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CHAPTER 1 


Gabe





It was strange. As a detective, my life had been absolute chaos, case after case. My one constant had been in fictional realms of writers like Koontz or Pratchett. 

For the last month, my world had become still as stone and my focus was deteriorating. I’d been staring at the front of my book, the cover art growing fuzzy with my thoughts. An abrupt change in the protesters’ typical, incessant chanting yanked me from that train of thought. It was an odd sort of relief, the outraged cry giving my mind something firm to grasp.

A comfortable dread settled in my gut and I tossed the novel on my nightstand, not worried when the bookmark fell out, and wandered from my childhood bedroom towards the living room. The worn carpet was rough on my bare feet. My parents' house had never been ornate. They’d made a simple home out of the single-level house, with a hodge-podge collage of family photos in mismatched frames adorning the hall.

The light was on in the kitchen, casting a pale orange glow across the large sectional and bookshelves that dominated the small living room. My roommate must be cooking. A pathetic part of me wanted to turn around; things were still awkward and I doubted anything had changed since I went to bed. I swallowed and marched down the hall, pausing to lean against the archway of the kitchen entrance. “What are you doing up?”

My companion's hair stood in every direction, like the long tendrils of an uprooted tree. The mass of tangles made her look even smaller than she was, her shoulders barely taller than the stove top she worked at.

“I want to see how paprika works this time.” Olive said it as though she were adding spam to mac 'n' cheese instead of stirring a pot of steaming blood. “Using Ramen yesterday wasn’t great, but at least it was different.”

“You could always drink some cocoa.” I pointed to one of the cupboards. Hopefully the tin I’d just offered wasn't expired.

She looked at me like something alien had sprouted from my skull. “No sustenance.”

“No harm, either.”

She just stared at me, those large hazel eyes blinking slowly.

I let out a breath and nodded towards the front windows. “Have you taken a look, yet?”

“It seemed disrespectful to go ahead of you.” Olive turned the stove off, extinguishing the tiny flame before grabbing her pot with two over-sized oven mitts on her little hands.

“I could do that for you.” I took a step forward but she waved me off, holding the pot steady with one hand.

“It's not heavy.”

True, with her vampire strength, Olive's small frame could probably lift more than a perp on PCP. Hell, that was the main reason the court had decided she should stay with me during our shared trial. The judge hoped I might stop Olive if things went south. And yet, I felt useless letting the little girl handle that big pot on her own.

She poured the blood into a mug easily. Several spice jars sat at the ready and a spoon waited inside. She’d been at this for months; I guess we all handle cabin fever in our own way. And it's not like we had lengthy conversations to fill our spare time.

Before stirring, Olive tapped a tiny amount of paprika and Kosher salt into the blood. The spoon made little tinks against the sides of the mug, like a dark fairy.

“Alright.” Olive took a tentative sip and teetered her head in careful consideration. “Ready?”

“After you?” I stretched out an arm toward the front of the house.

The day had been moderate. Not as many flashing lights or inane questions shouted at the windows. We’d been hoping for a quiet night to match; cold evenings always seemed to subdue the crowd. There’d been some disgruntled mumbling, but now some voices stood out, their stress showing in a variety of tones.

“Okay everyone, you know the drill,” Officer Stevens’ voice was garbled through the megaphone. His tone was weary but intense. “You are trespassing. You all need to move off the lawn or I will be forced to arrest you.”

“You can't suppress our right to free speech!” We’d heard this voice before, so I wasn't surprised when I peeked through two lattices of the shades. The woman had an obnoxious shade of neon hair, cut very short, and she always wore anti-vamp t-shirts and pants that revealed far more than they concealed. She’d been cuffed last week for smacking the patrol officers with her picket sign.

Her newest sign said YOU RUINED OUR CITY with a big, ugly cartoon vampire, Xs for eyes. My jaw clenched. The sign was obviously intended for all vampires, but the message seemed tailored for me. As though they knew.

The woman was facing down a good officer. Stevens had always taken the worst parts of this job with a dark joke and a lot of dignity. He and his wife had been expecting their first kid right before I was turned; she’d started getting wicked cravings for spicy foods and he'd only laughed.

Now, even his posture was run down.

“Ma'am—” Stevens' face had wilted over the last few months. The short beard he'd grown was greasy and his uniform was wrinkled. I tried to remember how far along his wife was. Was he dealing with this crumbling world and trying to figure out how to be a father at the same time? “we've been over this.”

The woman pointed her nose into the air. “Yes, we have—”

“And—” He held up a hand. “I'm sure you'll remember how this ended the last few times.”

He pulled out a pair of cuffs in his other hands, the moonlight bouncing off the unraveling chain. The woman pursed her lips, her body trembling as though her blood boiled beneath the thin surface of her skin. They stared at one another for a long moment, his body still and hers vibrating with agitation. Stevens jingled the cuffs for effect.

