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The Chronicles of Kerrigan

Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?

Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.

Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?

As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Find W.J. May


[image: ]




Website:

http://www.wanitamay.yolasite.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!

http://eepurl.com/97aYf
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​Blood Red Series:
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Courage Runs Red – Book 1

Night Watch – Book 2

Marked by Courage – Book 3

Forever Night – Book 4

The Other Side of Fear – Book 5 
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​​​​​​​​Courage Runs Red Blurb:
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What if courage was your only option?

When Kallie lands a college interview with the city’s new hot-shot police officer, she has no idea everything in her life is about to change. The detective is young, handsome and seems to have an unnatural ability to stop the increasing local crime rate. Detective Liam’s particular interest in Kallie sends her heart and head stumbling over each other. 

When a raging blood feud between vampires spills into her home, Kallie gets caught in the middle. Torn between love and family loyalty, she must find the courage to fight what she fears the most and possibly risk everything, even if it means dying for those she loves.
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ONE DARK AND STORMY Night...

Heavy rain battered against the windshield. The massive drops ricocheted like bullets against the roof of the car. It seemed as though the wipers were losing their battle to keep the front window clear. A gust swiped against the side of the car. Kallie’s vise grip on the steering wheel still could not stop the slight swerve the wind forced the car to do.

She had been driving already over a year, but just got her full license about two weeks ago. She knew how to drive; her dad owned a trucking company and had let her drive tow-motors and skid steers since she turned ten. But good driver or not, no one should be driving in this sudden storm. She knew enough to know she had no business being out in this and bit her lip as she fought to keep the car steady on the road.

Her too-long bangs fell into her eyes and she tried futilely to blow them out. No way in hell was she taking a hand off the wheel in this weather. It didn’t work, leaving her furious with herself for neglecting this too, one in a long line of frustrations that had been building of late.

This trip felt like too much to handle. Should she pull over and wait out the worst? She wasn’t sure, and didn’t want to wake her dad to get his opinion. He snored comfortably in the passenger seat beside her, arms crossed, head tilted back in a position guaranteed to be killing his neck. He seemed as oblivious to the discomfort as he was of the storm. One of his dispatchers had called in sick two days ago, and then yesterday a driver had come down with the same stomach virus. He’d covered the dispatch desk and then opted to right away take the transport truck’s freight delivery for the sick guy himself. He had gone and done the twelve-hour round trip drive with no rest. On top of all that, he still planned to be back in for work at seven tomorrow, which was precisely why she was here now.

When he got back to the office after parking the transport truck, he’d sent Kallie a text reminding her that she’d promised to pick him up since it was mom’s birthday. He’d wanted to be back in time to make her breakfast in bed. He’d had one of his special omelettes ready and waiting for her the moment she’d opened her eyes on every birthday since they’d gotten married, even the year when he’d been recovering from a broken leg. He’d hobbled around the kitchen on crutches to have breakfast for his wife, claiming that broken bones were nothing to true love.

There was no way he’d miss that breakfast now for the sake of a little storm.

Kallie checked the time on the car’s digital clock. It was just after three thirty. If she stopped would they be late? No, she’d better not chance it. She’d tough it out and let him sleep.

When she’d left forty minutes ago, dark clouds covered the full moon and night sky but it had barely been raining. The storm blew in about the same time her dad had fallen asleep beside her. She suspected he had picked up the virus his workers had, though she hoped not. No, she told herself firmly, he was tired. Just tired. That was normal after the kind of hours he’d been putting in.

Another strong gust of wind slapped the side of her little car. The small Honda veered toward the curb and Kallie cringed as she drove through a massive puddle. The car hydroplaned and seemed unsure if it wanted to steer straight or spin. For a long moment that quickly became an eternity the car flew out of her control. She let out the breath she had been holding when the wheels finally settled back on the asphalt. 

I should have seen that. She flipped the defrost on high to try and clear the glare from the windshield. Since when had things gotten so fogged up? It didn’t work fast enough. She pried one hand from the steering wheel to swipe at it with her sleeve, but it wasn’t doing any good. She squinted to try and see clearer. 

“Weird,” she muttered. The haze came from outside, white tendrils of mist forming around the car, not something on the windows like she’d first assumed. Trying to see more than ten feet in front of her seemed next to impossible. She tried her high beams and quickly shut them off. They were useless. They just reflected off the heavy rain, shiny silver bullets that blocked any view through them.

Her dad snorted loudly in his sleep and she glanced over at him. His head had fallen against the back of his seat and his mouth hung open slightly. She suddenly had no idea if he was wearing his seatbelt and wished she knew for sure. 

You buckled up, didn’t you, Dad?

A strange scratch against the outside of the car made her jump. She swore under her breath and stared at the road, trying to ignore the way her heart had jumped into her throat. A branch. A twig. Something. She was too close to the shoulder. Nothing to freak about, it might even have been something that had been blown down, not her fault at all. Just debris that did no harm other than to wake her up and bring her focus back to the road.

Not that it didn’t add to her frustration. Kallie’s eyes darted uneasily from side to side, as she eased back a little on the gas. What if there were other tree branches or garbage cans might have blown onto the road? Or something worse? The wind was terrifying. Power lines could be down and she wouldn’t know it until she was on top of them. 

So what do I do? Pull over or keep going?

She huffed in frustration. They had to be close to their street now. It would be silly to stop now. Darn her folks for choosing to live just outside the city. Darn the city for not putting more lights on the long roads that led out to her house. 

She accelerated a tad when she noticed the red mailbox on her right. Their street was about two minutes up the road. Easy peasy. Almost home.

Less worried, she thought about her warm cozy bed and couldn’t wait to crawl under the covers and go back to sleep. Tomorrow was Saturday so no school. Maybe she should take her mom out to lunch.

Lost slightly in thought, Kallie didn’t see the figure crossing the street until it was almost too late. The dummy wore a dark hooded top and no reflector stuff at all. 

“Shit!” Kallie swerved hard to the right and felt her dad’s side of the car go up on the curb. Puddles sprayed the underside and made an eerie, hollow banging noise against the bottom of the car followed by a long scrape as the car went up over the curb. The concrete sidewalk was slippery and the car started to hydroplane again. 

She bit back a scream when the car stalled out and she lost power steering. Pressing the brakes Kallie felt the car fishtail but that wasn’t working well either. Time slowed down, every image snapping into her brain with such clarity that later she could see them in her mind’s eye the way one would look at photographs. She watched as the stranger in the middle of the road turned his head to follow the movement of the car, staring at her with eyes that glittered in the glare of the headlights. It should have been impossible to see at this distance, but his eyes looked a weird red, like when you take a picture and the flash catches your retina. 

It was a strange thought at a terrifying moment like this. 

In the meantime, they were still skidding. Her focus returned fully to the car. She tried pumping the gas and turning the key to get the car started again but nothing was working and she was waking up to the sharp reality that they would crash and there was nothing she could do about it.

No! Not gonna let that happen!

The nightmare drive had no intention of ending. The car continued its spinning course. When the engine suddenly kicked back on, the Honda lurched forward and Kallie fought to swerve away from a parked car. The passenger front end clipped the parked vehicle and as the steering wheel spun with a mind of its own, Kallie knew she’d lost complete control. They were going to flip. She was sure of it. She tried to brace her hands against the ceiling and screamed. 

Over and over she screamed; as they tipped, as her dad crashed against the windshield, as a horrible cracking sound filled the inside of the small car, as it picked up momentum from the small grade hill. Her screams were muffled when the air bag burst free from the steering wheel. Shrieks gave way to sobs as the seatbelt choked her off, clutching at her mercilessly as the car rolled over and then over again. It felt like it would never stop. 

Abruptly, part of the front and side of the car slammed into tree. She saw it briefly in the glare of the headlights, a hundred-year oak with branches that reached around the grasp at the car and its occupants, long fingers pulling them all into a violent embrace.

Only then did her screaming stop.

Everything around her crashed into blackness.
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TWO YEARS LATER...

Kallie gripped the straps of her backpack as she jogged up the long set of concrete steps to the police station. She pulled her bag tight so it would not bounce against her back. With her luck, the loaner camera she had gotten from her college photo class would flip on and record itself jostling against her notebook or worse, have the battery die. 

Yeah, let’s make a great first impression.

At the top of the stairs she slowed to a walk and pulled her long blonde ponytail tight. How she’d landed an interview with this hot-shot rookie RCMP guy was newsworthy – probably more than the interview itself. 

His name was Liam Steel. Even his name sounded like something belonging to a detective, as though someone had whisked it out of a noir mystery novel. He’d been the darling of the police force for the last year. Somehow, he’d managed to crack a bunch of unsolved murders and elude the press despite an over-eager slew of paparazzi that trailed him at every public function. Well, maybe not paparazzi, but she knew of at least two journalism students who’d made it their semester project to try and score an interview or at least a picture with the man.

So far neither of them had been successful. 

She shook her head. Which was part of what made all of this seem even crazier than it was. Here she was, just a first-year college student who wanted to get into journalism. She had no real experience, nothing to recommend her. She hadn’t even jumped through any hoops to get the interview. 

It had been quite easy actually. Maybe that’s where the two journalism students had failed; they hadn’t been straightforward enough. She’d simply found Detective Liam Steel’s email on the RCMP website and asked to interview him for her school paper. That’s it, end of story.

When a reply from his email address showed up in her inbox an hour later, she figured he was politely declining. Instead, he had agreed and asked what evening would work for her. Hands shaking with excitement, she’d typed her own reply quickly before he could change his mind, and nearly misspelled the single sentence: Thursday night would be perfect. 

For once auto-correct worked in her favor.

Now outside the door to the police station, she checked her reflection in the glass, thankful for the way the remaining rays of the setting sun turned the surface into a mirror. She looked good. Or at least she thought she’d cleaned up pretty good. Her hair was in place, the make-up she’d labored over for an hour didn’t look smudged and her clothes were decent. 

Nodding in satisfaction that at least some of this was right, she grabbed the long handle with one hand and at the same time slipped her iPod into the side of her backpack. 

Cool air blew against her as she stepped inside. The humidity made outside feel like a hundred degrees, and the smog from the city traffic didn’t help alleviate any of the hot thickness. The marble floor and constant run air conditioning inside the station made goose bumps appear on her arms. She shouldn’t have worn a tank top. At least her long-striped skirt seemed to agree with whatever temperature man – or nature – threw at it.

Even at night, the lobby bustled with activity. Men and women in uniform strode purposely down the hall or through doors while tired-looking people paced or sat on red leather chairs. What or whom they were waiting for drew Kallie’s curiosity. Maybe they were waiting for their robbing son to finish his court case, or maybe they were the people who were robbed and were waiting to talk to a police officer. 

Someone’s watch beeped reminding Kallie she should have been here a bit earlier. She walked over to a reception line and stood by the “Wait to Be Called” sign. 

“Step forward, ma’am.”

Did all police officers sound so formal? Kallie cleared her throat as she went to the receptionist whose bun seemed so tight the woman’s eyebrows were stuck halfway on her forehead. Kallie tried not to stare at them. “I’m here to see Detective Steel.” She choked on the words and had to clear her throat a second time, cheeks flaming with embarrassment.

Bun lady’s eyebrows shot up another notch. “Really? What for?” She clicked through a few screens on her computer. “Name?”

“Kallie Matheson. I ha—”

“I.D. please.” 

