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A Little Backstory

This is the first book in its series, but it is also a sequel to my nine-book Blood Rights Series. You should not need to read the first series to get into this one, but I’m going to write a small primer on the world here for those who haven’t.

The Blood Rights and Out for Blood Series take place in a sort of alternate universe. It is basically our modern world in the United States, but there was one major divergence in 2009 when Cameron St. John and Sadie Stanton—a werewolf and a vampire, respectively—stepped forward to propose a wild, dangerous concept.

They suggested that all preternatural beings should be recognized as not only real but as legal beings.

This began a long—and ultimately fatal—fight for preternatural rights that saw discussions, debates, scientific and medical studies, committees, and protests that led to the passing of the Preternatural Rights Act of 2010...or, more commonly, Cameron’s Law. It was named for Cameron St. John, who was murdered by an anti-preternatural hate group just before it was signed into law.

Sadie Stanton, the survivor of the pair, lives in Adelheid, CT, and runs the Stanton Agency. This business helps the preternatural but also helps the human populace with the preternatural. The city of Adelheid has become something of a hotspot for vampires, werewolves, and more as the U.S. has moved from the new law to many new ways of existing.

Even if much in this world is just the same as the real world and hasn’t diverged too far, it is still an alternate reality and so some details of their 2010 and onward will have been and will be different than ours.

If you want to know more, I invite you to check out my series wiki, which has information about the city of Adelheid and its history, the Blood Rights Series and its characters, the Stanton Agency, the Preternatural Rights Act of 2010, and a guide to the preternatural that discusses the lore I chose to use for the books:

wiki.authorkbthorne.com/

Author’s Note

I wrote the last story in the Blood Rights Series—Flesh & Blood—in 2016, though I said it wasn’t going to be a total end. I didn’t know if I’d ever go back to modern Adelheid, however. I had, and still have, ideas for different series based off the characters but taking place in different timelines and settings.

Those didn’t happen, though. Not yet, at least.

There’s been a long span now where I have struggled with writer’s block. Most of what I’ve managed to write has been for the charity anthologies that I’ve put together or co-written works. I enjoyed all those stories and I’m proud of them, but it’s still not the same as putting together work that’s just mine.

I got a huge helping hand up, however, when I attended Monica Hay’s “Overcoming Writer’s Resistance Bootcamp” and then became part of her Writer’s Way Membership. (I can’t shout her out enough, by the way. I’m sorry. I’ve become an acolyte.) If you’re having a tough time, I recommend looking her up at monicahaycoaching.com.

Anyway. When I turned back to my own work, I decided that I needed to go back to the beginning. That’s Adelheid. I started writing for Sadie and Dakota when I was still a teenager. (I won’t tell you how long, but that was a long time ago.) My fictional world has changed a lot as I matured creatively, but the soul of the characters remains.

And as much as I love Sadie, Dakota has kind of always been my favorite.

My mother has told me that Dakota is me if I “said everything I thought.” That’s really rather true. I wish I could just, you know, hiss like a rattlesnake at people who annoy me, but I don’t. One, I’m more polite than that. Two, I can’t shapeshift my vocal cords. I won’t rule out that if I could shapeshift my vocal cords, I might in turn be less polite.

But I digress.

So, we popped ahead a few years from Flesh & Blood to Bones & Blood, which is the first of the Out for Blood books and will feature Dakota as the only narrator. This is a big departure from the Blood Rights stories, which feature different narrators for each one. A couple narrators repeated, but there were many voices for Blood Rights.

Out for Blood is just Dakota. The cast from the first series is all present and will be active participants in the stories, but they won’t be the storytellers this time.

I hope that you’ll enjoy living in Dakota’s head as much as I do, for this story and many others to come.

Thank you and enjoy!

K. B. Thorne

August 2025
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Chapter One
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One lesson I’ve learned during my absurdly long life is that the past repeats itself in varying ways.

Next is that if you don’t learn from it, you’re doomed to be screwed by it.

Coming in third is that you shouldn’t be a jackass to the people who care about you...which is a continual work-in-progress for me.

And my fourth incontrovertible truth is that every forest in New England is pretty similar to every other forest in New England, and despite the effort of human ‘progress,’ there are still a lot of forests. Even so, every area has its own feeling and its own scent. I could never mistake being in a forest in southern Maine for being in a forest of northern Connecticut.

Who am I, and why do I know the intricacies of forests so well? My name is Dakota, and I’ve spent a lot of time hunting out in the wooded lands.