“Fine!” The woman stomped her foot and sauntered off, dragging her sign down the sidewalk with an ugly scraping sound.

Olive tsked. “It's kind of sad I'm more mature than that twat.”

I dropped the lattice and scowled. “That’s no way to talk.”

She gave me a patient look over the top of her mug. Those hazel eyes didn’t even quiver under my reprimand. “Is that what you would tell Lily?”

We stood in silence for another moment before I let out a sigh and peeked through the shades again.

Stevens had gone back to the perpetually stationed squad car. He talked to another officer in the passenger seat, a plump Spanish woman I recognized by sight but had never interacted with.

Harper probably knew her name; she was cute and he was a helpless flirt. Not that I could ask him. Even texting my old partner would put his job in further jeopardy.

And reveal the burner number to the police.

“Can you hear them?” I tried to focus on their speech, squinting as though that somehow helped. The audio came in patches like I was driving down the highway and kept losing the radio station.

“He says ‘Some kids in Rockwood called in a vamp sighting.’” She tilted her head, her dark brows scrunching together. “She's asking if they’re going and he says ‘Nah, the kids are probably already gone.’ She’s...”

Olive paused and gave me a questioning look.

I sighed. “Just say it.”

Olive nodded and continued, “‘When will these fucking bureaucrats stop sending us to protect these freaking fang heads? I say, let the crowd take them, give them something for the front page and let’s be done with these traitors.’”

My body turned cold, becoming rigid as ice. I knew that was a common thought among the force, but hearing it still cut something in me I couldn’t name.

“The man says, ‘The system is there for a reason.’” Olive nodded in approval. “Nice to know someone’s on our side.”

“Stevens isn’t on our side.” I let the blinds snap shut and shuffled back towards my room. “He’s just doing his job.”








  
  

CHAPTER 2 


Lily





Our footprints stretched behind us, a long trail of tiny dark pools in the wet slush that passed for Oregon snow. The frost of early November bit the tip of my nose. Rubbing my hands together wasn’t much use when my body was normally about room temp. 

For the billionth time, I wished we could have driven. But the Swiss-cheese state of the roads and all the abandoned cars made it more than a little impractical.

Besides, then I would have been trapped in a tiny metal box with a very pissed-off vampire.

“And you know damn well the word Viking does not describe a person.” Cyrus’ indignation came out in quick plumes of steam.

I suppressed an eye roll. Sure, I knew that. I could even relate; it was impossible to count the number of times I’d considered chucking good whiskey at the TV while watching Far and Away. The only thing far or away in that flick had been Tom Cruise’s debauched-leprechaun accent.

“Half the English language comes from Scandinavian roots but far be it from anyone to figure out the difference.”

Cyrus’ yapping was wearing my patience thinner than Kleenex. And the grim surroundings offered little in the way of distraction.

“Yeah, yeah.” I searched my pockets for my smokes and Bic before shielding my light from the evening air. “And ya never pillaged, I'm sure.”

“Most of us were farmers and fishermen.”

A small spark crawled up the cigarette in red embers, the slow sizzle of relief creeping towards me as I drew in that first long breath. I held it in for a moment, my veins tightening in anticipation.

Booze was useless to vampires; our metabolism never let it near the brain. Luckily, the body’s process for cigarettes was completely different. Everything tingled from my head to my toes, each nerve loosening one after the other. Smoke sat lazy on the breeze as I released the tension. In with the good, out with the bullshit...

“I didn't ask about your fellow villagers.” The smoke curled around each word as I took another drag.

“That thing reeks.” Cyrus fanned the cloud away, the plume dissipating under his big hand.

“Don't avoid the question.” I made a point of ashing in his path. “We both know ya did your fair share as a vikinger.”

Not to mention his later years as a pirate. Swashbuckling wasn’t exactly missionary work.

He grimaced, setting his jaw so tight that the Norse dragons on his skull seemed to slither from under his dark Mohawk. “At least you used the right word.”

I tweaked my eyebrows and plugged the cigarette between my lips, letting the smoke roll out through my nose like a sleepy dragon as we continued our macabre stroll.

The thin layer of snow only served to highlight all the shattered windows and busted doors. Battered cars, some missing their doors, were all over roads and yards in a variety of shapes and colors, like someone had smashed stained glass and left the pieces scattered every which way. The city had tried to consolidate the mess but the tow yards were full and parks were overflowing. So here they stayed. I nearly tripped over a moldy bag of clothes and Cyrus snapped at me to pay more attention. I bit back the snarky remark that came to mind.

If only they’d give me my bike back. I snorted at the very idea. It was a miracle I was allowed to go out, even with an escort. Not bloody likely the Court would tell me where they'd stashed my baby.

One house had siding riddled with bullet holes, the picket fence in ruins. The flower beds trampled and the plastic planters busted. One of those hideous flamingos stared at me through crushed and flattened eyes, old tire tracks splitting the hollow body. Many homes were a collage of different gang tags and unrefined images of dick. It was the world's ugliest art gallery.

