to just stand here and get told no without making an argument. Not after the last time. “I’m asking now because you told me to wait, and I’ve waited for—what—two, three years now? I’ll be twenty-two in December, and you started training Lux and Rory when they were twenty-one a couple years ago. I don’t really want to be playing coffee-delivery intern forever. I want to help.”

      “And you are helping⁠—”

      “Bullshit.” I slammed my cup on the desktop. “You said this the last time I asked too. What’s the excuse this time? Because it sure as hell better not be my age.”

      He grimaced and forced out a sigh, putting his hands on his hips. “Look, Jules, I think you’ve been doing a really good job keeping things running around here. That’s important. Without you, there’s a lot of things that would’ve slipped through the cracks because of how crazy things can get with the job.”

      I motioned for him to continue, waiting for the explanation to back up this flimsy argument. God, it was so thin it might as well be tissue paper.

      “You need to understand that what we do is dangerous⁠—”

      “I know,” I cut in. “Which is why I’ve been patient. I’m not some kid trying to play monster-slayer make-believe anymore.”

      He rubbed the stubble along the side of his face. “And I recognize that.”

      The next word echoed in my mind before it even passed his lips.

      “But,” he said, almost like another breath, “I don’t want this for you.”

      There it was.

      I swallowed, trying to clear that lump forming at the back of my throat. “Because of Mom, right?”

      His hesitation said it all. I would’ve spit out a laugh if the sting of that truth he’d continued burying for years didn’t hurt so damn much.

      “Don’t bother,” I whispered. “Guess it’s fine for you to run around with a bunch of understudies to kill vampires and avenge her death, but God forbid I try to do the same.”

      I grabbed the hot chocolate cup by the lid, praying it wouldn’t pop off and spill everywhere to make my exit horribly awkward. When only the thin cardboard sleeve dropped to the floor, I counted my blessings. I spun around and stopped short to find Rory there with a tablet under his arm. His lidless americano wafted steam past the bags under his eyes, paling his face to an even greater degree, and up toward his mess of reddish-brown hair.

      “Sorry,” he said, his voice raspy from the probable all-nighter—all-day-er?—he pulled. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Nothing to interrupt,” I muttered, weaving around him and making my way back to the entryway.

      Charlie passed me with a sight, possibly-concerned frown as they carried their latte and Dad’s double-shot back to his office. And like rambunctious ducklings, Lux and Adonis filed out behind them. The second I was alone in the kitchen I made a beeline for the liquor cabinet. That green apple spike was exactly what I needed right now, so I dumped a shot into my half-filled cup and dropped the lid into the trash.

      The muffled discussion a few rooms over faded in my climb upstairs, every step in the old house creaking under my weight. I passed a couple of doors until I reached my shoebox of a room and flipped the jury-rigged second switch on the wall, illuminating the ceiling in the soft glow of purple from the partially-covered LED strips. A drawer pull, headphone connection chime, and bean bag adjustment later, I was laying back in the corner of my room. The symphonies of video game soundtracks ran over the grooves of my brain as I sipped my caramel apple potion, wanting nothing more for the night to already be over.
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      Waking up sluggish always meant one thing: I’d made a mistake.

      The thudding of what I finally recognized to be the punching bag hanging from the basement ceiling sounded in time with the pounding inside my skull. I opened my eyes and blinked, quickly adjusting to a squint the second the small blocks of daylight coming from the tiny, recessed windows seared into my retinas. At least Charlie typically trained with the lights dimmed or off, and they continued beating the shit out of the bag without sparing me as much as a glance.

      I threw my arm over my face and sank into the torn-up leather couch, wishing to disappear. Did Dad talk to them? Did they ask Dad what happened? Did they both have a heart-to-heart because Charlie acted more like the kid he wanted? I tried to shake that projection away from my thoughts, but it’d lingered there for years now. And jealousy was a bit of a bitch.

      My fingers twitched when the rhythm stopped, coupled by the blaring of fuzzy music from a dislodged earbud on the other side of the room.