Apparently she wasn’t expected to speak given how the receptionist cut her off every time she so much as opened her mouth. A little put out, Kallie slipped a strap off her shoulder and unzipped her backpack. She pulled her wallet out and handed the woman her driver’s license. Cringing a little when she realized how exposed her choice of clothing left her, especially to the scrutiny of someone who was trained in observational skills. Kallie covered the odd pair of scars on the bottom of her wrist with her free hand. They were faded but the pink jagged spots made her think of botched suicide attempts at worst, or needle marks left by a junkie which wasn’t much better. Not that she’d ever been so desperate as to think suicide or drugs would solve her problems, but she couldn’t help but wonder if that’s what people thought when they saw them. Especially given some of the comments she’d heard in the last couple of years. It made her uncomfortable and now at the police station, she seemed more aware of them.

Thankfully the woman didn’t seem to notice, or if she did she wasn’t so crass as to mention it. Instead she focused on a point somewhere over Kallie’s left shoulder as she pointed, reciting directions so automatically Kallie had to wonder how many times she gave out similar instructions.

“Go down the hall all the way to the end. There’s a set of stairs. Third floor, go right to the very end, last door on the right is the detective’s office.” Oblivious to Kallie’s discomfort, the secretary handed Kallie her driver’s license back, along with a visitor’s badge. “Wear the pass so the officers can see it, don’t stuff it in your bag.”

“Okay. So hall, stairs, third floor, right and right at the end.” She thought she had it but wasn’t sure. Still reciting the pattern in her head to make sure she didn’t forget it, she slipped the pass over her head and made sure her name lay face up. “Thank-you.” Even bitter-bun lady deserved a teeny bit of politeness. “Have a nice day.”

Conscious that she was definitely late, Kallie race-walked down the hall and jogged up the steps, repeating the directional pattern under her breath until she reached a wooden door containing a brass plaque with Dt. L. Steel on it. 

Thankful that she made it without getting lost she raised her hand to knock and hesitated. Butterflies had somehow managed to find their way into her stomach and were currently throwing a hip-hop party. She wiped the palms of her hands against her skirt and took a deep breath. “It’s just an interview,” she muttered. Except what if her questions sucked? What if the guy didn’t have anything to say? He refused to talk to any of the big national papers so what if this was some kind of joke? 

A soft chuckle distracted Kallie from her thoughts. A deep, slightly sexy-slightly muffled voice called from behind the door, “You coming in, or just going to stand there all night?”

Kallie blinked and glanced above the door expecting a security camera staring down at her. Nothing there but cream-painted walls. Strange. She shrugged, wondering if the woman at the front desk had called up to give the Detective warning, and reached for the doorknob, turning it. She stepped inside, the heavy door swinging shut behind her.

Whatever she’d expected, this wasn’t it. The rest of the police station had seemed modern, with lots of steel and glass in the décor. This particular office had a musty smell. Four filing cabinets lined the side of the office. The room seemed dark, with wood paneling and only one window to alleviate the gloom. A large multi-angled desk seemed to take up the rest of the space. Three computers sat spaced across the desk, stacks of folders and papers covered the rest of it. Kallie knew it was the same color as the hard wood floor only because of the ornate carved legs. No pictures on the walls, only the single window with a view of the city lights below.

A guy not much older than Kallie stood by the table. He had one leg on the edge and was tying a grey sneaker. He wore baggy jeans, a sleeveless blue zip up jacket over a black tank top. Easy to see he worked out by the muscles covering his bare arms and cut shoulders. Short cropped dark hair continued down to the scruff of a five o’clock shadow. It gave him a sexy rough boy kind of look.

He lifted his foot off the table and turned to smile at Kallie, his bright grey-blue eyes making her lose all train of thought. She’d pretty much forgotten everything she was going to say when she noticed him, and now those pretty eyes distracted her brain all over again as she’d scrambled to think of some response that would have sounded at least halfway intelligent. Something in the back of her mind flickered but she failed to chase after the thought, losing it when he spoke.

“Hi.” 

The single word hung in the air between them, innocuous but somehow still loaded with meaning. He seemed amused by her staring.

“Ha-Hello.” She forced herself to look away and pretended to concentrate on the desk as she scrambled to deal with the unexpectedness of finding someone so obviously...well...young where she’d expected to find someone much older. More mature at least. Maybe he was the intern? She brightened a little at the thought. Wouldn’t that be awesome. “I’ve got a meeting with Detective Steel.” 

He nodded like he already knew that. “Liam. Just Liam.”

“Okay. Is that what he prefers to be called?” She wondered if she should get her notepad out to go over her questions.

Cute boy smiled again. “He does.”

Kallie slipped her backpack off and set it on the other end of the desk. “I’m Kallie.” She pulled out a notebook and the camera. “I’m supposed to interview Detective St—Liam. Is he here? Does he know I’m coming?”

“He is. And he does.” The silly grin appeared again. “How old are you, Kallie?”

“Nineteen.” She gave him a wary look. Did she look as young as all that? Why hadn’t she worn something more professional. She bit her lip, fighting the urge to glance down at herself. 

“You just started college this year?”

Remember, Detective Steel knew you were from the college when he accepted your request to interview him. Don’t let this guy intimidate you. So what if I’m young. He can deal with it. Her chin came up. “Yeah,” she answered firmly and flipped her notepad open to the page she had written the list of questions on. She stared at the page, trying to focus on the questions and not the millions of others she was wondering about the good-looking stranger in front of her then smiled when she realized she did seem to have a minute to indulge her curiosity. Why not ask? “Are you in school?”

“Me?” He crossed his arms and leaned his bum against the table. Taut muscles rippled without trying on his upper body. “I’m one of the nerdy guys. Graduated high school at fifteen. Crazy, I know. I enrolled in the police academy that summer and joined the RCMP two years ago.” He pressed his lips together and forced air out of his nose. “Kinda found my way up the ranks from there.” 

Nerdy? Far from it. “Wow, how old are you?” She was willing to bet his story was way more interesting than Detective Steel’s.

“Nine—sorry, I’m twenty-one.” He swallowed and paused, then glanced down at her hands. “Do you need to write any of this down?”

“Uh, no. I’m good.” Twenty-one? He hardly looked older than she did. Smart young guy working as a cop already. 

Working as a cop.

The phrase stuck in her mind, circled around and came at her again until things started clicking and everything came together in a horrifying whoosh. Kallie straightened, her notepad slipping from her hands. It dropped to the floor with a resounding slap. “Wait a minute...You’re Detective Liam?”
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[image: ]




[image: Fotolia_50777025_XS]

“JUST LIAM.” HE GRINNED, seeming to enjoy her discomfort. “’Detective’ makes me sound old.”

He was making fun of her now, though she didn’t mind. In truth, Kallie couldn’t stop staring. No newspaper or Internet article had bothered to mention the new RCMP on a hot streak was freakin’ hot. She shifted her weight and her left flip flop brushed against something thick on the floor. Her notepad. She quickly bent to retrieve it. “I’m so sorry.” Her face burned. She cursed inside her head for her body’s lack of control, for its inability to hide things she didn’t want others to see.

“Don’t apologize. I should have introduced myself.” He gave a small, cocky grin and in that instant, she was ready to forgive him anything.

She blinked. Wasn’t she?

Wait a second...

He knew she hadn’t realized who he was and had been teasing her, so did that make him a nice guy or not? For a moment she wasn’t altogether sure, nor should she be basing her assessment of someone strictly off her body’s reaction to them. 

It’s got to be pheromones. Or something. ‘Forgive him anything?’ Since when is that me?

“Kallie?” 

He was waiting for her to respond and here she was standing there staring at him like an idiot. She opened her mouth to speak and was interrupted by a whirr at his belt. She followed the noise with her eyes, blushing when the detective reached for his phone nestled in the clip on his belt far too close to...well...other assets for her to be staring there. She averted her eyes, glancing quickly upwards to his face before he noticed where her gaze had gone. 

His brows furrowed together as he scrolled through something on the screen, thankfully oblivious to her faux pas. “Excuse me a moment.” His fingers tapped over his phone faster than anyone she’d ever seen before. He snorted and shook his head, then seemed to tap even faster though the way his fingers seemed to blur had to be impossible, a trick of the light. Probably her own fingers looked that fast to other people when she texted.

Kallie glanced around the room while she waited, finally sitting down, realizing belatedly that she should have waited until asked to sit. Had she truly forgotten every bit of good manners her grandmother had tried to drum into her summers at her place? Frustrated with herself all over again, she stifled a sigh and feigned interested in her surroundings though there wasn’t much to see. Her gaze moved absently around the room, trying to pretend he wasn’t there, doing whatever on his phone though she couldn’t help but be somewhat interested. What if he were getting a lead on a case? The idea of being part of an investigation carried a certain thrill. On the other hand, she didn’t want to be rude and the if guy had police business to take care of that was none of her business. 

She turned with relief toward the one thing in the room that safely be scrutinized without it looking weird for her to be staring. One wall held a bookcase with some odd books and a couple of crystal trophies. A touch of human interest for the piece? A picture rested behind the desk, an old black and white photo of a barn and farmhouse. She squinted and realized she recognized the place. It was in a lot better shape in the picture but the barn was unique enough in design that she knew it wasn’t too far from where she lived.

“Almighty,” Liam said finally, and she turned toward him more curious than ever about the elusive detective. “You came here for an interview and I have about ten minutes. Duty calls.” He set his phone down and leaned a hip against his desk. It seemed to be a favorite perch “What do you want to know?”

“I realize you’re busy. I’ll be as quick as I can.” Kallie looked down at her list of questions and reached around her backpack for something to write with. She also pulled out her recorder, set it on the arm of her chair, holding it up with a silent question, noting with relief his nod as it would make it easier to remember things later. She turned it on to record the interview. “Thanks for letting me interview you. I know you don’t really like talking to the media.” She continued to search her bag.

He leaned over and handed her a pen. Delicious cologne wafted her way and she was tempted to close her eyes just to inhale again. Like that wouldn’t be creepy at all. 

“What makes you think I don’t like to be interviewed?”

Her head came up with a jerk. The question wasn’t angry, merely curious, but still she felt defensive somehow, as though she’d was being judged for the conclusions, she’d already drawn about him. “There’s nothing about you in the papers. Or whatever is written is basically speculation and I’ve never come across a direct quote or a picture of you.”

“You’ve been cyber-stalking me?” He crossed his arms over his chest and gave her a stern look. “Perhaps I should consider getting you a job on the force.”

“I...” She was floundering, not sure how to respond...again...when he and smiled suddenly. 

“Relax. I’m kidding. What made you want to interview me?”

She blinked. How was it he managed to keep her so off balance? She really was better at making conversation than this. She tried to think of some witty comment but gave up and went with the truth when nothing came to mind. “I need a good mark in this class.”

“So you’re not interested in the city’s crime or how to stop it?”

It was her turn to tease. “Isn’t that your job?” 

There, she’d given as good as she’d gotten. Kallie was smiling now, feeling herself relaxing somewhat. Maybe that was her trouble, she’d been too tense from the moment she’d arrived at the police station. 

“Point taken. I guess it is.”

“Is that why you became a policeman? To stop the bad guys? I mean, you graduated high school early and apparently have an off-the-wall I.Q. Why not get into neuroscience or become a doctor?” 

Ha. Take that! She’d not only asked a question, but came off sounding somewhat professional. 

Liam shook his head. “Blood and I sort of have this love-hate relationship. What about you? You’re a bright girl, why are you getting into journalism instead of going the classic doctor route?”

“Guts and gore and I sort of have this love-hate relationship.” She smirked, happy to reuse his remark against him. She glanced down at her notebook, looking for the next question and then surprising herself when the words that came out of her mouth were something not written anywhere on the page. “Why did you agree to let me interview you?”