People were pissed their homes were broken and ruined, so they destroyed someone else's. Misery always did love company.

“What are we even lookin' for? I get that Elias keeps comin' after these neighborhoods, but what does Ritti think we'll find?”

“We'll know when we see it.” Cyrus kicked a deflated rubber ball out of his path. It flopped back into the street with a thick splat.

I scowled. “Bullshit.”

Cyrus set his jaw again and I swore I could hear his teeth grinding.

Instantly, I regretted coming out. It would have been smart to question his motives earlier, but being locked up didn’t exactly help me think clearly.

I moved to block his path. The wind grabbed my hair and I had to push the blonde ponytail out of my face before I spoke. “We both know she wouldn't have let me out on this field trip for some wild goose chase. How come I’m not locked up in my tower?”

“First of all, if you try to run we both know what I'll have to do.” His gray eyes grew cold, like a sword in ice. “Second...”

Cyrus wasn't one to hesitate. The bastard would tease, backtalk, berate, and hassle. But unless he was torturing you, he seldom shut up.

“Oh come on!” I glared at him.

Cyrus crossed his arms and set his legs like he was expecting an attack. “You're the bait.”

My jaw hung so low the cigarette nearly fell out. “What?”

“It's not like Elias has exactly lost interest in you. And then there's your shit-head brother.”

I bunched the hem of my leather jacket in my fist, trying to keep myself from punching him. No doubt, Cillian deserved that title with a big trophy. And my psycho-ex certainly enjoyed taunting me. The logic was there but...

“I've already been their guest,” I ground out, holding up two fingers. “Twice.”

“I know.”

“No, ya don't.” I let my fist fall back to my side, curled and ready. “Don't even pretend ya do. And now, ya want me to prance around with a big ribbon on my ass?”

He grimaced but he didn't back down. Of course, he was tall with all his vikinger-muscle while I was short and scrawny from years of on-again-off-again famine, making me about as intimidating as one of those ankle-biters rich ladies shoved in their purse.

Cyrus lifted his chin, ever so slightly. “Technically, you're the enemy.”

This time the cigarette did fall out, the slush extinguishing it while I gawked. My stomach tensed like someone had kicked me square in the gut.

It wasn’t hard to see why Ritti felt that way, along with most of the Court. Hell, they’d only let me stay out of the dungeons because I'd proven useful.

But to hear it said out loud, and by Cyrus no less. Next thing, Ivan would be calling me a traitor. My past with Elias had fucking defiled me. But I didn't get much of a chance to consider how deep the rot ran.

Off in the distance was a noise so subtle, I might have imagined it. Except Cyrus' eyes ever so slowly scrolled in that same direction. His arms were still crossed and his back still stiff. He hadn't even bothered to turn his head. My face was still pointed at the broken asphalt, though I was looking directly up at my companion.

To any onlooker, we might still be standing in awkward silence. It wasn't much, but the ruse might give us a chance to decide what to do about the slowly fading sound of broken glass.

Rockwood wasn't exactly a ghost town. The homeless, both veterans and newbies alike, might try the free shelter when the community centers and malls became too crowded and the weather turned too cold. Or if they wanted a relatively private place to shoot up and forget what was happening. Granted, the number of needles rusting on the ground suggested privacy was becoming less of a concern these days.

On a wet winter night like this, a little breaking-and-entering was almost to be expected.

Cyrus flicked his gaze to mine and I gave a barely perceivable nod.

We turned and marched on, my hands shoved in my pockets with my shoulders hunched above my ears. Cyrus kept his chin high and his gate casual like he was strutting off some great battlefield. He scanned the right, I skimmed the left. Nothing of note, just more broken and battered homes.

At least our somewhat-act made further talking unnecessary. We could listen. Problem was, we didn't know what to focus on.

Vampire hearing is a bit like being the DJ to your life’s audio, choosing what sounds get the most volume while the other racket becomes little more than white noise. Damn handy when some cabbage insists on crunching their popcorn in a theater, but harder to use when you don't know what to filter for.

Was I listening for more broken glass? The evil murmuring of a clandestine meeting? The footfalls of someone trying to follow us? The raspy moan of a dried husk?

All my questions came to an abrupt end with a single shout. Not a scared scream, more like an argument.

We halted, waiting for another one to resonate through the empty road.

Nothing.

“Great…” I murmured. What now? Search door to door?

We might just find some poor soul strung out of their ever-loving gourd. Whoever had made that sound wasn’t thinking about who, or what, could hear them.

“Needle in a—” The sound of clattering metal halted Cyrus’ thoughts. Bang. Followed by glass breaking. Crack. Then something kept being slammed shut. Thump.

Over and over, like a group of ratty teens rocking out for the very first time, unable to keep any semblance of rhythm.

Bang. Crack. Thump.

The lead singer came in the form of some chick screaming directions at her band-mates. Her backup was a male by the sound of it. “We don’t need it.”