      “How did I get down here?” I croaked, cringing when I heard my own voice. Holy hell, I sounded like a mess. The last thing I remembered was falling into the bean bag upstairs, so whatever sort of night I had was probably best forgotten anyway. Thanks, caramel apple concoction.

      The earbud noise cut short, and Charlie’s footfalls headed straight for me. I couldn’t bear to peel my arm back. I didn’t want to look them in the eyes like this and have a mental breakdown about how much of a useless son and failure I was. Forever the coffee intern because, in Dad’s mind, I was too fragile to do anything else.

      “I found you on the porch when I got home.”

      What the fuck? Okay, I guess I had a night, all right.

      I stiffened as they perched on the arm of the couch. “I tried asking you what you were doing, but you, um… seemed to be a little out of it.”

      “Greaaat…” I said quietly, trying to swallow back the lump in my throat with the mere thought that they’d tattle to Dad about my drunken night. “Um, could you maybe not tell Dad about this?” It was worth a shot, even if they’d lie to my face and throw me under the bus for brownie points.

      They sighed. “Whatever’s going on between you and Mason is your guys’ business. I just know that you looked rather torn up earlier, I found you pretty blasted when I got back, and then I carried you down here before anyone else got in for the day. I think the only question I have is: are you okay?”

      Well, my mom got eviscerated by a vampire when I was nine and Dad’s on a revenge arc that he won’t let me join, so no, I’m actually kind of fucked up now that you mention it.

      “I’m fine. Just… need to crawl into bed and sleep this hangover off.” I grimaced as I threw my arm to the back of the couch and clawed my way up to sit. My head spun while the room swayed ever-so-slightly.

      “You’re looking kind of wobbly, Jules.”

      “Give me a sec, all right?” I felt their eyes burning a hole into the back of my skull.

      Thankfully, after a long, agonizing moment, they got up. “Okay, well… Let me know if you need anything. I’m going to hit the shower and go to bed.”

      They lingered for another eternity of a second before my ears perked at the sound of their breathy sigh as they turned to jog up the stairs. Every groan of the floorboards above me made my shoulders drop a little more in relief. I scrubbed at my face and ran my tongue over my teeth, trying to pick up on the flavor of whatever other alcohol I might’ve gotten ahold of before I pushed myself to my feet.

      It didn’t matter. What mattered was I’d been caught in a vulnerable moment, and I’d never emotionally recover. My favorite type of humiliation. I tugged on the sleeves of my jacket and crept up the steps to the back doors, one bolted shut and painted over while the other’s blinds filtered the lines of daylight along the hallway leading to the front of the house.

      A figure moved as I started forward, and my heart lurched. Dad stared down at his phone with a frown on his way from the kitchen, striding across the entry. I quickly stumbled backward and hid in the recess to the basement until I heard him stop on the other side of the wall: back in his office again.

      After taking a minute to sag against the doorframe and bemoan my luck that of course Dad would decide to put in some extra hours instead of going straight to bed, I pulled myself together and popped off my shoes to tip toe down the hall and up the stairs in my socks. All the bedroom doors were closed except mine and Charlie’s; both were left ajar, though I couldn’t help but wonder why I’d left mine that way.

      I understood why Charlie did: they’d hit the shower like they said they would, as evidenced by the shuddering pipes and rush of water in the bathroom next door to the one I favored. But I usually made sure that mine was completely shut out of habit—a habit that I learned from Dad. That was my haven, and whatever weird negative energy that lingered elsewhere in the house didn’t belong in there, invading my privacy.

      My knuckles dipped into the grooves of the door paneling, lightly pushing it open a little further, as if I was an intruder examining a new space. Nothing appeared out of place, as far as I could tell, so my best guess is that I must’ve been a little out of my mind whenever I’d left. I sighed and placed my shoes and jacket on the floor just inside the doorway before softly pulling the door into the frame.

      Bathroom. Bed.

      Stealth mission: accepted.

      I shuffled over to the free bathroom and scurried inside, closing the door behind me before flicking on the light. And, like any creature that’d been walking around in the near-dark for most of the morning, I winced.

      My God, I looked like shit.