The detective stared down at his hands, while she held her breath, holding back the urge to apologize or to withdraw the question. This she’d wanted to know since she’d gotten that email. She’d lost the rest of the interview if need be for the sake of an answer. 

Only he didn’t right away. He sat there, staring at his hands, probably trying to come up with some fake reason to avoid answering the question no professional would have asked. When his head came up sharply, his steel blue eyes seemed to capture hers. For a moment it became impossible to breathe, not when she was caught in a stare of that intensity. “You’re the Matheson, right?”

She swallowed, her mouth weirdly dry. “The Matheson? I’m not sure what you mean, or what it has –”

“The bad car accident a couple years back,” he said, cutting her off. “You were involved.” 

Now Kallie’s eyes slipped down to the notebook laying in her lap. 

Mayday mayday, pull up...

She swallowed hard, knowing she needed to steer him away from this conversation at all costs. She should have known it would be something like this. Was it really all that surprising? It made sense that he would have looked her up, tried to find out what he could about her before he’d even answered her email. It’s not like the accident wasn’t public knowledge.

That doesn’t mean I want to talk about it.

Her chin came up a notch. This was her interview, dammit, and she wasn’t going to let him spoil it in some morbid curiosity seeking way. She’d get her answers, just as he’d promised. “I saw on the Internet you don’t even answer the biggest paper in the country’s request for an interview. Your avoidance of the media is causing quite a stir. It’s obviously not because you are shy. What’re you trying to hide?”

Her words shot out, a clear challenge, and she held her breath to see what he’d do.

He straightened, a little too fast. “I’ve got no secr—there’s nothing to hide.” He cocked his head to the side, considering her the way a hawk might its prey. “What’re you trying to cover up?” 

They were at an impasse. She stared him down, refusing to be moved, her eyes on his, wondering how blue eyes could pierce and trap in such a way, as if he were trying to read her mind. 

After a long moment, he shrugged and his face softened. “I don’t like the news. Never have, never will.”

“Why is that? Did some newspaper misspell your name in t-ball when you were a kid? Now you can’t let it go?” She tried to keep a straight face, but had to press her lips tight when she could feel their corners trying to turn up. She’d fallen back on the old standby: humor. But then she didn’t want him to press her on personal questions. 

She’d caught him off guard. The surprised look on his face was kind of cute.

“You’re a funny-bunny,” he said and rolled his eyes. “And it was soccer, not t-ball.” He winked at her.

Funny-bunny? She loved the phrase and wrote it down, not that she’d use it. Strictly as a joke.

His hand covered her writing. “That’s off the record, right?”

She stared at his long fingers and resisted the urge to cover his hand with hers just to feel his skin against hers. She cleared her throat.

He moved his hand.

Kallie made an exaggerated effort to scribble out what she had written. Her bangs fell into her eyes when she glanced up at the detective. “What do you want me to write? I mean, you agreed to let me interview you, but you don’t seem inclined to answer my questions.” She chewed the inside of her cheek then stopped, tasting blood. It was a bad habit, and one she needed to stop. She frowned a little as things came together in her mind, things she should have seen back when she’d gotten that email. She lifted her head, no longer interested in the mess on her paper or even in this interview. There was something bigger here than all of that. “There’s something you want the news to know, right? Why else am I here?”

The detective leaned back against his desk again, and crossed his arms over his muscular chest in what was fast becoming his trademark stance. “You’re funny. Direct also. I can appreciate that.” He shook his head. “You shouldn’t be a journalist. You’ve got way too much potential.”

She didn’t appreciate him knocking her career choice. “We talk for ten minutes and you know all about my potential now? What’d you do? Run a police check on me and subpoena my report cards?”

He raised his hands in surrender. “That’s not what I meant. I... you... it’s...” He blew a breath out, his cheeks puffing as he forced the air out. “Look. I like you. I don’t like journalists. They twist the truth.”

“And cops don’t? You believe every cop is clean?”

“That’s a bit of a drastic comparison.”

“Is it?” She crossed her legs and saw his eyes dart down to her exposed calf before slowly returning to her face. “You seem to have no problem sitting on the judgement throne. Tossing assumptions and accusations from your high seat.” She stood, definitely ready to toss the interview. Screw him. 

Except she couldn’t walk away. She needed the interview for a good mark. Her entire journalism class depended on this conversation. So could see her future job in broadcasting if she really thought about it.

She sighed and sat back down, dramatically turning her notebook to a fresh page. “Can we just start over? I’ll ask you questions and you can answer them. Or if you don’t want to, just say ‘no comment’. Will that work?”

He shot her a smile. “How about, for every question you ask, I get to ask you one?”

Really? What was interesting about her? She remembered his earlier question and wondered what about a car accident two years ago was interesting to him. It shouldn’t be a big deal to anyone except her and her family. If that’s what he wanted could she answer?

She honestly wasn’t sure.

A silly thought crossed her mind, but she pushed it away. There was no way he would be remotely interested in her. He was mister-hot-cop. He didn’t have time for dating. Just because she might be physically attracted to him, it didn’t mean he felt the same way. Still...it seemed more likely than anything else. 

“Fine. I’ll ask you and if you don’t respond, I don’t have to answer yours. Deal?”

He grinned. “Deal.”

She couldn’t help but smile back at him. He thought he had one on her, and she figured she was the one ahead of the game.

His eyebrows rose. “Aren’t you going to ask me a question?”

“Oh! Yeah, right!” She stared down at the blank page in front of her. She wrote the number one down. “What made you want to be a cop?”

“I like catching the bad guys.” He sat on top of his desk and leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees. “What made you want to interview me?”

“I need to get a good grade, so I figured a hard score would do it.”

“I’m a hard score?” He smiled, his white teeth showing bright in the dim room. 

She ignored his comment, or tried to. The heat growing on her cheeks proved otherwise. “On the record, if you don’t like the media why did you agree to let me interview you?” She felt like a broken record asking the same question again, but he had been avoiding answering it, which made it that much more interesting than it had a moment ago.

He stared at her without saying anything to the point where she needed to look away from those unique eyes of his that followed her every move. He sighed and shifted, his bicep muscles rippling, coming into stark relief. They curved perfectly, and she could only imagine how strong he was. “I don’t have a problem with the media. I just don’t like the attention. I find it unnecessary. I come to work, do my job, and go home. I’m not trying to be a superhero or anything.”

Kallie made a quick note in her notepad. “Basically you like keeping your head down.” She understood what he meant. Hadn’t she been doing the same thing since the accident?

“Yeah.” Liam looked relieved when she didn’t write anything more down. “My turn. Are you living on campus or off?”

Weird question. She answered warily, not sure if it was the cop who was asking or the man. “I’m off. I live at home and commute.”

He nodded. “Good. It’s safer.”

The cop then. She relaxed a little then immediately tensed as his meaning sank in. Maybe there was something going on at campus he knew about and didn’t want to say. “Can you tell me what you’re working on right now?” Was she allowed to even ask that? Probably not. There were likely all kinds of rules about that kind of thing. “Or about your latest closed case?” 

“The last case involved a ring of murders.”

“A ring?” She wrote that down in her notepad. “Do you mean a serial killer?” She tried to remember reading about it in the papers and couldn’t recall anything that noteworthy.

Liam shook his head. “Not killer, but killers. We referred to it as a ring because it, sadly, was well-organized. There was a group of individuals hunting down certain other individuals.” The intense stare he had given her before returned, as if he was trying to read her mind...no. Not read her mind. Watch for some sort of reaction from her.

She puzzled this through. Hate groups? Gangs? Mafia? Nothing felt like it would fit, not on the campus she knew. “Did you catch – sorry, did you apprehend the killers?”

His lips compressed into a thin line. “We stopped them.”

“All of them?” She wrote it down in her notebook. “If it was an organized ring, how did you catch them all?”

“We tracked them down.” He inhaled sharply as though the memory was an unpleasant one. “With evidence, of course.” He leaned forward warming to the topic, giving a few rough details to explain a few of the key points about the case.

The next quarter hour slipped by almost without her noticing. She jotted down questions, impressions. He was fascinated by his work. In turn, she was becoming more and more fascinated with him. “When will they go to trial?” It would make a great addition to her report if she attended some of the trial and followed up on what had happened.

“Isn’t it my turn to ask you a question?” He tapped his foot, apparently trying to think of something to ask her. “What happened after the accident? I saw the car. How did you make it out of there without even a scratch?”

She pursed her lips together. She didn’t like talking about the accident. “I didn’t make it out of there scratch free.” She thought about the scars inside, much deeper than the ones left etched upon her skin.

“You didn’t break anything? It’s not often that anyone comes out of a wreck like that without shattering a leg or arm, or more likely a rib or two.” The disbelief was clear on his face

Kallie shook her head. “I don’t know how it happened. I blacked out when the car crashed into the tree and I’m kind of foggy on what transpired before that.”

He seemed to consider that. “It was a pretty crazy night.” 

She looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

He straightened. “The weather. It was horrendous that night. The storm came out of nowhere.”

She relaxed a little. Way to go, Kallie, quit being so twitchy. What’s with me tonight? He had night shifts. He’d probably had to work the same evening as the storm and remembered it. “It was a freak storm.” She exhaled, letting out a long breath, relieved he didn’t seem to want to press her with more questions. She nodded at the recorder, reminding him the interview wasn’t quite over. “Were those killers hunting down specific people? Like some kind of noc list?”

He let out a low laugh that was entirely pleasant to listen to. “No noc list. No secret service or anything like that. It was more of a sick game.” 

The awkward moment passed. She asked him several more questions about the case and wrote a few more things down. When the detective started to shift and check his watch, she decided it was time to wrap it up. She had more than enough information to make a good story. She leaned down and switched her recorder off. “I’m pretty much finished. I think I have enough to work with.” She began putting her things back into her bag wishing she could find an excuse to stay longer. She liked talking to the cute detective.

His phone started ringing as if on cue. The moment passed. “Thanks for coming by, Kallie.” Liam reached for the phone on his desk but didn’t pick it up.

“Looks like duty calls.” She smiled as she walked toward the door that led back out to the hallway. “Thanks again.” She waved and stepped out, closing the door behind her. She almost fled down the hallway, stopping at the turning, where she could lean against the wall and gather her thoughts. The wall felt cool against her skin. She didn’t remember growing so warm.
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SOMEHOW KALLIE FOUND herself outside, the sky now dark. She stared up at the stars, faint through the glow of the streetlights and wondered why she had decided to walk to the interview instead of drive. It seemed stupid now. 

I could always call Dad. He’d be here in a jiffy... For a moment the thought was tempting. She paused at the top of the concrete stairs, thinking this through, finally shaking her head no, as she straightened her shoulders. I’ll be fine. I’m a big girl now, and I’m certainly not afraid of the dark.

Besides, it was going to be a full moon tonight. Plenty bright enough to walk home.

Yet, the day of the month weighed heavy on her. There was little reassuring in the ascent of the moon. There hadn’t been for a while.

She hurried down the stairs and set her backpack onto both of her shoulders instead of just the one. She walked a couple blocks without incident, relaxing as the quiet of the night surrounded her, interspersed with the occasional car, the burst of sound heard dimly through open windows or in unseen yards. As she was waiting for a light to change, she groped for her iPod still inside her backpack, tired of listening to the normalcy of the world around her and needing to drown out the silence with something more...her.

“Miss Matheson.”