“It would make life at home a lo—” A small smack cut her sentence short with a sharp cry of pain. “That hurt, you bastard!”

“Shhh.” The second boy was far quieter than his friends. “You two want to wake the dead?”

“They’re already awake.” The girl muttered in a warbly tone like she might be crying.

We kept running, taking a sharp left onto Washington. We had to run about another block before we found the right place.

My heart turned to lead.

It was hard to remember the home’s pre-war condition. After all, it had been dark and raining. And I’d been more than a little distracted at the time.

Now, the lawn was all weeds and dirt, but for one giant pine tree towering over the house. The wood shingle roof had clearly seen better days, with several wood tiles scattered about the front yard. And calling the remaining planks siding was a generous overstatement.

Aside from the ramshackle roof and sloppy siding, the door was splintered and busted to bits. Police tape still clung to it, tattered and limp, while the screen door hung on a single hinge, torn in several places. And yet, despite this easy access, almost every window was shattered inwards.

Maybe it had been the Starved but based on the crudely painted dead bats and third-grade-level images of vampires all over the front, I was willing to bet it was vandalism. At least wrecking this house made sense.

Cyrus and I nodded to each other and strolled up the walkway, crunching busted beer bottles and discarded food rappers underfoot; there was too much junk in the front yard to avoid. Besides, the band was still practicing.

We crouched outside the remnants of the door and looked through the opening.

Gabe’s blood stained the carpet, dried to an almost black color. A separate trail of my own blood led to his deep puddle. The floral couch was gray and tattered. All the old bat’s doilies were ripped and scattered, like discarded spider webs.

Through the opening for the kitchen, silhouettes walked back and forth, like crazy shadow puppets. One of them murmured under her breath, “You try cooking meat without a nonstick pan.”

The girl flounced out of the kitchen, taking a sharp right down the hallway. Cyrus and I ducked behind the door frame, peering around the edge.

Her chin was high and her lip puffed as she stomped towards the bedrooms. She stormed like a toddler but she had to be at least thirteen. And she tried to look even older with enough makeup to cover a wedding cake. The girl’s faded-blue hair bounced at the end of long dark roots with each dramatic step and her faux-fur boots squished on the soggy carpet. 

Well, she certainly had her priorities straight.

“God, this bitch didn’t have any food,” a guy from the kitchen grumbled. “Just cleaning stuff”

“What do you expect, man? She was one of them.” A second boy snorted. “I don’t even know why we’re here.”

“Desperate times, dude.” The first guy made a derisive sound right as the girl shrieked.

My muscles tightened and I rose a little. Cyrus placed a heavy hand on my shoulder just as the two boys ran down the hall, one with some kind of assault rifle strapped over his back and the other with a handgun, both shouting, “What?!”

“Look!” The girl whimpered, her  tone suggesting a dead rat or something equally gross.

I strained my neck but there was just no way to see what she’d discovered from our vantage point. There was a long pause and some gagging before one of the boys chuffed. “It’s just an overdose.”

The girl whined through the dry heaves, “How can you be sure it’s not one of her victims?”

“Nah, they wouldn’t be crouched over the toilet.” The second boy tsked. “Hey, maybe some of their stash is left. Go in and check.”

“Screw you, Jimmy. You look.”

“Would you two stop your bitching?” Heavy footsteps were followed by a wet splash. “Hey look what I found you.”

“Ugh!” The girl gagged audibly, and it didn’t sound dry this time. “I don’t want it!”

“You were ready to cook in a vampire’s pan not five minutes ago.” Another wet flop. “Now you’re getting squeamish about going through a stiff’s pockets?”

My stomach rolled in on itself.

Portland had never been some cute little town where people left their doors unlocked. Not even in my long years. But still, to hear these youngsters talk so nonchalantly as they searched a corpse…

Cyrus removed his hand to tap me on the shoulder and bobbed his head, indicating we should go. I shook my head and pointed into the house. We should at least see what they found. Cyrus’ lips tightened and he shook his head. Who knew why he didn’t see my side, but I hardly cared.

I jumped through the doorway, barely avoiding Cyrus’ grab for my ankle. “Hello, is someone here?”

Cyrus swore under his breath and a nasty flop sounded right before the three pairs of feet receded from us.

“Hello?” I repeated, adding a note of uncertainty to my voice. Yup, just a teeny-tiny girl, no threat here. Come out and chat.

They murmured behind a door, clearly disagreeing. Cyrus hissed my name from the open door but I ignored him. Lord knew what these kids had found. We could always black-eye them into forgetting they saw us, but I’d be damned before I let them leave with evidence.

The changes to the house were easier to see inside, and it wasn’t just the dirt or the weather getting in. While the smells of mildew and rot weren’t particularly charming, it was the wreckage that stood out. Her ugly floral sofas had been cut into ribbons, the stuffing all over the floor. The coffee table was in splinters and I didn’t think we’d done that during the fight.