      My sleeves didn’t want to stay above my elbows as I turned on the faucet, but I managed to splash some water on my face before the cuffs got soaked. After going to town scrubbing the dirt off with a washcloth, I dabbed at the circles under my eyes with a towel. It wouldn’t fix it, but I at least hoped some of it was just grime until I realized the sole solution would be sleep.

      I grabbed my toothbrush, slathered on a little extra toothpaste, and jammed the sucker in my mouth with a silent prayer that it’d wash away any distant memories of last night until I caught a glimpse of something purplish peeking from my shirt collar. My brushing instinctively slowed as one hand reached to peel back the layer covering what I’d assumed was a mystery bruise, only for a little bit of vomit to jump up the back of my throat.

      I gagged, dropped the toothbrush in the sink with a clatter that I felt might’ve woken up the whole house, and my heart went into double-time as I stared at my foamy saliva slipping toward the drain.

      It wasn’t a bruise.

      That wasn’t to say it didn’t hurt like a bruise, because it absolutely fucking did, but I would’ve killed to have a bruise at that very moment instead of what I feared I’d just seen. Deep breath in. Deep breath out. No need to panic. It was probably just a trick of the light with a hefty dose of fatigue. And alcohol. Lots and lots of alcohol.

      I closed my eyes and pushed myself up to level with the mirror, feeling my arms shake and palms sweat even before I forced one of my hands to reach for my shirt collar again. Lifting my head, I counted down from three, my head spinning the second my eyes opened to the yellow light of the bathroom.

      An elongated hexagram of pink, irritated skin with intersections running over two very dark purple-red puncture marks.

      My stomach dropped, even as my other hand shot up to try to scrub the nightmare wound away. It stung, sending little jolts along my skin and making my eyes water. I leaned over the sink and angled it toward the mirror, my eyes tracing over the puffy red ridges, and tried to hold my breath so I didn’t fog the damn thing up with my panting.

      I’d seen this exact mark before. It was the sort of emblem that surfaced through a magical bond made by a vampire, though I’d never seen the punctures in the pictures look so dark and brutal. Dad had shown images of much less painful-looking marks to me when he’d first started researching vampires, and as a twelve-year-old kid, I’d never forgotten it because he’d made sure I didn’t. He specifically told me never to trust someone with one since they were loyal to one thing and one thing only: the vampire that marked them.

      The mark of a familiar.

      The mark I had on my skin right now.

      The mark I didn’t have a single fucking clue how I’d got.

      I gasped for air, unable to hold my breath any longer, and stumbled back against the wall. My mouth still tasted like mint, the side of my neck still throbbed, and my face was still chilled from washing it. This was real. This was too real, and I had no fucking clue where to start to come up with an explanation, let alone defend myself from any accusations if someone else in the house found out before Dad did.

      A bitter huff of a laugh slipped out as my hand ran through my hair. Great. So after arguing with Dad about not training me, I’d have to crawl back to him and say that I screwed up because I got drunk and somehow became a familiar last night.

      And because I was a pathetic excuse for a son.

      I lightly thumped my head against the wall. Ah, yes, give Dad an excuse to go full vampire-hunter mode to track down and murder his son’s vampire lord on top of playing general vigilante and trying to find his wife’s killer. Awesome.

      Then what the hell would everyone do with me? My odds of doing simple things like intern activities would drop to zero and they’d probably lock me in the basement out of fear that whoever my master was might just start playing the little devil on my shoulder and tell me to light the place on fire or something.

      I paused and stared at my reflection in the mirror, feeling the blood drain from my face. I’d forgotten that familiars had a psychic link with their masters. My heart hammered a little faster again while I stood stock-still, almost waiting for something to pop into my head at any moment with orders to start killing everyone. Whether or not they could psychically make me do that, I had no idea, but I was scared stiff just thinking about it.

      The sudden shut off of the other bathroom’s shower made me flinch. Was I really going to spill my guts and give Dad another reason to subtly replace me with Charlie? Or replace me with anyone else in this house, for that matter? I swallowed and slowly clenched and unclenched my fists, staving off that freeze response in favor of fight. My mark throbbed under my shirt collar as if it were a ticking time bomb.