Kallie jumped. The voice was near at hand, unexpected and terrifying in the fact that whoever called to her, knew her name. Her iPod slipped from her grasp. A hand reached out and caught it just before it hit the concrete.

Detective Liam stood beside her, his arm outstretched as he handed her the little silver device. “Do you always take to walking downtown at night? I would have gladly offered you a ride home.”

“In a cruiser?” she teased, relieved now to see a familiar face, and trying to hide her accelerated heart rate by covering it with a joke. “I can just imagine what the neighbors would say.”

His face remained serious, obviously not rising to the bait. “It’s a long walk to your house.” There was a note of censure in his voice. 

How does he know where I live? For a moment she experienced the uneasiness she had felt in his office. She pushed the question aside. The guy was a detective. He probably ran a full background check on her before he agreed to the interview.

“I’m not bothered. I like to walk. I find it relaxing.”

He nodded and pointed at the signal as the light changed. Together they crossed the street. “I do as well. I don’t do it enough.”

She glanced to the side, checking for oncoming traffic in case someone should be turning as they crossed, and didn’t comment until they were on the other side. Oddly enough, she didn’t mind him walking with her. It seemed normal. Companionable. Like he belonged there. “You look like someone who prefers running,” she said and flushed when she realized she had spoken out loud.

He chuckled. “It does get you there a lot quicker,” he said as they paused on the curb on the other side of the street. He looked at the street beyond this point. They were leaving behind the downtown area, walking through the deeper shadows of the residential neighborhood. Trees grew along both sides of the road, branches extending to almost meet in the middle of the street, creating a natural tunnel. It was a dark place, where the light of the moon could not penetrate and there were fewer streetlights. “Would you mind if I walk with you? I’d feel better knowing you made it safely back.”

She didn’t mind at all. It was only through a certain amount of luck that she caught herself from saying it too quickly back. She shrugged, struggling to remain aloof, like it didn’t matter when her heart was beating in triple time just from having him near. “If it makes you feel better.”

They continued in silence for the next block. Kallie racked her brain for something intelligent to say. Liam walked beside her, his hands inside the back pockets of his jeans. He spoke first. 

“What do you remember about the accident that killed—sorry, almost killed your dad, and you?”

So that was why he wanted to walk her home. A surge of anger warred with disappointment. She’d hoped for...well it didn’t matter what she’d been hoping for. “Why do you want to know?” She struggled to sound casual, to hide the annoyed tone that crept into her voice anyway. Why couldn’t he just want to walk her back and ask her out to dinner or something? 

“I’m just fascinated. I’ve seen the file and I’m curious about what happened. What you remember.” He paused as they navigated a piece of broken sidewalk, bowed where tree roots pushed the concrete apart at a seam. “Was it your dad’s fault?”

Kallie stopped in her tracks. “What do you think? That my dad tried to kill me? That the whole thing was some kind of weird attempted murder?” It was a ridiculous question to ask, one she hoped would show him how ridiculous he sounded right now. Why was he digging for information? OK, the accident had been weird. Accidents were sometimes. She swallowed hard, trying to stomach the idea that he was just another detective who didn’t like to leave a case unsolved.

“Maybe. Or maybe not your dad. Or not intentionally. I’m just trying—”

“Why do you care?” The sudden urge to protect her dad made Kallie straighten. “There was no criminal investigation. For that matter no cops even showed up.” She tapped her chest. “It was my fault. And Mother Nature’s. My dad didn’t do anything. He didn’t create the storm. I hadn’t had my license long. I was the one behind the wheel who lost control.” What made her want to tell him things she could barely admit to herself? She shook her head. She was not going to share the family secret.

“How did you and your dad walk away unharmed? The car was totalled. Your dad—” 

“Maybe my fairy godmother flew down and saved us,” Kallie said sarcastically, cutting him off. “We got lucky. That’s it. It’s not a memory I try to think about. I tend to concentrate on being thankful we weren’t hurt and leave it at that.”

He shot her a look that in the dark might have been sympathy. “Everything changed that night, didn’t it?” 

Kallie shook her head. The guy did not give up. Except he was right, everything had changed that night and would never be the same. How many times had she wished they could rewind that night? They should have just waited out the storm before driving home in it. 

“What changed?” Liam had taken his hands out of his pockets. He gestured now, as though he couldn’t contain the questions, his curiosity to mere words. His hands shaped invisible forms in the air she couldn’t see. “What happened to your dad? Do you remember how he got out of the car? Were you guys alone?”

Kallie shot him a look, snorting in derision at each question. “What do you think? Half the neighborhood was up at that hour, taking a nice stroll in a massive lightning storm, in the torrential downpour?” She shook her head and forced herself to calm down. “No one was there. One minute I was driving, the next I’m in my bed. I woke up thinking I had just had a nightmare.”

“So... you remember driving, but not the accident? Don’t you think that’s odd? Don’t you remember anything? Are there bits and pieces? Like hazy parts?”

Kallie threw her hands up in the air and began walking again, hearing her footfalls hitting the pavements like gunshots she was so mad. “It doesn’t matter! Nothing’s going to change him back.” 

Oh hell.

Her mouth dropped but not before a sound of surprise escaped through it. She quickly pressed it shut. She’d gone too far. He would notice. Why wouldn’t he? A slip of the tongue like that might as well have been a signed confession. A trained detective would read all kinds of subtext into those six words. He’d know.

She took a breath and plunged on. Better to tell the truth, at least part of it, than leave him guessing and making everything that much worse. “The accident changed him. It changed me. No one would walk away from something like that and be the same.”

“You’re talking about your dad?”

Damn it, he was seizing on exactly what she didn’t want him to. 

“No! You keep pressing me.” She rubbed the heel of her hand up and down against her forehead. “Now I’m getting all confused. Can we just leave it?”

Liam tilted his head, bending a little so he could see her face. “I’m sorry. I’m just curious what happened. Maybe we could ask your dad—?”

“No!” Never. Over her dead body would she let a cop ask her dad about that night. The thought terrified her. “What’s your deal?” Kallie straightened and forced air through her nose. Whatever fear she had felt just a moment ago turned into irritation. “Why the interest in my dad?” Even if Liam was cute, he was still a cop and it was time he figured out she had no interest in sharing her family. It was none of his business. Hands in fists, she pressed them against her hips. Suddenly she’d had enough.

Liam pointed to her right foot. “You’re about to tap that foot into a pile of dog crap.”

She shot a glance down, further annoyed to see he was right. She moved away from the small bomb without thinking, winding up closer to him.

He moved nearer to her as well. His blue eyes reflected bright against the street light above them. They stood in a small circle of light, and the darkness deep velvet black around them. The houses along here were spaced out, with trees between, the windows dark. “Tell me the truth. Tell me what you know.”

The street was quiet behind them, without traffic. She had the strangest feeling that they were the only two people in the world. Instinctively Kallie swallowed hard, floundering again, wondering what it was about him left her with this awkward awareness of how close he was standing, the way his head was tilted toward hers. She wet her lips nervously. Did Liam want to kiss her? It seemed possibly, crazy as it sounded. More than that...did she want him to?

A touch. Just the tiny touch of his hand would set her on fire. The trembling deep in her belly told her this. Yes, she wanted him to. She forced herself to blink and break his gaze. To focus on his last words and the fact that he wanted an answer that she still hadn’t given.

Answers. Find an answer that will protect your dad. 

The words served as a wake-up call, a bucket of cold water over the desire that coursed through her veins. Call it reason, call it whatever you will, so long as it broke the moment of insanity. Had he planned to distract her? He was the department’s golden boy, she would do well to remember that. A star detective would know how to interrogate people to get what he wanted.

“Can we not talk about the accident?” She met his gaze square, this time matching his determination with her own. “What do you even care? No laws were broken. The insurance company never questioned a thing. Why should you? That’s why they’re called accidents.”

Whatever moment had been there a second ago, it was now gone. Liam stepped back, brow furrowed in an unhappy frown that was there only a moment. He quickly hid the confusion on his face. “I...I apologize. It isn’t my place to pry.” He scratched the back of his head, looking for all the world like an awkward teenager. She was reminded suddenly of his age, and the fact that he wasn’t all that much older than her. “How about I keep my mouth shut and just walk you home? I won’t say a word.”

She stared at him, trying to figure him out. Flirting or playing detective? She couldn’t tell anymore. Every time she thought she’d figured him out, he’d proved her wrong. She couldn’t make heads or tails of him anymore. “It’s—” 

“Unless you ask me a question. Then I’ll answer it because it’s rude to ignore someone.”

He looked at her hopefully. How could she resist a look like that? In the end she laughed because it was a relief to, letting go of the anger and frustration and accepting his questions with a certain equanimity. Questions were his job after all. Maybe he couldn’t turn off the interrogation even when he wasn’t at work, the way she saw stories everywhere. “Why do I get the feeling you are a persistent little bugger?” she said and was glad she did when he grinned at her, a sexy kind-of-embarrassed grin that did funny things to her insides.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been called a bugger, but the persistent thing... I can’t deny.” 

The tension in the air dissipated. They began walking again. Kallie quickened her pace to try and keep up with Liam’s long strides. She was nearly jogging when she realized that this wasn’t a walk home, it was a marathon. “Do you mind if we slow down a bit?” she huffed, drawing to a halt and trying not to show just how out of shape she was by the way she couldn’t quite catch her breath.

Liam glanced back at her in surprise. “Sorry, I didn’t realize.”

She dropped her head to the side and forced her breath out, slow and steady, trying to calm her racing heart. “You’re not even winded,” she accused him, nothing that he didn’t have so much as a hair out of place, as though he hadn’t been running at all.

Liam shrugged. “It must be the running thing. Here. You set the pace.” He waited until she started walking and made a show of carefully keeping his pace equal to hers.

It was strange how just walking along together should trigger weird thoughts. After all, he wasn’t doing a thing odd other than setting one foot down on the pavement in front of the other. She tried to push the thought aside because it didn’t make sense but it persisted, hanging there, begging to be examined until finally she nearly shouted at herself, at least internally, just to make it go away.

After all, he couldn’t be like her father. His eyes were different.
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KALLIE SHOOK HER HEAD, as if it would clear the crazy notion from her thoughts. Her father! As if Liam were anything like her father.

“Are you all right?” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Liam’s hand outstretched, fingers almost brushing her arm. 

She moved just out of his reach and pretended to stretch. She didn’t want to know if his touch would be cold. It couldn’t be. She’d thought of him as warm there, hadn’t she? Now she wasn’t sure. 

She tried to remember if she had noticed anything different back in his office and couldn’t come up with anything that seemed out of the ordinary. The room had been dark, but the paneling had made it seem so. She couldn’t remember there being lights on in the room, but then the sun hadn’t set yet and the window was uncovered. A lot of people preferred natural light to artificial. The fact that the man liked to work the night shift was also perfectly sensible once she started thinking about it. He was young and bad things tended to happen at night. It made sense. It wasn’t strange. Nothing here was ‘off’ except perhaps her imagination.

“I’m fine. You just walk really fast.” She smiled and forced a laugh. “Maybe I should have brought my running shoes.”

Liam was quiet as they walked the next block. Her house was about a forty-minute walk from the police station, and they were already over halfway there. As they continued, she relaxed and enjoyed the view of him from her peripheral vision, wishing it were still light out that she could see more than the outline that was him. He was tall, but not too tall. Muscular without being bulky or bodybuilder material. 

His dark hair made her hands itch to run her fingers through it. 

Whoa girl. Down. Keep to the details. Think how you’d write about him.

She was thankful he couldn’t see her blushing in the dark.

