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Prologue







Cameron rubbed his palms against the mattress, warming them with the friction. He tucked his feet underneath himself, preferring the slight discomfort and pressure over the floor, but it made little difference. Without a bedframe, he could feel the cold through the thin bedding.

Dance songs Cameron didn’t know played from under the door, transitioning from one to another with the same fluidity as the shifting color of the lights. He could feel the music as easily as he could hear it; the exposed brick walls vibrated, and the concrete floors shook. If he knew where he was, he might have been concerned about someone complaining about the noise; if this was an apartment building, he had no doubt that the sound was carrying over multiple floors. But they could just as easily be in some abandoned office building or private compound. The car Jeremy took to the venue had tinted windows, obscuring the address. They parked in an underground garage and Cameron learned quickly that questions went unanswered. Not that it mattered. The parties were never held in the same place twice. Who cares if they wore the place to splinters when they were done? They could move on.

Cameron adjusted his position, drawing his knees into his chest. It was always so cold in these buildings and he was the only one who could feel it. He had a headache knotting at his temples from lack of sleep or withdrawal. Absentmindedly, he played with the gold bracelet around his wrist, spinning it around and around.

The music swelled as the door opened, spilling flashing lights into the room. When Cameron opened his eyes again, a familiar silhouette was watching him from the doorway, surrounded by color.

By appearance alone, Jeremy looked like a college senior or grad student, with ink black hair, sunken eyes, and a pointed jaw. As far as his actual age was concerned, Cameron couldn’t quite be sure. Jeremy claimed he didn’t remember, although everything he said suggested he was born within the century. His clothing was young and fashionable; he had a taste for expensive streetwear, designer hoodies, fitted jeans, and sleek, black, draping shirts, which he wore until they were ratted and holed, then discarded. But other details, like the short, combed over way he styled his hair, his affectation, or his posture seemed older. In the last few months, Cameron had often seen that contradiction amongst the vampires. Bodies, even styles and interests that were modern, piloted by minds that were older, wiser, and hungrier.

Today Jeremy was wearing a slim, almost Victorian button down, half tucked into tattered black jeans and boots.

“Hey there,” Jeremy said. He shut the door and approached the mattress. The moonlight caught his eyes, twinkling, and Cameron immediately felt safer. “How long have you been here?”

“Not long,” Cameron said, sheepishly. In truth, he had been hiding there.

“And why exactly are you off on your own?” Jeremy asked, squatting in front of him, so the pair were eye level.

“No reason,” Cameron said. “Just needed a break.”

Jeremy smiled, and brushed his fingers through the hair above Cameron’s ear. He glanced down toward Cameron’s hands, gaze burning. He lifted Cameron’s hand and turned it over, so the palm faced upward, gently rubbing his wrist through his sleeve.

“How does it feel?” Jeremy asked.

“It’s fine. A little sore.”

Cameron bit the inside of his lip as Jeremy pulled back the sleeve. In the dark, Cameron could barely see the twin red scars along the vein, but Jeremy watched them with the precision of a marksman.

“Sore,” Jeremy repeated. “Does it hurt?”

“No, it’s fine,” Cameron said. It was only a dull ache, numbed further by the cold.

His answer pleased Jeremy, who returned his hand. Cameron quickly replaced the sleeve, massaging the spot with his thumb.

Jeremy smiled, stroking Cameron’s shoulder with a gentle squeeze. “I thought I’d lost you for a bit. Why did you leave?”

Cameron furrowed his brow. The exact memory was fuzzy. The air outside was thick with smoke and fog, the scent of which still clung to his clothes, and the flashing lights and sound left him with little room to think. He could remember the crowd of people, the mess. Jeremy and his friends moved so suddenly, split off and joined other groups to say hello to people Cameron didn’t know. He could remember Jeremy pushing through the crowd and Cameron struggling to follow until there was too much distance and he couldn’t see him at all.

“I didn’t leave,” Cameron said. “There were so many people, and I couldn’t follow you.”

“No, Cameron,” Jeremy said, firmly. His voice was sharp, drawing Cameron’s attention to his eyes, shining white. “You wandered off. You scared me. I can’t be chasing after you all the time. The next time you wander off, you have to come to me.”

Cameron nodded. The memory grew hazier and hazier, until it was just a cloud. Jeremy’s words whistled through the smoke, shifting its shape. Yes, he had wandered off. He had scared him. If he wandered off again, he had to find him.

“I’m sorry,” Cameron said. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Jeremy squeezed his hand again. “No need to apologize. I’ve already forgiven you. If you had stayed at the party, I’m sure I would have found you anyway. So why are you all the way here?”

Cameron chewed his words for a moment, at a loss of breath. “I just…I don’t feel comfortable out there.”

“You don’t like my friends,” Jeremy said.

“No,” Cameron said, quickly. “No, it’s not that.”

Jeremy watched him, his face marble and clear. He was so perfect, more like a painting of a person than something real. Cameron knew he wasn’t unattractive, but his eyes were bloodshot when he was tired, and his lips cracked when he was thirsty. Cameron’s skin still had the occasional mark or bump or scar.

Jeremy’s skin was smooth as silk, and the whites of his piercing blue eyes were as clear as fresh milk, glowing in the night.

“Then what is it?” Jeremy asked.

“I just…” Cameron stuttered. “I don’t feel safe.”

“Because they’re vampires?” Jeremy said. His voice was calm, direct, and accusatory. “Whatever you think of them, you think of me.”

“No, it’s not,” Cameron stuttered again. “It’s not because they’re vampires. It’s…I can feel them?”

“Feel them what? Do they touch you?”

“No, but…” Cameron stated again. How could he explain the way their eyes felt against his back, or the sideways glances he would catch every time he tilted his neck. “They look at me. All the time and it makes me nervous.”

“Because they’re vampires?” Jeremy repeated. Cameron felt himself flush with embarrassment. It was so stupid. He was so stupid.

“No. Yes. I don’t know,” Cameron said. He wanted to curl up into a ball, but the moment he pulled away, Jeremy gripped tighter.

“Hey there,” Jeremy said. “There’s no reason to freak out. I promise you, no one is going to hurt you here. Not as long as you’re with me.”

His hand ran along the underside of Cameron’s forearm. His fingers were so cold, but it was a shiver Cameron was eager to feel. “If you need a break, then you can get a break. The party is meant to be fun.”

“Really?” Cameron asked.

Jeremy nodded, crawling onto the bed. He took Cameron into his arms, pressing him to his chest. “Of course. We can stay here as long as you need. After all, why would we go out there now that I have you to myself.”

These were the moments that made Cameron’s heart grow soft. He was attracted to Jeremy, yes, but when Jeremy pulled him close, wrapped his arms around his sides and brought him to his chest, he felt wanted. It had been so long since he had felt wanted.

Despite the pulse of the music outside, Cameron closed his eyes and began to drift asleep, while Jeremy stroked his hair. The moon had set hours ago, and it was difficult for him to keep up with the hours Jeremy kept. He lay there instead, one heartbeat and the rhythm shaking the building, ready to let himself surrender to the peace of that moment.

He closed his eyes, resting until the headache began to fade. If he fell asleep, he slipped away as instantaneously as he awoke, roused by Jeremy’s lips against his.

It was a gentle kiss. A soft, slow kiss that lingered without hurry, followed by another. Jeremy kissed his cheek, making Cameron blush, then his lips, again and again.

His cologne burned in Cameron’s nose. He smelled like cloves and alcohol, and the scent alone made his head spin.

Jeremy pushed Cameron back onto the mattress as he crawled over him. The weight of his body pressed Cameron into the creaking springs. He fought to breathe just as fiercely as he kissed, their faces twisting into one another. Cameron slipped his tongue into Jeremy’s mouth, every so often running against the sharp edge of his teeth and the lingering copper aftertaste.

Jeremy kissed his jaw, then his neck, then sucked along his collarbone. Cameron held in a gasp of pleasure uselessly. The music was too loud for them to be heard anyway.

Cameron held back, letting Jeremy take the lead. He could feel himself hardening in his pants, straining against the seam of his jeans. Cameron lifted his hips off the mattress in desperation, squirming underneath Jeremy’s tongue as he bit and sucked back up his neck and breathed into his ear.

With his free hand, he took Cameron’s hand and guided it down his open shirt to the tent in his own jeans.

“Can you feel it?” Jeremy asked. “Can you feel me?”

“Yes,” Cameron breathed.

“Can you feel how much I want you?” As if to demonstrate, his cock throbbed against his palm.

“Yes.”

Jeremy ground his hips against Cameron’s hand. “And you want me?”

“Yes,” Cameron repeated.

“You want to please me,” he said, no longer a question.

“Yes.”

Jeremy kissed down his jaw again to his neck, pulling the skin with his lips.

His voice was still a whisper, a warm breath against Cameron’s neck. “Tilt your head more.”

Cameron froze, suddenly awake as a rush of adrenaline he didn’t understand coursed through his body. He pulled his hand away from Jeremy’s crotch. “I don’t…”

“Shhh,” Jeremy said, soothing him, followed by another kiss. “Just a little bite. I’ll be quick.”

“I don’t know…” Cameron said.

“Hey,” Jeremy said. He leaned up onto his elbow and looked Cameron in the eyes. His eyes were so beautiful, and his pupils were glowing red, like hot metal. “Don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.”

More haze. The room became fuzzy. Cameron could barely remember why he was afraid, even as his heartbeat repeated its reality. Jeremy put a single finger against his cheek, positioning his head up and to the side, so his neck spread out, exposed.

There was a moment where the embrace was just another kiss, the flick of his tongue against Cameron’s goosebumps. And then came the sting, as teeth broke through skin. Cameron gripped Jeremy’s arm instinctively, fighting through the pain until it was soothed away, leaving behind an intoxicating, tender sensation.

He felt like he was flying, weightless and free. The world rushed around him, so loud and yet so far away. He tried to speak, but all that came out was a stilted breath. He tried to breathe, but he could only feel the cold in his throat.

His head spun, his body went numb, and then Jeremiah was holding him. He spoke, the fangs still filling the empty space of his mouth. And his tongue was still so very dark and red. He said nothing, looking Cameron over with professional detail, like he had done this a thousand times before.

The door of the room opened, once again letting the party spill in and penetrate Cameron’s sanctuary, only this time it stayed open. Cameron steadied his eyes enough to look. There were three people in the doorway, with the light to their backs so he couldn’t see their faces clearly.

“Jeremiah, are you coming back?” a voice asked, smooth as a river stone. “Or is the party coming in here?”




1







Mason Kane walked toward the sidewalk, the words of the cop beside him only partially registering as he bent down behind a parked car.

He reached underneath the bumper and picked up one of the bullets littering the ground. He had jumped behind the car earlier, using it as a barricade to hide from the imp as he reloaded his gun. He had only managed to replace three of the bullets by the time the imp found him, and in his haste, he had knocked the rest of the box over.

Lucky for him, three bullets had proved one more than necessary; one shot in the chest and another in the head and the imp collapsed into the street and dissolved into smoke.

Unlucky for him, the damage it caused didn’t disappear. And the bullets he used were expensive, forged from iron and silver and blessed and anointed. Most hunters used crossbow bolts, which were easier to treat and often reusable, but Mason wasn’t like most hunters.

So far, he had recollected most of his supply, but that didn’t mean he was going to let his police statement keep him from finding the rest.

“Sir?” the officer asked, his annoyance plain as day. The cop was young, crisp uniform missing any of the stains from regular use, which was likely why he ended up saddled with interrogating the undesirables.

“Sorry, partner,” Mason said, examining the bullet for scratches. The symbols carved into the sides were as delicate as they were critical. “Trust me, I’m listening.”

The officer sighed and repeated himself. “Do you know anything about the origin of the imp?” he asked.

Mason scoffed, dropping the bullet into his coat pocket, and turning back around. “If I did, I’d be on my way to take care of that instead of killing time here.”

The officer stared Mason down before writing something in his report. Hunters didn’t have the best of reputations on a good day, and it was never a good day when their services were needed. It wasn’t uncommon for the police to investigate a Hunter when they got involved in a bounty, trying to discover whether or not the entire thing was staged by them to trick the locals into paying for a hunt that never would have been necessary. There were enough Pipers in the world to justify the suspicion.

“You’ve found a number of imps around,” he said. “Anything we should know about?”

Mason sucked his teeth and looked away. This was the third imp he had killed in the city. It made sense that the police would start to recognize his name in the reports.

“Just bad luck, I suppose,” he said. “And a lack of self-preservation.”

“Were you hired for this?” he asked, finally.

Mason narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

The officer stopped writing, setting his pad down at their side. “The city doesn’t offer a rat catching fee. I assumed you wouldn’t be getting involved unless there was something in it for you.”

“If an imp is within spitting distance of me, I think I’m already involved. It’s not as though I can leave it be. Not if I intend to keep all my limbs attached, that is.”

“I’m required to ask,” the officer said, bringing his pad up. Mason waited for the next question until he realized the officer was still waiting for an answer to his last one. Fuck. He had hoped he could weasel his way out of the question.

Mason clenched his jaw and lied. “No. No one’s paying me for this. Just a concerned citizen.”

The officer nodded. He didn’t believe him, but he wrote down his version of Mason’s answer and closed the pad. “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Kane.”
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