Oddly enough, the china cabinet was unmolested, all the teacups and plates neatly arranged behind glass that tried to gleam in the dingy light. There was even a lamp on the end table by the couch, though its shade was missing.

The carpet squished under my boots as I approached the first open door in the hall. Even chilled, the odor of vomit wafted right to me. The group continued to mutter amongst themselves from behind one of the closed doors, one of them shhing the others harshly. I tried to keep that door in the corner of my eye as I peered into the bathroom.

Even having heard the others, a choked gasp caught my throat and I covered my mouth with the tips of my fingers. “Shite.”

A scrawny girl was hunched over the toilet, arms hanging loose, like a torn rag doll over the sides of the bowl. Bony shoulders peeked through the tatters of a gossamer blouse, a ribbon circling her waist like some hideous gift wrap. Beneath the short ruins of a jean skirt, her legs were thin and bony, one covered in dry blood from a wound I couldn't see.

Her hair was either filthy or dark, maybe both, clinging to her back and shoulders like a death shroud. Track marks speckled her skin. A syringe balanced loosely on the edge of her fingertips, the needle gleaming against the vinyl floor.

Her beloved vice didn’t abandon her, not even in death.

“It ain’t pretty.” A small voice came from down the hall.

Instinct made me jump as I turned to find the girl sticking her head out with a curious glance.

I swallowed a thick lump and nodded. “Yeah, I’d have to agree.”

She peered around the door frame, straining her neck to see past me. “Whaddya want?”

“Just heard ya in here.” I shrugged. “It’s awful lonely out there, been a while since I’ve seen a new face.”

“Yeah, well this ain’t no social club.” A deep, rather forced baritone barked behind the door. “Beat it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Lemme guess, he’s gotta gun pointed at my head.”

The girl’s eyes widened to Bambi-sized orbs and she glanced to her left.

“He can pull the trigger.” I held my hands up, nice and casual. “I can’t stop him. But I doubt my friend outside would like that.”

The gunman swore and the other boy shouted, “Thought you said you were alone.”

“No, I said I hadn’t seen a new face in a while. My buddy’s handy in a pinch but he’s not exactly fun at parties, if you know what I mean.”

“Gee, thanks,” Cyrus added grouchily.

Eh, he was already pissed I’d come in here. No reason to fret. This might be the most fun I’d get for a while.

One of the guys whispered behind the door but I didn’t catch it all. Something about hair. The girl’s eyes grew even larger and she gave the slightest of nods.

The gravity of that tiny gesture sank my heart. A hole blasted through the door. Pain burst across the left side of my face and I dropped to the ground. My hands became slick as I cradled my head. My ear felt like it had gone through a meat grinder.

Cyrus spat out a curse and stormed over, gun drawn. “Come out or I’ll shoot.”

“Like we’d listen to a couple of fucking vamps.” The voice had a cold kind of anger behind it. Another blast sounded and the girl shrieked.

Cyrus crouched in front of me. “Great plan.”

“How ‘bout ya yell at me when I have both ears?” I snapped, crawling behind the opening of the living room and using the wall for shelter as another gunshot tore the air. “We’re not here to hurt ya!”

“Yeah, 'cause we're gonna trust you,” one of the boys shouted. “Did you really think we wouldn’t recognize you, you ugly Irish leech!”

“Never a better insult than parasites,” Cyrus grumbled. “They must’ve recognized you from that interview.”

The fucking news wouldn’t stop replaying clips of my infamous interview with Amber Wright, discussing the relevance with Gabe’s ongoing case. People may not have cable anymore but bars were still in business and ID laws were out the window.

“Must’ve.” I leaned against the wall. “Rush ‘em?”

“You do realize that first bullet almost—”

“I’m aware, thank you!” I glared at the back of his head. “But we’re already here, may as well make the best of it.”

He muttered something unintelligible as another blast tore through the door and someone stormed towards us. It was like these kids learned their tactics from stampeding buffalo.

They were loud as rhinos and charged straight into the living room. I swept my leg to trip one. Cyrus took the other. They both fell in a mess of limbs and gunfire. The china cabinet’s window shattered. And a nasty gurgling sound came from the back of the house.

I crawled over Cyrus to find the girl slumped over, blood trickling through her fingers as she clutched her throat.

“Oh shit!” I couldn’t tell who said it. Maybe all of us.

I caught her as she fell onto the ugly carpet, flipping her to face me. Her small face drained of any color as red stained the faded blue hair.

The guys shouted something but I heard a grunt that told me Cyrus had them well underhand. And I had to focus. No way in hell I was letting this happen again. “Let me see.”

She tried to keep her grip but I ripped her hand away like I was trashing a napkin. Something fell from her fingers, clinking on the floor. The guys shouted again but Cyrus growled at them and they shut up. The blood gushed down her neck rapidly as she shuddered and shook.