He pointed as they passed a street not far from her house. “That’s my street.”

“It is?” She had never seen him around the neighbourhood. It surprised her. He lived about a ten-minute walk from her home. “Which house?” she asked curiously. Sometimes she jogged through this area and knew every house fairly well. Or at least she thought she did.

“Are you preparing to stalk me?” Liam joked.

“No.” She went scarlet, horrified at the thought. She waved her hands, as though doing so would erase the question. “I just meant I like walking. Jogging even sometimes. I was curious which house it was.”

“It’s the one slightly set back from the road.”

A light dawned. “With the old Corvette under a tarp?” She should have guessed. Of all the houses on the street that one made the most sense.

He nodded, clearly surprised. “Yah, that’s it.”

She knew his house. It was a ranch-style bungalow with the shutters always drawn. Nice house. The lawn was immaculate.

“How did you know it was a Corvette?”

“The shape. My dad loves old cars. Your corvette reminds me of the bat-mobile.” She tilted her head. “You’re not some vigilante, are you? Pretending to be Batman at night? Do you have a butler? Is his name Alfred?”

Liam chuckled and the sound made Kallie shiver in a good way. “No, butlers are a little beyond my pay grade. Until I can afford an Alfred, I’m afraid it’s just me.”

“How long have you been there?”

“I guess it’s been about three years.” Liam gave her a sheepish grin. “I’m a bit of a recluse when I’m not at work. I guess I should get out more.”

“What do you do when you’re not saving the city from its vicious criminals?” She slipped into journalist mode almost without thinking. At least that’s what she told herself until she pictured him at a bar somewhere, picking up women with just a bat of his eyelashes. She didn’t altogether like how that image made her feel.

“I used to play video games. Now they’ve, uh, kind of lost their appeal.” He shrugged. “What about you? What do you do when you’re not at school?”

“Hang with my friends. Dance. Write.”

Liam pressed his lips together when he looked ahead. They were about to pass the large tree that Kallie had crashed into two years ago. He stared up at the old tree at the same time she did and they both sighed, as if each lost in a bit of history of their own. She wondered at it, thinking it strange that he should react so much in unison with her. Which of his demons lived in that gnarled trunk, she wondered. What ghosts lurked within its branches.

Kallie purposely crossed the road as she always did, and Liam followed her without a word. Her street was the next one.

“I don’t have many friends, and I can’t write worth a hill of beans.” Liam walked closely beside her. “But I can dance. Sort of. Maybe you want to hit the town one night. Sometime. With me.” He shrugged as he stumbled over his words, an awkward gesture that was almost endearing. “Or not,” he added in a rush and she wondered if this time it was he who was blushing, though it was impossible to tell in the dark. “It’s not that I don’t have friends. I just mean, with my kind of work there isn’t much time for hanging out.”

Kallie smiled. Maybe he was exactly what he seemed, a decently nice guy who seemed to be hitting on her and was having an awful time trying to get the words out. “That sounds like fun.”

He stared at her, surprised. “Really? I mean that would be cool. Let me check my schedule and I’ll send you a text when I have an evening open.” 

“Okay.” 

She wanted to skip, to laugh, to sing. Something. She thought she would burst from holding back the elation that washed over her. It took all she had to calmly keep walking as though her insides weren’t staging a celebration of something so silly as a simple date. To think that not had Kallie managed to rope the department’s favorite detective into an interview, but that now was going out on a date with Mr. Hotness...! If he could keep from being a jerk, by pushing her for information about the accident or her father, she was pretty sure they could actually have a good time. 

We’re actually somewhat alike. She darted a glance at him, wishing now that the walk was longer. She liked that he had admitted that he didn’t have a ton of friends; she was kind of in the same position. Since the accident she too had become a bit of a recluse. 

It was definitely high time she put a stop to that. She kind of skipped over a crack in the sidewalk, pretending she’d stumbled when he darted a glance at her. She couldn’t tell, but he might have been smiling.

He was interested in her. Her heart sang the words. And she was definitely taking a liking to him. She fought to keep her voice steady. “Just let me know when you have a night off.”

He nodded toward the house they were now standing in front of, at the same time the phone on his hip began requesting his presence. “Looks like duty calls, perfect timing.” He hesitated a moment, as if unsure what to do next. Then he surprised her by leaning in, his lips hovering close to her neck. She gasped as he whispered in her ear, “I will. Take care, Kallie.”

She closed her eyes, the nearness of his mouth by her skin intoxicating. She swallowed, hoping he would kiss her. Please kiss me. But he didn’t. She could hear him moving away. “Bye,” she murmured. When she opened her eyes, she saw him already halfway down the street, his body nothing more than a shadowing figure jogging toward the precinct. He turned around and waved once in the circle glow of the streetlight on the corner, before heading onto the main road. It was only when he was out of sight that she realized he’d known all along where she lived.
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“STAY IN THE CAR, KALLIE.” It was nearly midnight, hours since she’d gotten home. The delightful feeling of being asked out by the cute cop was fading fast in the worry of having to take part in what had become part of an insane ritual. She stared up at the moon hanging bright in the clear sky and hated it, the way she’d hated it every month since the accident. Beside her, she was aware of how her dad stared straight ahead, his hands squeezed tight on the steering wheel until she could see the white of his knuckles when she turned her head to look. 

“Under no circumstance do you get out.”

Kallie licked her lips, trying to quell the dryness in her mouth. Her dad may not be looking directly at her but in the dark of the car it was impossible to miss the red in his eyes burning brighter than usual. “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry—”

“Do you think I need you to pander to me? To try and placate me with platitudes? Just stay in the car,” he snarled. The streetlight flashed against his elongated, pointed canines. He half covered his mouth with his hand as though conscious of it. Maybe it was. It was hard to know how much self-awareness he had anymore. He glanced at her, eyes softening despite their terrifying glow. “Sorry, love. Just get in the driver’s seat and keep the car running. Go home if I’m not back in ten minutes. Not a second longer.” 

She stared at him, unsettled and unable to answer, not sure what would set him off. Were his eyes brighter than their usual burnt orange color? It seemed so. 

“Promise me. Not a second longer?” He repeated the phrase and her heart stuttered against her rib cage. 

“Ten minutes. I promise.”

He slipped out of the car, reaching first to shut off the dome light so it stayed dark as stepped outside. Her father had somehow become graceful, his movements fluid in a way she still found jarring. He hesitated on the pavement next to the car, standing without closing the door, and looking at her uncertainly. 

She hated that look on his face. Her father was clearly terrified. What did he have to do once a month that made him so afraid? Six times they’d performed this particular routine, visiting this place each month whenever the mood was at its fullest. It hadn’t gotten any easier with time. Something had happened six months ago that had led him to this place. He’d tried to appear casual when he first asked her to drive him downtown in the middle of the night like this. She’d fired a million questions as they drove, but he refused to answer. He never answered. He just said the same words every time: Stay in the car. Don’t get out. Wait ten minutes. If I’m not back, leave. 

He father was still standing there staring at her. What terrified him so? After the accident it had seemed that nothing could touch him. He’d become more confident, more sure of himself than she’d ever seen. Stronger in ways she couldn’t begin to define. But these monthly pilgrimages turned him into a man she no longer knew. He almost cowered as he leaned in to speak to her, shoulders slumped, casting wary glances behind him. Were his hands shaking? She couldn’t be sure, but honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if they were. 

Dad, what are you so afraid of? That the bogeyman will get me...or you?

Suddenly terrified, she un-clicked her seat belt with a shaky hand. She slipped the hand under her leg, not wanting him to see how rattled she was. “You going to be okay?” she whispered, not knowing why except that she had the feeling voices carried further at night, and who knew what ears might be listening to them. 

“Fine,” he murmured but it was a lie and they both knew it. 

Ten minutes. He’d be gone for ten minute, no more, no less. She had no idea what would happen in those ten minutes, but the staggering walk and beaten look on his face when he came back to the car always stopped her from asking any more questions...

Until the next month when this whole stupid thing would play out all over again. 

He asks me because he’d never make it home before sunrise otherwise. Mom doesn’t have the strength to do this. Not that he’d ever ask her.

It wasn’t fair. She didn’t want this responsibility. Other girls her age focused on classes, on dates. She should be home worrying about what to wear when she was going out with Liam. Not sitting here in the dark praying he wouldn’t find her here and wind up arresting her for something or another, because whatever her dad did, it certainly couldn’t be legal. 

They were both stalling. He needed her to reassure him, so he could go do what he needed to. The realization made her feel older than her years. She shoved the resentment down. He didn’t like this any more than she did. “I’ll be here, Dad,” she said, trying to give him what he needed. She tried to smile but her facial muscles preferred to pull the corners of her mouth down, not up, and the best she could manage was a half grimace.

He nodded. Relieved? Resolute maybe. “Ten minutes. Start your watch... Now.” The door clicked shut. Moving faster than humanly possible, he slipped away from the car and disappeared into a dark alley where no street lights reached.

Kallie started her digital watch and crawled over to the driver’s side of the car, to be ready to drive away when she would be needed to. She double-checked her dad had locked the doors and sure enough, they were though she wasn’t entirely reassured. She slouched down low in the seat and tried to quell the butterflies – or mammoth moths – banging around in her stomach. They seemed to be working their way up her esophagus and constricting her ability to breathe properly. These ten minutes were probably taking years off her life. She feared for her dad, but she was also petrified who, or what, might be lurking around the car as she waited. 

The digital clock on the radio flipped to the next number. She checked her watch. Barely two minutes. Tempted to grab her phone out of her purse and check messages or play a game just to distract herself from worrying, she held back. The iridescent light would brighten the inside of the car like setting off fireworks. 

The thought sent the bugs in her stomach flurrying faster. Who did her dad have to meet? Could it be one person or more? She shook her head. There had to be more. The last time she’d done this, he’d barely been able to drag himself back to the car. One person couldn’t beat her dad up that bad. It took him over a week to recover each time, though the bruises were always gone by the morning. Thankfully her mom never knew what happened on these outings, there was an unspoken pact between them that kept her out of the loop. But Kallie knew and it was killing her. The image of her father, reeling and battered each month was etched in her brain. 

Why would anyone want to do this? 

That night of the accident may have changed her dad physically, but he was still the same good, super-nice guy he’d always been. He wouldn’t hurt a fly, which was ironic given what he’s become. Not that she didn’t know what he was. How could she miss it? She and her mom were both fully aware of the change that had come over him, though they’d never feared it. He would never harm so much as a hair on either of their heads. Even when he’d just woken up the night after the accident, back when he was starving from a different kind of thirst. Even then he’d refused to feed on them which only went to show the strength of his character. 

Not that he couldn’t have. In fact, he probably should have, but he’d refused to give in. How he’d survived two days before mom snuck a couple of bags of blood from the hospital showed what kind of willpower her father had. Thank goodness mom’s a nurse.

And deep down she was proud of him. Two years later and her now-vampire father had never killed a human or fed off of one. At least not directly. He drank from the blood bags mom brought home, and when they needed to, they gave blood. But not in the traditional sense. Her mom simply drew blood the way one would when donating to the Red Cross, keeping a small stockpile in the fridge in the basement. Though her mom had made a big stink about not taking Kallie’s blood until she was 18 and even then, she only had because Kallie had told her that if she didn’t, she would just give it at the blood bank and her mother could snitch it from there. Not that she would do it often. Kallie tried getting mom to take more of hers, but she always refused despite the fact that Kallie had researched carefully just how often a human could donate blood, and what kind of diet would help her body to replenish what was lost. 