At that precise moment, I was rushing through one such forest, surrounded by the autumn foliage that lured a stupid number of visitors to this area every year. I had taken on a pretty basic job of hunting a vampire bail-jumper. The crime was low-rent compared to the criminals I usually pursued in my job as a preternatural bounty hunter, all things being equal. Aggravated assault after he and a pyrokinetic got into a drunken bar brawl. Vampires could go up in flames like kindling, which was the only way it was any sort of real fight, since a vampire has far superior strength to any human. The pyro part of that human gave them a one-up, but it wasn’t enough to avoid getting knocked around.

The penalty probably would’ve been minimal, if anything, since the bar was full of witnesses to say that both people had been equal participants and the pyro even started it, but the vampire was young and had done a dumb. Becoming an eternal creature of the night did not equal a suddenly smart creature. He got bailed out then took off.

I didn’t happen to have anything else going on about that time and got fidgety if I had to stay in the house for too long a stretch, so it seemed like a good way to pep things up. I mean, I loved my brother—even if I very rarely admitted it out loud—and I did like his wife. I loved my girlfriend, too, but she had to work a lot. Cop hours and all that. I loved my dog...but I thought he even got tired of me once I started getting restless. Then there were all the other dogs on the property who barked a lot.

Anyway. So. I was running through the forest, hell bent for lecture, in the body of a mountain lion because that was the form I liked the best. Each of us—my family, when they were all alive—had our preferences, though back in the days when we were young, we had to be far more careful about shapeshifting than I did now. The freedom of legality was pretty fucking fantastic, although some of the scare factor had been reduced as people got used to us.

Having four legs made for a much better running speed, but vampires could reach inhuman velocity with just two. I wasn’t sure how it worked but something about the dark magic that animated the whole species after death gave them a lot of perks. Biologists since legalization had made many strides in understanding the different science behind the preternaturals, but vampires were still proving the hardest nuts to crack, so to speak.

I heard a branch break and then saw the leaves of a tree not far ahead start to shake as if being rattled by a really big squirrel. If my feline lips could have smirked, they would have, because I knew he had just climbed a tree.

Did he think that would help him get away? Ridiculous.

I leapt and leapt high. Even “normal” mountain lions could leap over thirty feet, and I had the benefit of not needing to let my feet touch down again. As I reached the height of my arc, I shifted. Theriomorphs don’t have to go through all that extra time and messy clothing splits and painful bone cracks like other shapeshifters. We just...change. I was a lion and then I was a bird, winging my way through the branches and homing in on my target. It was a transition I had made hundreds of times, so my brain’s wiring did fine to move me from four-legged sprints to two-winged flight.

I screamed, avian-style.

The vampire ahead, leaping from branch to branch, turned to look over his shoulder in alarm. In his haste, he lost his balance and fell to the ground. I folded my wings against my body and dove after him. My talons latched onto his shirt just as he was getting to his feet, and in a truly graceless display for a species stereotyped for their elegance, he flailed and screamed like a three-year-old.

My nails dug in, getting past the shifting fabric of his clothes and into the meat of his shoulder. It wasn’t like blood loss would be an issue, but vampires still felt pain. The screaming intensified, and I almost let go because the sound was so incredibly painful on my supercharged hearing.

Still whirling and swatting at me, he started to run again. Or it was kind of like running. I’m not really sure what the right word was for this gait, but he did it. Eventually, he’d tire. Vampires had their own version of running out of stamina.

I had time, just as long as I spent less energy than he did.

The angle did not allow him to get both hands on me, and his panicking hands did not even let one get a good grip on my feathers. Really, if he would just have stopped moving and thought it through for a moment, he probably would’ve been able to tear me off. Yeah, he’d lose some flesh, but my claws weren’t silver. He would grow it back. But he was pretty new as a vampire, if I recalled right, so he was not fully aware of the extent of his abilities now that he was a part of the graveyard group.

As distracted as I was by his strange gyrations, I did not notice that we were closing in on a ramshackle, abandoned house in the middle of some half-cleared woods. When I finally caught sight of it, my brain tried to fill in the gaps from the momentary glimpse. My brain said...1800? Used to be farmland but there was a second growth forest half-grown around it.

We went barreling through the door, breaking it down.

Rude, I thought. 

If all of this hadn’t been weird enough, right? It was about to get weirder.

As it turned out, the house wasn’t actually abandoned. From the outside, it looked like there couldn’t possibly be any living things inside and... Well, technically that was true, because there weren’t any living things in the house. There were vampires. There was a fuck-ton of vampires. While I still don’t really know the weight difference between a ton and a fuck-ton, the latter seemed to be the most accurate measurement of what I found.