Getting that bloody bullet out would already be a challenge without her wiggling like a newborn.

I stared into her eyes, pouring authority into my tone. “You don’t feel any pain and you are safe.”

My eyes pulsed black with power. She stilled, though she was still making that awful choking sound. It was unsettling but at least I could work. I dug my finger into the hole, tearing her neck open as I fished for the bullet.

Her flesh was warm and squishy, making it easy to tell when my fingernail scraped the hot, solid surface of the bullet. She coughed blood on my face as I worked it out, flicked it to the side, and slashed my wrist with a fang. My blood pooled in the open wound before I shoved the gash to her mouth and willed power into my gaze again. “Drink.”

She did so and the wound started to close, slowly stitching itself back together like I’d hit the rewind button on life.

“Ya can let ‘em go now.” I let her slide to the ground and she crab-walked away from me, clutching her throat and staring at me with huge eyes.

“We'll get a head start before they start shooting us.” Cyrus crossed his arms. “Either that or I’m taking their guns since they obviously don’t understand the basics.”

I debated this and shook my head. “Nah, it’s a nightmare out there.”

I fucking hated guns but that didn’t give us the right to disarm these kids.

The girl patted her throat several times, but she kept staring at me, unblinking. “What’d you do to me?”

“She saved you.” Cyrus glowered. “After you tried to kill us.”

One of the boys whimpered. “I wouldn’t have fired if you hadn’t come after us.”

“We weren't here to hurt ya.” Something shimmered and I bent to pick it up. The girl had dropped a necklace. I held it out to her. “And if your buddies can’t be responsible with their guns, then they shouldn’t be carryin’ ‘em in the first fuckin’ place.”

She scowled at the pendant still hanging from my hand. “I don’t want that nasty thing. Jimmy took it off the dead girl.”

I about dropped it but that felt wrong somehow. Like I was throwing away the last piece of that girl in the bathroom. But I certainly wasn’t going to put it back on the corpse; I didn’t have any desire to enter that tiled tomb. I settled on sticking it in my pocket.

The girl’s scowl deepened but she kept her opinion to herself. Maybe realizing it would be hypocritical to give me shit for taking the necklace when her companion had snagged it in the first place.

“I wouldn’t take any of the kitchenware. The lady who owned this place wasn’t just a vampire.” I walked towards the open door. “She was also bat-shit crazy.”

Cyrus gave the boys a direction to wait five minutes before moving and learn some fucking gun etiquette before turning to follow me. “Have a nice night.”


      [image: ]You couldn’t just drive out of Portland anymore. The National Guard had erected several concrete barriers and patrolled the city limits in a pathetic attempt to contain the growing war.

We had to hop a couple fences and walk a few miles before Ivan could pick us up. Cyrus filled my adoptive sire in on our evening activities and I was promptly chewed out. Why hadn’t I stayed with Cyrus? Why had I exposed us? Didn’t I realize how easy I was to recognize? What if my actions made it back to the DA or hurt Gabe and Olive’s case? Didn’t I know what their case would mean to our kind?

“Guess it’s a good thing we saved her, eh?” I crossed my arms.

Ivan stopped his lecture mid-sentence and the atmosphere of the delivery van became thick. Cyrus remained silent. When we stopped at the next red light, Ivan turned to look at me.

His face was a mismatched puzzle, with a nose and ears disproportionate to the chin and lips. I’d always taken a sort of comfort in his dusky face. Not now though.

That garish red light flowed over half the contours of his jowls with emphasized shadows. He looked like a demon.

“That—” he growled, “was a low blow.”

I raised my chin. “So was tryin’ to kill the kid.”

Cyrus quietly cursed in the back. The light changed but Ivan’s face wasn’t suddenly angelic under the green glow. There was nobody behind us to honk or object to the extended wait. We had plenty of time to keep staring, maybe even wait for some tumbleweed to do its thing.

The wedge between us wasn’t going away anytime soon. But, given the chance, I’d do it all again. And Ivan couldn’t deny my point. If Gabe and I had followed protocol, Olive would have been put down under Court law and there would be no court date for Portland's tragic little orphan.

The pro-vamp media outlets loved that line. I doubted Olive cared for it.

“You don’t like the system?” Ivan clenched the steering wheel so tight it squealed, finally pressing his big foot on the gas pedal. “Then you should do something about it.”

The rest of the drive back to court was silent. Right up to the definitive click of being locked in my room.








  
  

CHAPTER 3 


Gabe





Our last preparations always consisted of Michelle fussing over our wardrobes and giving me far too much time to think. Being on the other side of the courtroom was like traveling through a looking glass. 

Past cases wound through the tunnels of my mind. I’d always tried to be fair but these last few weeks made me question how well I’d done. Had my decisions really been based on evidence?  Back then I’d only wanted to bring in vampires and most of my arrests were human knock-offs, men stabbing their wives with meat prongs. I’d always been disappointed when the medical examiner gave us their findings.