I think it’s because she hates the whole process so much. She doesn’t want me to be part of this. Not that I blame her. If she knew what we were doing here tonight, she’d totally lose it.

Kallie sighed and settled deeper in the seat, thinking that maybe this would be easier on everyone if her father was more in control of his urges. Most of the time he was...but others? He sometimes seemed crazy for it. So far, she’d seen no rhyme or reason to those times. It was amazing they’d been able to keep the secret between the three of them. How no one knew, was beyond her. The excuses her father gave for taking the night shift seemed weak even to her. And his old friends were starting to question why he never seemed to want to go out during the day anymore. 

Someone knows. The people he’s seeing tonight do. Why else would they be beating the crap out of him, just to see how much his enhanced body could take. 

Ha. Wishful thinking. Why would her dad allow anything of the sort? He would have torn anyone to bits who would have tried, wouldn’t he? 

No. He wouldn’t. He’s too gentle. But he’s not stupid. You don’t deliberately put yourself in harm’s way without a good reason. It’s got to be something else. Something terrible that takes only ten minutes to happen. 

Kallie shuddered and hit the indigo on her watch, not trusting the clock in the car to be accurate. Seven and a half minutes.

Which mean there was still two and a half minutes to go. She swore as the seconds slowed their tick till they were barely even moving. The next two minutes would take longer than the past eight had. 

Desperate to pass the time, to think of anything else, her thoughts turned to Liam. She wondered what he was doing this evening. He got paid to stop the bad guys so why wasn’t he and his men here stopping what was happening to her father? 

Or was her father one of the bad guys?

It was an unsettling feeling. She’d never mistrusted her father before but this secrecy was driving her insane. For a moment she entertained that idea, thinking what would happen if Liam and her father crossed paths somewhere in this fated ten minutes, and she shuddered. 

He doesn’t know, she reminded herself. Liam doesn’t know anything about this. He can’t stop it from happening. He also can’t hurt my dad. Let it be. 

She forced herself to think of happier things. She wondered when he would call her to go out. That was better. She pictured it, tried to rehearse what she was going to say. But his constant questions, and that odd look when they’d arrived at her house intruded, adding to her uneasiness. What about him had made her think of her father in that moment? 

He’s not a vampire. For starters, his eyes were all wrong. Her dad had told her that only vampires had the same colored eyes as him. So there was that. And while Liam had joked around that he was a recluse, but an image of her father probably showed up beside the definition of the word in the dictionary. After the accident he had sold his trucking company. He had started the business right out of high school and then made enough for him and mom to retire on, which was a good thing. He couldn’t leave the house during the day because the sunlight burned his skin. Except for these excursions he spent most of his evenings at home with mom, or if she was working, he stayed locked up downstairs in the room he now called his office. Kallie had no idea what he did when she wasn’t around, nor did she ever ask him. He never offered any information either.

A tap on the passenger window made her jump. Blood smeared the glass leaving a perfect bloody handprint on it. She automatically hammered her foot to the gas pedal completely forgetting that the car was still in park. The engine roared uselessly, the sound crazy loud in the silence of the night.

“Kallie,” her dad said, his voice meek and subdued, muffled by the glass. “It’s okay. It’s just me.”

Kallie hit the automatic unlock on her side of the door and reached around for the plastic tarp her father always put in the back seat before they left. She opened the door for him from the inside and handed him the tarp. Her heart thumped at an incredible pace as she waited for him to put the blue plastic around his shoulders like a towel. It prevented his blood from staining the seat.

He dropped against the passenger seat, a slew of obscenities streaming out of his mouth as his battered flesh came into contact with the car. 

Kallie tore out of the driveway before he’d even closed his door. She hated this part, and blinked back tears when she heard the heartbreaking moan he tried to hard to suppress. For her sake, she realized. He held back for her sake. How much did his flesh torture him in these moments? How much was he truly hiding from her? Were there broken bones? Internal injuries? Since the accident he was beyond conventional medicine. There was nothing she could do to help him. Unless...

She held her arm out to him. “Dad, drink from me. What if it heals you before we get home? Then you don’t have to suffer.”

He inhaled sharply as her wrist hovered close to his mouth. He weakly pushed her arm away. “Don’t tempt me. I can barely hold back with you sitting beside me.”

She held her wrist out to him again, refusing to give up. “Then drink. Stop this madness.”

“I can’t.”

She shook her arm at him. “Yes, you can. I’m offering it. You’re not forcing me to.” 

He sniffed her skin, his eyes burned brighter than she had ever seen before. He hesitated before finally pushing her arm away again. “If I do, they’ll come after you.”

She withdrew her arm, shaken and wary, disliking the sudden chill that coursed through her. “What the hell do you mean?”

Her father sat quiet beside her until he let out a long and painful sigh. “I’m pure. I haven’t fed directly from a human. It makes my blood different. They say if I do, they’ll kill you and your mom.”

They? Who were ‘they’? She had the distinct feeling he was talking about those he’d just seen. If that were the case...she shuddered.

Kallie swallowed hard, trying to concentrate on the road when her eyes kept darting to the buildings they passed, wondering what secrets lurked in every dark alley. “Why do they beat you, then?” 

“I fight back. It’s a natural instinct to protect oneself.”

“Fight back?” Kallie didn’t understand what he meant.

“They feed off of me, Kalls. They want my blood.” He leaned forward, his face buried inside his hands. “There are dozens of them. I can’t fight them all. I don’t know how.”

Tears slid down her cheeks. It felt like the night of the accident, only without the rain or the storm. She was helpless to save her father. 

Again.
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HE DIDN’T COME OUT for a week. 

Never before had her father stayed in his basement room for so long. Kallie and her mother exchanged worried glances, staring at the locked door as if somehow they could will themselves to see through the heavy metal and wood construct that he’d insisted on back when he’d first realized how he’d changed. But there came no sound, however muffled, from the other side. Kallie began to worry that he would never come out, that somehow he’d succumbed to his injuries after all, though it seemed impossible given what he’d become. A vampire would fall for something so minor as a beating...would he?

Worried, Kallie concentrated on her paper and stayed home while her mother went to work. They didn’t talk about it, but then they never did. Her mother had become expert at denying things were wrong, treating prolonged absences of this nature as if her husband were away on something mundane, like a business trip. Though her brow furrowed when she didn’t think her daughter was looking. She talked less and went pale, jumping at any strange noise. 

Kallie’s heart ached for her mother, but she had no idea how to break the silence between them. So she finished her interview and published it with the school paper as though everything were normal. 

Maybe in a sense it was. 

The next day the local paper contacted her, asking if they could publish the piece she’d done on the elusive detective as well. 

It was astonishing news. Kallie hadn’t been prepared for this response and was caught, not entirely sure what the protocol was. While she knew she had the right to say yes without Liam’s permission, it didn’t feel right to go ahead without making first some attempt to reach out and let him know that the newspaper was interested. Especially since he didn’t even know the article was in the school newspaper yet – she’d been saving that tidbit of news for when he called. The problem was, he hadn’t. 

Finally, on Wednesday evening she emailed Liam to tell him the news. While she was sure he wouldn’t mind, but it gave her the needed excuse to contact him. By this point she’d run out of excuses for all the possible reasons why he might not have called when he’d promised he would, and she was hoping this would be enough to jar him loose from whatever had captured his attention, all the while hoping she hadn’t been a fool for thinking he was actually interested in her. 

When he didn’t reply back by the next afternoon, she was stuck in a quandary. The paper wanted to run it in the Saturday edition and needed confirmation before noon the next day. 

Fighting disappointment tinged with a certain amount of anger at being ignored, Kallie sat back and tried to figure out what to do.

Friday afternoon the newspaper called her. They needed an answer, and they needed it now. Grim-faced, Kallie told them to run it. Screw Liam for not bothering to get in touch with her. She planned on telling him exactly that when, or if, he finally thought to pick up a phone and dial her number. Not that she’d ever tell him that in so many words, but it made her feel better to vow it inside her head. 

The long week had taken its toll. She’d barely slept, worrying about her dad. Even when he finally reappeared, she’d found little reassurance. He moved...differently. Less himself, and more the stranger he’d been becoming for so long. Not that he complained. He was just...more silent. Less there, as though his own thoughts had carried him away somewhere and he was having difficulty in finding his way back home again. 

If her mother noticed, she didn’t say anything. She wore her relief palpably, happy to have him back. She cooked dinner for herself and Kallie, offering to warm the blood she stole from the hospital as though she were reheating a pot of leftover coffee for her husband who only smiled and thanked her, his eyes lingering on his wife’s face with a loving tolerance that had no room for nightmares. To Kallie’s amazement, even after so long, there were no harsh words, no accusations. Just life falling into the normal pattern as though nothing untoward had happened. 

No. The weight of the horror of this all, of these once a month visits that left him battered and broken, lay squarely on Kallie’s shoulders. Maybe her father didn’t intend for her to bear this burden, but she did, with a growing resentfulness that made her want to shake her mother and ask whether or not she’d even noticed the changes, or even cared. Kallie’s dad was growing more and more reclusive. Of course he couldn’t leave the house during the day, but in the past year he seldom left it at night. 

Except for those damned excursions. Once a month. During the night of the full moon.

Fed up with playing the dutiful daughter and trying to pretend that everything was normal, Kallie decided to go for a walk. It was just after dusk, a time of day she’d used to love before she became aware of the creatures that went bump in the night. She avoided evening walks for the past two years now, but the monsters outside were nothing in comparison to the one within her own four walls. Especially given the way her parents were snuggled on the couch watching TV. It was too weird, seeing them wrapped up in their desperate normalcy, making small talk as though his change in diet was no more extreme than if he’d been diagnosed diabetic and couldn’t eat sugar anymore. 

So she turned her back their cuddles and soft laughter over something someone said on TV. Her father might have been feeling back to his old self, but she wasn’t, and there was no way she could keep up the charade another minute.

She stuffed her ear buds in from her iPod and began winding through streets in the neighborhood, letting the music carry her through the shadowy darkness, in a walk meant to exorcise her demons more than to give herself a workout. 

Was it any surprise then, that Kallie found herself in front of Liam’s house an hour later? 

While it hadn’t been planned consciously, somehow here she was. She hesitated only a moment before heading to his front door. Chances are he wouldn’t even be home, but it didn’t stop her hoping otherwise. For a moment she let herself indulge in the fantasy, deliberately forgetting that he hadn’t called her the way he’d promised that he would. She knocked lightly on the wooden door, cautious, testing to see if he would hear it. She imagined him lying on his bed, his eyes opening to the quiet sound. She would just ask one question and then she could leave him alone. OK, she would prefer two, maybe three questions if she were honest. There was no way her curiosity would be sated on only one, but it would have to suffice. 

She held her breath as she waited. The longer it took for him to answer, the more she wanted to bolt. The fantasy wavered and crumbled. He’d be angry she’d shown up, or worse embarrassed that she’d mistaken his benign flirting as something serious enough to bring her here now. Forget questions, all she wanted now was to escape, to run and hide and pretend she’d never stood here at all. 

She half-turned to go just as the door silently swung open.

Caught, she could only twist herself back, pretending that she’d only been looking around, at the car under the tarp perhaps, and not just about to run away which seemed worse somehow, trying to ignore the fact that he stood at the threshold with wearing only a pair of blue shorts. Her eyes could not help but focus on his bare chest, her breath catching in her throat as she realized how perfectly the strong lines ran up, down and across his stomach and chest, every plane of his form sculpted with such perfection she half expected to see that he’d been signed somewhere by Michelangelo himself. He couldn’t have seemed more perfect. 