I let go of the kid’s shoulder just before he gracelessly crashed through a rotted floorboard, flying a few feet over to a section of floor with a disgusting chair on it. I didn’t like the furniture, but I figured if there was a chair, the floor under it was more solid than the part the young guy had just gone through. I landed on the seat and then waited a moment to see if I was about to plummet to the root cellar. When nothing happened, I took a breath for a sigh of relief and immediately regretted it.

Remember when I said there were a ton of vampires? Well, something that humans don’t know is that vampires smell weird. Mind, not even all preternatural species have heightened senses of smell at the same level of intensity. I had spent so many decades of my life as an animal that smell was one of my top senses. And vampires smelled like graveyard dirt. It was generally faint if there was just one of them, or they were really young, but when there was a whole room/house full of various ages? That was another matter altogether.

It’s also important to note that they do not smell of decay, exactly. They are undead, so they don’t rot. It’s more the sense of the graveyard, not of a corpse, but that’s a distinction that is always hard to explain.

Anyway, the house reeked of them, and I wondered if they’d all been in here for a long time...which also would have been weird. Vampires didn’t need hidden protective nests anymore... 

However, I didn’t have a lot of time to think about that right then.

It was clear none of them had expected visitors or even their fellow vamp. About seven or eight sitting in the room ahead of me just stared in shock. There was a large bird of prey hanging out on the living room décor and a big hole in the floor, neither of which having been there before.

This felt like a situation that was going to bear a little explanation since I still had to grab the kid before I left and I didn’t want a fight on my hands. I could probably escape alive, but seven vampires and one me were still pretty shitty on the odds.

So, as politely as one could do such a thing, I shifted from bird back to human. My magic was far happier than any of your standard were-creature because my magic kept my clothes with me. Anything I touched was wrapped up in it, so none of the Incredible Hulk torn wardrobe shit like the werewolves and such had to deal with if they shifted on the spur of the moment.

I expected some surprise, but it was usually less surprising for other preternatural creatures to see a shapeshifter because we were all part of the big magical weirdo family, right? Not so, as it turned out, for this crowd. I shifted fluidly into my human form, held up a hand, and opened my mouth to speak...

Someone else’s scream came out.

I was shocked right back into silence when the whole bunch of them lost their ever-loving minds. I hadn’t had anything like this happen since the one time I accidentally surprised a very large group of under-initiated humans in the middle of a shopping mall, but vampires weren’t usually this easy to spook. But spook, they did.

I thought I made out an exclamation of “what do you want” from one of them, but most just scattered down halls or through doors, and one even went out the window. 

I knew I wasn’t the most social of creatures, but people usually didn’t do this just at the sight of me. 

“I just want the kid in the basement,” I called over the noise, still perplexed as hell.

One vampire who hadn’t fully fled the room yet—a woman—dove through the hole in the floor. A moment later, she leapt right back into the room. Vampires could do wild acrobatics like that. They couldn’t actually fly or anything, but they could definitely jump higher and further than any human could. She also had my target vamp in her hands and shoved him right toward me.

For a person who doesn’t shock very easily, I was hitting three-for-three on surprises. Vampires usually didn’t give each other up that quickly either, but it was obviously happening as the kid went stumbling toward me after the elder vampires pushed him my way. 

My shock made me embarrassingly slow, and he managed to scramble to the side just before I got my hands on him. He took off right back out the door, and I was on his heels a moment later, leaving the mystery of the odd vampire nest behind me. I had to call it a nest rather than a coven house because of the abandoned, ratty-ass building they were all in.

Modern covens kept their stuff much nicer.

So, back out the door, but my quarry was on his heels now. There were big gashes in his shirt from where my bird claws had latched on, and he was obviously flabbergasted about what just happened. Had he known there were vampires in there and expected them to protect him? Or maybe he hadn’t expected anyone and that alone had thrown him. Sure as hell had thrown me.

I lunged forward, two legs leaving the ground just before four of them landed on his back and drove him into the dirt.

I leaned down with my feline head and shrieked in his ear.

He shrieked right back.
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Chapter Two
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It was pretty much all over after that. He couldn’t keep his shit together anymore, and I was able to get some of my custom-made zip ties around his wrists. A vampire would be able to bust out of any sort of old-fashioned ties or handcuffs, but mine were inscribed to prevent that. Once upon a time, I had faintly silver-threaded cuffs, but once the witches came up with these, I went for them as a little less nasty. I did have something of a heart in there somewhere, and he was hardly Al Capone. Mind, I wasn’t happy about the merry little chase he had led me on, but I wasn’t going to torture him for it.