How had that bitterness and prejudice impacted my judgement?

Lady justice often peeked through her blindfold, prosecutors making deals or warrants being earned more by office politics than anything else. I wanted to believe in the system, but sitting around my home with nothing to do had me questioning everything.

“Gabe!” Michelle snapped, drawing me back to reality. Her cloud-gray eyes were cold and the twist of her painted lips told me she’d been holding out the offered bobby pin for quite some time.

“Huh?” was the best I could manage. After all, it wasn’t like I was looking for a new accessory.

“For crying out loud.” Michelle shoved the pin into my hand. “Put this in your pocket in case Olive needs it later.”

Olive stifled a snicker as Michelle continued her investigation.

“Every day is a new first impression. You never know what they’ve watched.”

Each day Michelle straightened my tie and added gel to any offending hairs that dared go astray. She’d tried shaving my scruff off the first morning. Apparently it didn’t portray me as the clean-cut officer in my earlier photos. Just as I’d warned her, it had grown back within an hour, further exaggerating my lack of humanity.

Olive was always instructed to use little girl words and wear a dress. The more it flared, the better. Her hair was always down with a headband holding it behind her ears. The aforementioned pins kept the short hairs back from her face, so her eyes looked as large as possible. Her shoes were polished, the high sheen drawing attention to the ankle monitor.

Michelle had justified this choice by explaining,“It makes her look meek.”

I’d asked Michelle if I should put mine on display.

Her reply showed she hadn't caught my sarcasm. “Absolutely not! You’ll look like a criminal.”

I didn’t like the theatrics but I couldn’t deny their value. So, instead of debating, I took the pin and pocketed it with a muttered apology. “I was thinking.”

“Keep your mind here.” She snapped as she covered Olive in a heavy miasma of hairspray. “You can’t be wandering into one of your stories when we put you on the stand.”

“This isn’t my first rodeo,” I droned.

“If you don’t need me, just say so and I’ll head out.” She stood, smoothing the creases from her suit.

She had me there. We hardly agreed on anything and she resented me for some very good reasons. She’d been the first city prosecutor for the Vampire Police Bureau. She’d dealt with many of the VPB’s growing pains, waded through the worst cases, learned from many hard-fought losses, and taken far more wins. And, despite her worst flaws, she did so with a moral compass. I couldn't deny that. 

She was vain, petty, and high-strung. But all of that made her an extreme hassle for the other side, even if her runway tactics just made me question right and wrong all over again.

“There.” She turned to the heavy door, her auburn curls bouncing with each click of her heels. “Let’s go.”

Our entrance had silenced the courtroom the first few days. Everyone except the bailiff quietly gawked at the vampires who dared to stand trial.

People no longer hushed or stared as we entered. Their murmured conversations continued, their glances only briefly darting in our direction. Some even pointed with accusing fingers and jerking thumbs.

Judge Taffet entered and the bailiff bellowed for all to rise. Everyone obeyed, the judge took her place behind the bench, we were allowed to be seated, and Michelle stayed standing. “The defense calls Detective Gabriel Collins to the stand.”

The courtroom murmured and Judge Taffet hammered her gavel immediately. All the eyes on me carried a weight that slowed my steps.

Despite what we see in crime dramas, defendants were rarely called to the stand. Only the defense could call their client and it eliminated any ability to plead the fifth once prosecution took over. Michelle didn’t even want to call me, but if she didn’t, calling Olive later wouldn’t hold the same weight. We’d all agreed it was worth the risk.

Walking to the stand was still like walking to the gallows. My steps grew heavier as I went and I struggled to keep my gaze straight ahead, avoiding a direct look at the jury. I raised my hand, swore my oath, and sat, trying to keep my posture straight. It wasn’t difficult with the back of the chair digging into my spine.

Michelle only covered the basics, verifying how long I’d been on the force. Five years total, one-and-a-half with the VPB. And why had I joined the force? I gave simple answers, how I’d dreamed of protecting people since I was a kid.

“And why did you join the VPB?”

I swallowed. “Because I lost my father in the original massacre.”

The courtroom murmured but it was short lived. This wasn’t really news. Michelle nodded. “That must have been very hard.”

“Yes.” I closed my eyes but that only made things worse. Images swam to the surface. “I saw two vampires pull him apart by the arms. Like two dogs with a rope-bone.”

“And how did you feel about vampires from that point, while joining the VPB?”

“I hated every one of them.” I gritted my teeth, resenting myself with every word.

Michelle nodded and paced past me, her hands clasped before her. “Can you walk us through what happened the night Captain Murphy died?”

I nodded solemnly, glad to switch topics. I went over the basics, careful to avoid outright lying. I had entered the house alone (technically true as Harper had gone around back.) I had found Ms. Stafford beating a restrained Lily to a pulp. While confronting Stafford, Captain Murphy had threatened our lives, offering to spare me if I conspired with him against the human population.