All the air slipped from her lungs and she had to mentally remind herself to inhale in order to get the oxygen her body needed. She had pictured him lying down, not really thinking about what he might, or might not, be wearing. Her fantasies reoriented themselves to this image now, taking a decided turn for the erotic. She sucked in a gasping breath. The anger she’d felt for him not replying to her messages fell away in tatters. There was no room for petty upsets in the face of this kind of virile masculinity.

She needed words. Kallie reminded herself of this now as she recognized the surprise was fading from his eyes into a kind of awareness she couldn’t afford to examine too closely. She wasn’t prepared to deal with complications when her life was already a shit-show, and right now she needed answers, that she suspected only he could give. So it was her words came out strange to her own ears, her voice not even sounding like her own. “Can you help my dad?”

She’d come on too strong. He stared at her, his blue eyes intense as they searched her face. When he answered it was with a somber sort of seriousness that made everything worse somehow. “I don’t know if I can.”

Kallie blinked, the stress of the week coming to a boiling point. Not wanting to cry in front of him, she turned slightly and stared down at her shoes. Where was her strength now, when she needed it? A moment ago she’d all but challenged him, now she stood here like a marionette with the strings cut, all but the one still holding her upright. She needed to be more than this.

No. Her dad needed her to be more than this.

She summoned the image of her dad, staggering out from the abandoned building. If he could endure that...over and over again...then she could find the strength she needed to have this conversation. This was no time to flinch from the truth. She’d known that when she’d come here, that she would have to confront Liam at some point with her suspicions, if she were going to ask him for his help. She lifted her chin and met his gaze. “I don’t know who else to ask.” Then because she needed to dispel at least some of the tension, or explode on the spot, she punched his shoulder. Hard. “You’re an ass, by the way, for not replying to my messages.”

He never so much as flinched, absorbing the blow as if it were nothing. One corner of his mouth quirked up though, and when he spoke she could see the regret in his eyes. “Sorry about that.” He fumbled with his hands, as though not sure what to do with them. “I figured it might be better if I left you alone.”

“Why?” She waved her hand. “No, wait, it doesn’t matter right now. I need you to help my dad.” She took a deep breath. “And I think you’re the only one who can.”
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“THERE ARE A LOT OF other cops out there.”

For a moment she thought he would close the door in her face, and that this would be the end of it. Kallie put her palm on the open door, leaning her weight on it, letting him know that he wasn’t going to lock her out now, before she’d had a chance to speak her piece. “I don’t need the police.”

Liam hesitated before glancing around behind her as though expecting there to be villains lurking in the bushes. “It’s probably better we have this conversation inside.”

Kallie needed no further invitation. Her own imagination had populated the shadows for too long now with things that went bump in the night. She stepped in before he had even finished his sentence, not relaxing until he’d shut the door behind her.

The entrance from the front door brought her into a large open concept kitchen-living room. It surprised her to find that the room was an extension of his office, all dark paneling, with a massive stone fireplace on one end. Only here it took the space out of the realm of man-cave and almost into that of ‘castle great room’ only with less life to it. She had the disconcerting moment of thinking how similar it was to the basement of her own house, changed since her father took up residence there into a dark lifeless space. She shifted uneasily, not liking the feeling of having stepped back in time to something she didn’t understand, moving toward a black leather chair that matched a couch on the far side of the room. She sat on the edge of the seat, perching as though she were a bird, ready to fly at a moment’s notice. 

“What do you know about my dad?”

Liam sat down on the heavy wood coffee table and faced her. He rested his elbows on his knees, at ease as though he were completely unaware he sat half naked in front of her. Maybe he was just that comfortable in his own skin.

“I don’t know much. What do you know?”

He was baiting her, trying to find out how much she knew. 

Kallie bit her lip, feeling the words tumbling through her mind. How was she supposed to arrange them in a way that didn’t seem...crazy? She took a deep breath, recalling how her mother always said it was better to rip the Band-Aid off fast instead of pulling at it slowly. 

Shock value then. Just say it. His reactions will tell you everything you need to know.

Still she hesitated. Her foot tapped the floor nervously. Now it was she who didn’t know what to do with her hands. She buried one in her hair, shoving it out of her eyes. 

Maybe I shouldn’t just blurt it out. He’s a near stranger after all.

“How do I know I can trust you?” she asked finally, feeling the knots in her stomach twist painfully.

“You’re going to have to risk it.” He touched her knee. “Go with your gut.”

“I don’t think I have a choice.” She straightened her shoulders, trying to force courage inside of her. “You wanted to know what happened during the storm. When I crashed my car.” She swallowed hard. “The night of the accident... someone helped my father.”

“Helped him?” 

He was interested. Listening. Encouraged Kallie pressed on, willing herself to say the rest quickly before she lost the courage. “I don’t know. They did something. They changed him.”

The word hung there between them. Changed. She held her breath. Waiting for the inevitable, the derision, or worse the pity. She’d made the mistake of trying to talk to someone about this before. She’d been all but patted on the head and told that difficult experiences changed everyone, as though she were talking about a simple matter of PTSD and not something so utterly profound. Ignoring the rest, her insistence that someone else had been there altogether, though she knew for a fact that someone had to be.

But Liam was still listening, his eyes intent on hers. Taking her seriously. Not discounting her words out of hand like she was crazy. “Did you see who did it?”

She shook her head, trying to remember the moments before the accident when she hadn’t even expected to get this far in the conversation before he would shut her down. Up until now she’d honestly been trying to forget the whole incident so it took her a moment. 

“It happened while you were driving,” he prompted her.

“You mean after we hit the tree.”

“It happened during.” He shook his head. “I was there.”

Her head popped up so fast her neck cracked. She rubbed it even though it didn’t hurt. She couldn’t believe what he had just said. A million more questions blew through her mind. The most important came first. “Then why didn’t you try to save him?” It came out sharp, an accusation.

He flinched. “I couldn’t.” His face filled with regret. “I thought I was too late.” There was more he was wanting to say, she could see that in the way he looked at her, but something was holding him back. 

“What do you mean, ‘too late’?”

He shifted uncomfortably, obviously not wanting to answer the question. “Your dad had already died when I found him outside of the car. After you hit the tree, he flew out the front window and broke his neck. He died instantly.”

“Dead?” She sounded like a broken record. Of course her father had died. He wouldn’t be what he was now if he hadn’t. “But then how did he become... become...” She stumbled and huffed a quick breath out. Say it. Just say the word. “A vampire. Who turned him?” There. She’d said it. To someone who wasn’t her mother or father. Now there was no turning back. She held her breath waiting for the world to end. 

But it didn’t. Liam was looking at her...like an investigator would. Compassionate. Curious. There wasn’t a hint of condemnation in his gaze, or even a trace of censure. He treated it...like he already knew.

Which he had. He’d said he was there. 

She swallowed hard. What did that make him then?

“How did he get back inside the car before the paramedics arrived?” She remembered coming to and seeing him lying beside her, his seatbelt on. She looked at him. Surely, he knew this much if he were there.

“I have no idea.”

“How did he turn into a vampire, then?” 

Liam looked as uncomfortable as she felt. He was answering her questions though, which had to mean something. She’d half-expected to be cuffed by now, or halfway to the looney bin.

He answered slowly, clearly not wanting to say too much. Protecting her from something. “Someone had to have given him their blood. Then when he died, he turned.”

“You can’t become one if you’ve been bitten?” She covered her wrist, the two small jagged pin prick scars suddenly itchy.

Liam shook his head. “You have to have vampire blood in you.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with you.”

“Neither can I.” She sighed with relief, glad to know even if she had been bitten, it didn’t mean she was going to turn into a vampire. She’d been worrying about that for the last two years. “Why do you think some vamp fed my dad their blood?”

He stared directly into her eyes. “I saw him on the street. You swerved to avoid hitting the bastard.”

What? She hadn’t veered. Or had she? An image pulled at her memory but she couldn’t quite place it. She closed her eyes trying to picture the night she had spent so many other nights trying to block out. “I don’t remember.” A flicker of a flame, maybe two flames dancing side by side flashed in her memory. 

“I’m sorry, Kallie. I honestly tried. There was nothing I could do.”

She appreciated his apology even though there was no need for it. It wasn’t his fault her father had died. It was hers. Because of her, everything changed that night. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t change the past.” She’d been telling herself that a long time now. Sometimes she even believed it.

Liam inhaled and released a long, slow breath. “I really wish we could.”

She watched him, wondering what secrets he held that made him long for things to be different. If she wasn’t so worried about her father, she would ask him about his own past. “Do you know who changed my dad?”

He hesitated just a moment longer than normal. “I don’t.”

Liar. Whatever the reason he didn’t want to tell her, she planned to find out why. “Then why are you so interested in him?” She stood, feeling the need to pace. “You only agreed to the interview with me so you could ask me about my father, didn’t you?”

“I wanted to see if he was all right.”

She stopped pacing. Her heart rate accelerated. “You know, don’t you? You know what they’re doing to him? Can you stop it?”

He stood, moving faster than normal, so he was inches from her. “They? What’s going on?”

She hesitated, now not sure if he knew. She had assumed he did. 

“I don’t know who they are, but they’re hurting him. Every month they force him to come and... and they force him to let them feed off of him.” She was on the verge of tears. “He fights them but it doesn’t stop them. Last time he told me there are dozens of them! What’s he supposed to do?” She inhaled a shaky breath, trying to swallow down the sob. It took a moment before she could continue. “They threatened him that if he didn’t do as they said, they would come after me and my mom!” 

Funny how saying it out loud made it all real in a way that it hadn’t been all week long. “They want to come after me and my mom,” she said it again, her voice taking on a note of anxious wonder as she realized for the first time what that meant. She stared at her hands, noting the way they’d started to tremble. 

“Kallie...”

His hand reached toward her, then withdrew when she huddled within herself, arms coming around her body to hold it together when it seemed she was going to shake apart. “They’ll come after me?” she asked though her lips trembled. She tipped her head toward him, rocking slightly back so she could look at him. “Look you’re a police detective, so I know you’re good at figuring things out. At making things right. I figured that since you’re also a werewolf or whatever, you wouldn’t lock me up if I came to you with this. You have to believe me, because you’re like them...aren’t you?”

She stared at him uncertainly because he’d laughed when she said that, and turned the bark into a cough which did nothing to hide the fact that he’d laughed in the first place. 

Angry suddenly she stood up, not caring whether she was still shaky as all hell, and about to dive headfirst into her first ever full on panic attack. “It’s not funny,” she said and started toward the door.

“No...it’s not.” He scrambled after her, reaching to draw her back, this time not pulling away from the contact. His hand was cool in her own. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. It’s just...I hadn’t expected...”

She blushed furiously. “What? Is it some kind of faux pas to say it out loud? I didn’t mean to out you or whatever. I swear, I haven’t told a soul. I’ve only thought it until now—”

“Kallie...”  One finger rested under her chin, turning her head to face him so that he could look her in the eyes. “I’m not a werewolf.”

“Oh...” Feeling twelve kinds of an idiot she bit her lip and struggled to find the right words to fix the situation. I mean, I just accused him of being...well if I’m not just the stupidest person to ever walk the earth...

She felt herself withdrawing. “I’m sorry. I mean...wow...I’m so...you must think I’m crazy...It’s just...your eyes are so blue...They seemed...unnatural.”

She emphasized the last word, with no idea how to convey everywhere her tangled thoughts had taken her. She’d been so sure...