      You’re smart, I told myself—and not in the sarcastic way I usually did, like when it came to cute guys like Saint. I’d read a plethora of books regarding vampires and anything related to them. I’d been the one to look up strange artifacts and symbols for Dad before Rory came along and took that job from me. I could figure out how to un-familiar-ize myself and maybe even manage to kill my first vampire in the process.

      I could prove that I can get out of my own messes and that I’m worthy of being a vampire hunter too. That warmth that came with an abundance of self-gaslighting built up my hope for all of ten seconds until I realized that I had absolutely nothing to go off of. Last night was a blank, aside from Charlie’s mention of finding me on the front porch.

      The other bathroom’s vent shut off and the door squealed open, so I lurched toward the doorknob, cursing under my breath when it didn’t turn. Of course the fucking thing got stuck now, at the worst possible time.

      Charlie’s footsteps halted. “Um, you good in there?”

      Fuck me, this was going to be even more awkward having them save my ass. “Er—um, so, the door’s pulling off the hinge again, I think.”

      They jiggled the knob, grumbled something, and then a corner of their towel appeared under the door. “It just needs a bit of a boost. Give me a sec.”

      I stepped back and noticed my toothbrush still chilling in the middle of the sink basin, so I scrambled to grab it and toss it back into my designated cup. The door made a god-awful noise as paint rubbed against paint in the frame, and Charlie nudged it a little further open.

      “Everything all right, Jules?”

      I quickly hooked a finger into my shirt collar and pulled it opposite the nasty bite to cover it a little more. “Um, I was actually wondering if I happened to say anything to you when you helped me inside earlier? Like who I was with or where I went? I, er… I noticed my credit card was missing when I dropped everything in my room.”

      Okay, all right. That’s believable enough.

      They frowned, shook out their damp hair, and scooped their clumped towel back off the floor. “You mumbled a few things, but you were pretty out of it.” They shrugged. “Maybe check your card account and see where you last spent anything? You should at least be able to see if it was stolen if it’s still racking up purchases.”

      They had a point. Even if my card wasn’t really stolen, I never really carried cash. So I had to have left a trail, especially if I managed to get my hands on more booze.

      “Thanks,” I said, slipping past them and rubbing my face with a sheepish smile. “I might have to make a fraud call before bed and lock my card.”

      The corner of their mouth tugged upward ever-so-slightly. “Sleep well, Jules. Hopefully you feel better tonight.” They turned and padded down the hall, ducking into their room and leaving me feeling torn. I couldn’t tell if that smirk was mocking or genuine from their well-worn, tired poker face, let alone if their words were condescending.

      Pulling up my shirt collar again, I started for my room, jumping at the rush of footfalls running up the steps. I spun on my heel with wide eyes, frozen like a deer in headlights as Dad pinned his sights on me.

      “Downstairs.”

      My mouth worked like a fish out of water for all of two seconds before the next command snapped it shut.

      “Now.”

      I tried to hide my trembling with a nod and jogged down to the entry. When I got to the bottom, I looked back, no longer seeing Dad anywhere behind me. But I could hear him though. The chorus of doors being pounded on, opened, and the clash of groggy voices propelled me into the living room, where I nervously adjusted how my shirt fell on my body.

      One by one, the rest of the house trailed in. Lux huffed, Rory yawned, Adonis groaned, and Charlie rubbed their arms. Finally, Dad stepped through them and made his way over to the fireplace.

      “Well,” he said, making eye-contact with each of his students and barely glancing over me, as he grabbed one of the small statues in the line of saints and angels on either side of the Virgin Mary sitting on the mantel, “do any of you care to fess up to what’s sitting behind St. Raphael?”

      My heart was in my throat for the millionth time tonight. Did I do something when I was drunk? Did my fucking vampire make me do something while I was drunk? The entire room remained deathly silent, outside of the anxious shifting of stances and stolen, confused glances at one another. My eyes flicked to Charlie, almost for a little too long, but I forced myself to look away just before they caught me.

      Dad tapped the statue. “This is your final opportunity to come clean and make this a whole lot less painful for yourself. If I were you, I’d take responsibility and face the consequences before this turns into a full-blown witch hunt.”