The drive back to New London, CT—where he’d jumped bail—took about an hour, the way I drove. My catch, who was named Virgil Stokes, alternated between gibberish and silence. I wholeheartedly preferred the silence, even if it did give me time to think about how weird my evening had been. Why were vampires still congregating in shitty nests when they could live in the open or in coven houses? And what was with their reaction to me? And turning Virgil over to me like that... I appreciated that it made my job easier, but it was still fucking weird.

All these questions were giving me a headache, so I stopped thinking.

I turned him in at the police station, got my “job all done” slip, and then went home. It was pretty late by the time I got to our house, and I didn’t want to wake anyone by tromping down the hallway, so I just crashed on the couch.

My hours could often be all-nighters, but Edward and Lorelei lived on a slightly more human timetable. They had to because of all the dogs our home/their dog rescue had that needed care. I helped here and there, but my main contributions were buying the house, property, and paying most of the bills.

I woke up however-many hours later to a tongue slobbering all over my face.

“What the—” I got out before the tongue went in my mouth and I sat up fast, hissing and spitting.

When I stopped, I looked down to see Buster staring up at me with that dopey grin pit bulls had on their blocky heads. He was the one living creature on earth that I could never seem to be mad at, though, even if he had just French kissed me. I vigorously pet his face in a way I swore I never would, and he just grinned bigger.

“Good morning, sunshine.”

Okay, that wasn’t the dog.

Standing in the door between the living room and kitchen was Detective Samantha Moore with a cup of coffee in her hand. The mug had a handle shaped like brass knuckles. It was my favorite.

“That for me?” I asked.

“Nope,” she replied, then smirked. “But you can have it anyway.” She crossed to the couch and sat beside me, handing the mug over.

Sam was my girlfriend. Somehow. I still kind of couldn’t believe that she was willing to put up with me, but here she was. She didn’t actually live here, but she stayed over often enough that you just might think she did. I didn’t mind. Which was also fucking weird. I’d gone from totally solo hermit to living with 2.5 other people and a dog inside plus a whole bunch more outside.

I still wasn’t entirely sure how this had happened, yet I knew that I had completely done it to myself. I’d decided having my brother back in my life was the most important thing ever, and then it followed that I wanted his happiness, so I encouraged him to invite his girlfriend in Alabama to move up here, and she agreed. She hadn’t wanted to leave her rescue work, though, so I facilitated their dream by using a big chunk of my long-term, hermit-life savings to buy a house with a huge plot of land to set up a dog rescue right here in Adelheid, CT. So that was all three of us together. I adopted Buster because I had somehow fallen in love with him, and I’d also somehow fallen in love with Sam, so here she was too.

I had no one to blame but myself, really. 

Somehow, my brother and I had both fallen in love with humans, too. Also pretty fucking weird. Lot of fucking weird to go around. We kind of felt like we were robbing cradles, what with being four hundred, but Sam and Lorelei were totally adults so it wasn’t like this was some terrible teen vampire romance or anything. Don’t even start on that shit with me.

We both knew we’d watch our lovers die one day...but we chose to pursue the relationships with humans anyway.

Love is fucking weird.

Anyways.

“Thanks,” I mumbled as I took a long drink. I didn’t even check how hot it was before I did so and discovered in an instant that it was pretty hot. It must have been fresh, given the way it sun-scorched my throat on the way down. I kind of didn’t mind, though, because I...was a freak. Who knows why. “Eddie and Lorelei out with the dogs?”

“Of course,” she said. “That latest batch from the hoarder house in Montville has made for a lot of last-minute work, so they’ve been out practically since the sun came up.”

I squinted one eye and looked at her sidelong. “How long have you been here?”

She chuckled. “Since last night. I knew you’d be out on the hunt so I came over to keep Buster company until you got home.” She looked down at his grinning face and scratched him behind the ears. Somehow, the smile got even bigger. I turned my side-eye to him, half-worried he was about to split his skull open at the corners of that grin.

“I’m sure he appreciates it,” I said, turning back to the coffee. “I guess I do too.”

Expressing any emotion other than anger or annoyance was not exactly my strong suit, but she really had to be used to that by now. After all, we’d been together for a couple of years now with just one intermission where she thought she couldn’t stand me. I guess she got over it, and I was trying to behave less like a jackass.
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