“I’m more...” Now it was he who seemed somewhat taken aback and awkward. “Maybe it’s easier if I...”

Liam tilted his head slightly, his lips slightly open. His eyes darted from hers down to her neck, pausing a moment very significantly before meeting her gaze again. “I don’t understand why you thought...” He crossed his arms over his muscular chest. “Your father...”

The cool hand. The dark room. Working nights. A lot of things started coming together. “My father has red eyes. Yours are blue.” 

Very blue. She stared, fascinated as his eyes turned a shade brighter, if that were possible. She grew warm. 

Calm your horny-tail down, Kalls, this is not the time! She couldn’t believe her body was responding at a time like this, given the conversation they were having. But then he was nearly naked, and the sexiest thing she’d ever seen in her life. All the same, she mentally told her libido to get lost for a bit. Not that it listened. Especially when he was...

Merciful heavens he was stepping closer. 

Liam stood less than an inch from her. If he’d been...human? Alive? She would have felt his warmth. As it was, when he wrapped his arms around her, she found herself not minding the chill to his skin. For a moment she wasn’t minding anything at all, lost in the embrace that left her feeling...well, less at sea More secure. 

She somehow had wound her arms around his neck, her face buried against smooth skin where she should have felt a pulse but didn’t. She swallowed hard, asking herself if she minded. Hadn’t the last two years with her father taught her that he wasn’t any less everything he had been before changing? He still had hopes and dreams, at least she thought he did. He felt things. Love. Hate. He still had a life, of sorts.

Wasn’t Liam then, the very proof that a vampire could adjust to the change, could still lead a full and interesting life despite it? Or maybe even because it? Kallie considered this as she pressed against him, reveling in the wonder of the feel of his body pressed to hers. 

She wondered just how human his needs still were...

He swore into her hair, quiet profanities that told her he hadn’t intended for things to get this far, that he was still fighting what was between them even as she embraced. She twisted to look up at him, questioning with silent eyes whether she should move but he shook his head, his arms holding her, if anything, tighter.

“I didn’t know your dad was... I assumed,” he murmured, and she heard the regret in his voice. The dismay. “That changes everything.”

“What are you talking about?” Kallie had rather decided she liked being in his arms. She wasn’t going to move now unless he were the one to break the embrace. She enjoyed the cool comfort his steely arms gave. It felt oddly safe, like he would protect her from anything. 

Besides, her insides apparently seemed to be melting from his touch, regardless of the cool skin, proving that on her side of things, his state of being...different...didn’t change anything in regard to attraction to him. “So what are you?” she asked, needing to hear the words.

He leaned slightly away, but made no move to let her go. “I’m a vampire too.”

She sighed a little against him, shaking her head though she’d already accepted the truth. “How is that possible? I mean...your eyes...”

He stared at her, eyes studying hers intently. “I always imagined the first person I told that to would take off running and screaming. How are you able to stay so calm? Here you stand, not even trembling... at least by what I’m telling you.”

She felt her face burn. He apparently had the ability to hear or smell or sense her body’s reaction to him. “Just remember, my daddy can kick your ass,” she muttered, making a feeble effort to pull away but really not trying all that hard and happy when his arms tightened around her. 

“He probably can. He just doesn’t know it.”

“What do you mean?” She looked up at him curiously. She’d been speaking in jest, but he was dead serious. Her father? Sure he was a lot stronger than he was before the change, but Liam was in incredible shape. 

As if to demonstrate, he picked her up as though she weighed nothing and carried her to the leather couch. He set her down and sat beside her. “Are you ready for all this?”

If he was referring to blowing her mind with more information, he was in for a surprise. After finding out her father needed blood to live off of, nothing would shock her anymore. She pretty much believed in everything now. “Try me,” she teased.

He wiped his hands against his shorts even though they wouldn’t be sweaty. 

Probably an old, nervous habit he had. She found the mannerism endearing and kind of sweet, wondering how long ago he had turned. Did human habits start to die away over time? Or like someone who’s lost a limb and still had that ‘ghost’ feeling, did it linger?

“I don’t think you know everything. I’ve wondered for the past two years what your father knew. But you or your mother never showed up dead so I figured he was being taken care of. And yes, I was watching. If I’d ever thought either of you was in danger...”

He was being taken care of, by me and my mom. “So what don’t we know?” she asked, not sure she liked that they’d been watched all this time.

“You ready for Vampire one-oh-one?” He tried to smile again but it looked forced. “There are two types of vampires. If you knew that, you would never have approached me to help your dad.”

“Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say.

“The two types are referred to as the Red Bloods and the Blue Bloods.”

She tried not to laugh. Nervousness sometimes made her giggly and she was edgy from his comment about her not approaching him. “Very original names. Did you come up with them? What do they represent, red blood and blue blood?” She lifted his arm and pretended to check his veins. “They look blue to me. Might have to pop open an artery to double-check the oxygenated blood.”

A low laugh escaped his lips. “No need for oxygen here.”

“Oh yeah, right.” She should know that, she’d watched enough TV shows and movies to know part of whatever tales they told had to be true. “It’s because of your eyes.” She paused a moment to try and organize her crazy thoughts. “Why are there two kinds?”

“I haven’t figured that one out yet, but they don’t get along.”

Why does he say they instead of we? “Really? What happens? A Red Blood sees a Blue Blood and suddenly they start tearing each other apart?” She wasn’t entirely joking. Given that her father had red eyes, and Liam blue she suddenly had a very uneasy feeling about all of this.

“Sort of. I’ve yet to see a Red Blood I didn’t want to tear apart.”

His comment sent a chill down Kallie’s spine. “Stay away from my father, then,” she said, feeling suddenly cold. She started to get up and Liam rested his hand on her knee, asking her to stay. After a moment she subsided with a nod. She would listen. There was no harm in that.

“You have to believe me. I won’t hurt your dad. I only go after the ones that murder and kill. Red Bloods seem to have made it a sport. There are those who call it a sport, the hunting of innocent people.” He shook his head, disgusted. “Bastards.”

“How do you know my dad isn’t one of them?” she asked, suddenly unsettled. Wondering if the people he went to see every month...were his own kind?

And was all this why he locked himself in that room in the basement? To keep from becoming what he was destined to be.

“From what I’ve been able to see, he hasn’t killed a human yet. When Red Bloods kill, it triggers something inside them and they become aggressive. Over aggressive. In truth I should have taken him out when I first saw his eyes, but I hesitated. I could see he hadn’t killed. It didn’t seem fair somehow...though there are those who would argue it was only a matter of time.” For a moment Liam seemed lost in thought.

Kallie shuddered, piecing together the rest from what he hadn’t said, from the bits and pieces of what she knew to be true from her own observations. “Is that why they are feeding off of him?”

Liam didn’t answer. He could only look at her, this time without desire. She shuddered and felt cold, hating that the only thing he had to give her at this point was his pity.
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“WHAT IS IT?” SHE DIDN’T like his pity; all it did was underscore the helplessness of the situation. She was sick of being helpless. She was here because she’d been trying to DO something, to make things happen. She’d been a victim for two years now, and she was sick of it. 

It occurred to her in that moment just how much had been taken from her in all this time. Kallie had lost more than a father or even the feeling that the world was a safe and secure place. She’d lost her sense of wonder as well. Shouldn’t she have been feeling mind-blown? Somewhere along the way she’d decided the world didn’t make sense, nor did it need to. Now, nothing could shock her, but nothing could instill the awe and joy at discovering something new.

Liam was certainly something new, worth both awe and wonder. The idea that a vampire could be a good thing, should have been something to instill hope, not this tired sense of wariness, layered with the ever-present fear that pervaded every aspect of her life.

“Don’t pity me,” she said crossly, wrapping her arms around her to ward off a non-existent chill. “Help me, if you can.”

He smiled a little at that. “You’re a fighter. It’s a good thing, and something you must have gotten from your father.”

“How do you mean?” she asked, tilting her head to one side, curious at his line of reasoning. 

“For starters, I don’t know how your dad’s surviving. By all outward appearances he shouldn’t be. Everything is against him.”

He survives because he has to. Because he has to protect us. Kallie’s eyes filled with tears, catching her off guard. She hadn’t expected the surge of emotion that accompanied the thought. She blinked rapidly, not wanting to cry but very close to being unable to stop herself. “Just tell me what’s going on,” she whispered, more intent on answers than history.

Liam reached for her hand and held it tenderly in his as if she were as fragile as one of her grandmother’s teacups. “Bear with me a moment. It’s important for me to understand. Your dad has never fed off of you has he?”

She shook her head. “My mom’s a nurse. She’s been bringing bags of blood home from the hospital. Her and I also pump blood and store it for him when he runs low.” 

She hesitated here, wondering if she were saying too much. It felt awkward and strange to be talking to him like this. For too long the idea that everything about her father needed to be a secret had weighed upon her. I’m not going to find answers if I can’t talk about it, she reasoned and steeled herself for his response, waiting for his censure though for the life of her she had no idea why. 

Instead, he only nodded, a hint of approval in those impossibly blue eyes. “Impressive. That’s a great idea. Your mom’s a smart lady.”

She appreciated the compliment, but she’d caught a hint of something else in those eyes of his. She wanted to know what had Liam looking so sad a minute ago. “Why does it matter if he’s never fed off of me? He’s had my blood.”

“But not directly from the source.” 

“No. Is it key he needs to drink from me?” It was an interesting thought. If that was the case, she would force her dad to do drink from her the moment she got home. She’d do anything if it meant stopping the horrid ritual of the full moon nights. She would do pretty much anything.

“It’s not just you.” He smiled and winked. “Though I’m quite positive you taste delicious.”

She could see a slight point to his canines that her father had when he laughed. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed it on Liam before. That she hadn’t seen what was so obvious now.

Liam looked down a moment when she didn’t reply, mistaking her silence for anger from the apology that followed. “Sorry. That was inappropriate.”

“No...it wasn’t,” she said quickly and blushed when he gave her a speculative work that left her heart racing. 

For a moment she thought he might say something more along that vein, but his face turned serious again. “The point is, your dad hasn’t drunk from any vital source. He’s never bit into flesh and drank directly. From anyone.”

Kallie thought about this. “I don’t think he has. He spends most of his time locked down in the basement these days.”

“He’s a good man. He should have been turned a Blue Blood. If he was, he wouldn’t have these issues. He’s doing everything he can to fight his body’s urges. He’s incredibly strong.”

“Can you turn him into a Blue Blood?” Kallie somehow knew the answer already, but she tried arguing her point anyway – more to clarify the point for herself than anything. “What if you bit him? Let him feed off of you? Or whatever you guys do. Would that turn him into a Blue Blood instead?” She pulled her hand from Liam’s and grabbed his wrist, putting it close to her mouth. “What if you let me feed off of you and then my dad drinks my blood with yours in it?”

Liam gently but forcefully lowered his wrist. “I don’t think that’s going to work.”

“How do you know it won’t? Have you tried it?”

“Kallie,” he said, his voice soft. “It won’t work.”

“Then tell me something that will!” she yelled, beyond frustrated and no longer caring who heard. Let the neighbors complain if it got her answers.

“They’re feeding off of him because he’s never fed! He’s still a virgin, in a sense.”

The word made her ears burn. She was one herself, rather sensitive to the fact. Most of her friends had been exploring their sexuality since high school, but since the accident, she honestly hadn’t felt anywhere near like having any kind of social life. She felt old now, and beyond it, as though the last two years had aged her twenty. Not that he could possibly know that, though she couldn’t help but wonder if he knew simply by her response. 
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