      Silence.

      Well, other than my pulse hammering so hard in my ears that I thought I’d pass out.

      “Suit yourself,” Dad sighed, ripping the statue off the mantel and spinning it around to reveal a small dot.

      My stomach twisted. A hidden camera. One that’d probably gotten a decent view of Dad’s office from where it’d been sitting but would be still easily missed between the other statues further down the line and the dark wood paneling behind it.

      “It appears we have a mole.”
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      I tried to rationalize things by telling myself that there was no way I could’ve planted that camera because Charlie had found me on the porch and later babysat me in the basement. But that was dissolved by my quick recollection that they’d been the first one home.

      They’d gotten home first. They’d probably grabbed a little to eat. They’d changed clothes. They’d trained in the basement. And how long had they done all of that without anyone being around?

      I mean, I spent most of my time alone in the house, which, right now, was a horrible look. But Charlie always made it a habit to wrap up their hunt early and try to unwind for a bit. Completely unsupervised. That was mainly because I would be eating upstairs and playing a few rounds of some random FPS game of the month or watching a live stream. All right, and sometimes I was redecorating my Animal Village town, but that’s not important.

      The point is, it wasn’t out of the question for them to have done it. What if they were getting closer to Dad to gather more intel and bring it back to whatever vampire they were really working for? What if this was the perfect opportunity to frame me and get me out of the picture because they saw my bite and believed that I’m working for a rival? Are they just that good at playing dumb?

      Adonis was the first one to speak. “Uh, okay? Who put the mole on the statue?”

      Everyone’s heads turned to him.

      “You’re kidding,” Lux said flatly, crossing her arms over her chest. “There’s no way you’re that fucking stupid.”

      Charlie grimaced. “The statue doesn’t have a mole, Adonis. That’s a camera.”

      “Then why didn’t Mason just say so?”

      “God…” Rory whispered, rubbing his temple. “What he’s saying is that there’s a traitor among us.”

      Adonis’s face scrunched up. “Like the game? With the little cartoon astronauts?”

      “He’s got to be faking it,” Lux snapped, glancing between me and Charlie. “Right?”

      For some reason, she lingered on me a little longer than I expected. But I wasn’t going to say shit right now. Yeah, I might’ve been a little speechless from the morning’s turn of events and yeah, I’m not Adonis’s biggest fan, but I wasn’t going to shove one of my possible future teammates—once I got Dad on board, please I’m begging everything in the universe just to let me have this one win—under the bus.

      “Faking what?” Adonis demanded. “Faking my reaction about this camera thing? I’d think that at least one of you would maybe consider why Jules is being so quiet about it.”

      “Me?” My voice totally did not crack. “I-I’m just as confused as everyone else.”

      “Confused? Or surprised that you got caught for being a little freak and spying on us because Daddy won’t take you to work?”

      Okay, I changed my mind. Fuck this guy.

      I opened my mouth to hurl back what I’m sure would’ve been a really good insult, but Dad cut me off.

      “Enough.”

      Everyone snapped to attention again, complete with Adonis’s smug smirk in my direction since he’d gotten the last jab in. Dad popped the camera off St. Raphael, letting it clatter against the wood like the proverbial pin drop in our tense silence. Then it met its doom with a crunch under Dad’s boot.

      “Come clean. Now.”

      But no one moved. No one spoke. And I started to sweat worse than when I discovered my familiar mark in the bathroom less than fifteen minutes ago. Another round of sideways glances passed up and down the interrogation line before Mason puffed out a resigned sigh.

      He slammed St. Raphael back onto the mantel. “I trusted you. I trusted all of you. I brought you into this house because we had a shared goal: to get rid of the vampires plaguing this city so they can’t ruin any more lives.”

      Guilt settled in my stomach as Dad rubbed his face, mostly around the dark circles under his eyes from the recent long days after longer nights. I couldn’t help but continuously ask myself if I’d done this—if I’d either managed to get in and do it before Charlie made home or if I’d somehow slipped away from them in my drunken-slash-possibly puppeted haze.
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