I’d shot Miss Stafford and Captain Murphy had returned the favor. When I died, Lily had brought me back. Just not the same as before.

“Thank you, Detective. Nothing further.” Michelle nodded and walked back to our table. The District Attorney stood and snapped his collar.

Adam Gordon was a charismatic and engaging prosecutor, making his speeches all the more fascinating. He walked with confidence, the stride a perfect fit to his square frame. And when he spoke, he used his large hands subtly, orchestrating each point. I might have liked him in other circumstances. Maybe we could have swapped stories over a couple of cold ones.

In our current roles, he was too effective for my taste.

“Mister Collins—” he smoothly picked an evidence bag off the table with two large fingers, letting the pistol inside swing for just a moment, “do you recognize this?”

“It’s a gun.” I tried not to sound snide, but really, it was a standard Glock. Black and simple. Nothing distinguishable about it. Though, I had a good idea which one it was.

“That’s a start.” Mr. Gordon chuckled, his slightly crooked teeth lining up in a grin. He tweaked a single brow at the jury before turning back to me. He stood close to the witness stand, forcing me to look up at him. “Though I’m surprised you don’t recognize your own service weapon.”

“Do you remember every pen you’ve ever signed with?” I managed to keep the tone level but a snicker from the jury told me that the sarcasm hadn’t been lost.

Michelle had to be glaring a hole through my skull. “Objection, Your Honor! Leading the witness.”

Judge Taffet shook her head, her tight gray bun bobbing side to side. “Overruled. Continue.”

Gordon nodded deferentially before he turned back to his table, dropping the gun off and tapping on the evidence bag a few times before he spoke. “You testified that you went to the residence of Miss Angela Stafford because you were worried about this–,” he snapped his fingers a couple times, as though he was thinking, before looking up, “Lily Edwards, is that correct?”

My throat turned tight. “Yes.”

“Can you remind us all who Lily Edwards is?” He turned towards the jury, his hands open in invitation.

“She’s a witness and private investigator in the last case I was working on.” Everyone already knew about Lily. Our interview with Amber Wright was being replayed over and over the news. I certainly wasn’t going to help him vilify her.

“And what is she?” The venom he sunk into the single word left little doubt what he was driving at.

I debated avoiding his question for a moment, maybe making him work for it, but that wouldn’t look good.

“The first vampire I’d met since my father’s death.” I tried to punctuate that last part.

Mr. Gordon clapped his hands once, like he was giving himself a high five. “Right, and how did you know she was at Miss Stafford’s place?”

“I followed a lead from an informant.” I left out that the informant had been some kid who stole Lily’s phone. Michelle and I agreed that explaining how I’d reached these conclusions would be convoluted and make the jury feel stupid.

“Did you know that Miss Stafford was also a vampire?”

“I had suspicions but no proof.”

“But you knew Miss Edwards was a vampire?”

“Yes.” Skirting the truth about Harper was one thing, but I wouldn’t outright purger myself. Debatable ethics? Maybe, but I was only a man.

“And yet you testified that you went in, alone, to save her.”

“She was helping me solve a case.”

The DA smiled. It was brief but chilling. He leaned back against the table, lifting the evidence bag with the gun slowly. “So you went in, armed with your service pistol, ready to save a known vampire that was helping you?”

“Objection, Your Honor!” Michelle snapped up. “Asked and answered.”

“Sustained.” Judge Taffet looked over her glasses at the DA. “We’ve heard all this before. Move it along, Counselor.”

“Of course, Your Honor.” Another bow of the head. “Trying to provide context, my apologies.”

He managed to make it sound remorseful. God, he was aggravating.

“Mr. Collins—” he walked quickly and loomed over the witness stand in four easy strides, “you’d gone there, conspiring with a vampire, and armed. There, you shot your previous Captain of the VPB and rescued your vampire conspirator before she was killed. Is this correct?”

“Objection, Your Honor!” Michelle stood. “Asked and answered, again.”

“Sustained.” Judge Taffet let the warning seep into her tone. “Counselor.”

“Apologies, Your Honor. Allow me to get to the point.” Gordon smiled reproachfully with another bow of his head. “Mr. Collins, in the end, we only have your word that Captain Murphy was colluding against humanity. How can we be sure you didn’t conspire to become one of the undead?”

The courtroom fell silent and I chewed on the tip of my tongue to keep from lashing out. Someone sneezed. Michelle’s nails tapped on her table in a soft rhythm.

“Objection, Your Honor,” Mr. Gordon said so quietly, you might have leaned in just to hear it. “Witness is Non-responsive.”

“Sustained. Answer the question, Mr. Collins.”

I took a breath just to buy myself an extra second but I still hadn’t come up with a better response.







OEBPS/images/129c0d27-3202-4eec-a163-4e6b4703e310.png





OEBPS/images/2156c409-43c8-406d-b901-be4dd69e934a.png
BL0OD
VENGEANCE

ooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo







