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			For Sébastien, until the end of time.

		

	
		
			1

			Sinners and Saints

			If fate were kind the only thing I’d have to kill tonight is time.

			Our target home, one of two, had yet to draw its curtains, lighting the inside like an aquarium as the last traces of daylight receded into the shadows.

			The switch from day to dusk happened in a matter of seconds, at least in Alaska, turning everything black and white.

			My tennis shoes crunched over the salted walkway, grinding down pieces so big they felt like small pebbles under my feet. Tennis shoes in winter—not really the best way to keep my toes toasty. Neither was the short pleather jacket, but my parka and winter boots felt too heavy on a mission.

			There was no way our targets lived here. A vamp house with skylights…about as likely as the red, white, and pink Valentine’s Day flag hanging off the garage.

			I wanted to ram a dagger through the limp heart as I passed the stupid flag on the march to the front door. Even if I didn’t eschew vandalism, I couldn’t have. Not since Agent Melcher revoked my right to bear arms.

			Melcher’s idea of easing Dante and me back into active duty came down to assigning us each an informant/stand-in assassin. Our duty, our only duty, tonight was to do the poisoning (i.e. get bit) then step aside and let our partner go in for the kill.

			“No way, I’m all about follow-up,” Dante said the moment he heard we were on probation.

			“You’re lucky we’re sending you back in the field,” Agent Crist had snapped.

			She and Melcher weren’t very happy with how Dante’s “training” mission with me in Fairbanks resulted in the death of an informant and human, followed by the vampire Renard and his cohorts tracking us down in Anchorage. Of course, Dante missed all that while the Natives in Kotzebue honored his slaying of a rabid vampire with a blanket toss and an all-you-can-eat moose buffet. Dante returned with a bear claw strung from a leather cord around his neck, puffed up like Popeye on spinach until Agents Crist and Melcher lit into him.

			Melcher called the incident “too close for comfort.”

			I still didn’t see the harm in keeping a dagger hidden in case things went south. I’d been out of combat training for a week while I recovered from the multiple stabbings Renard’s crony inflicted over my body.

			Great way to start my second week at a new school.

			Strep throat. That’s what Melcher’s doctor’s note said.

			More like stabbed throat.

			If we ended up with the vamp house, I wouldn’t mind stepping aside and letting my partner take the beating. To add insult to injury, Melcher assigned Valerie to me and Noel to Dante.

			We hadn’t spoken since the moment we climbed inside Valerie’s red Honda Civic.

			Once our addresses checked out we were free to part ways. The sooner the better.

			Two nights ago, a pizza delivery boy headed out on his route and never returned. The next morning a jogger found his body at Westchester Lagoon, naked and drained. Melcher felt certain the culprit resided at one of the five homes on the boy’s delivery route. When the police questioned them, every resident said they never received their order. The manager at Midnight Pie confirmed that every household on the route had called in to complain that their pizza never arrived.

			Dante and Noel were assigned three of the five addresses, Valerie and I the remaining two. The manager at Midnight Pie could only guess which residence the driver headed to first, though he believed the police’s theory that the boy had been killed in a carjacking before ever reaching the first home.

			The home in front of me did not emit evil. From ten feet away I saw a colorful welcome mat and floral wreath on the door.

			Valerie flipped her head from side to side, sending strawberry-brown waves over the shoulders of her pea coat. She looked older without her usual wench’s costume.

			We walked in sync, neither of us wanting to follow the other’s lead. As we bumped shoulders to get to the porch, I spoke my first words. “There’s no way this is a vamp house.”

			“Could be a cover. You’d be surprised at the lengths some vamps will go to hide their activities. I’ve seen it all.” Valerie lifted her nose. “I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you.”

			“Congratulations,” I said, reaching for the doorbell.

			Bing, bong.

			A woman in her late thirties came to the door smiling until she noticed the pamphlet in my hand.

			“Good evening,” I said cheerfully. “We’re here to talk to you about Christ our Savior.”

			“Oh, um. This really isn’t a good time. We’re about to eat.”

			“Is there a better time we could come back?” Valerie asked, suddenly all smiles.

			“Um…”

			My relief at not stumbling upon a vamp house outweighed my embarrassment at interrupting a family’s dinner with our phony solicitation.

			Valerie and I stared at the woman with twin smiles.

			“I don’t think so, but thanks for stopping by.” The woman quickly closed the door.

			“God bless you,” Valerie said sweetly. She rolled her eyes the moment the door slammed shut. “Maybe Dante and Noel are having better luck.”

			“They haven’t called,” I said, heading back to Valerie’s car.

			She quickly matched my strides, sprinting for the driver’s side as though we were racing for it. At least Valerie respected the speed limit, unlike Dante. Thinking about him made me snort. I had a hard time picturing him sitting back while petite Noel rammed a knife in a vamp’s heart. Then again, he’d left me in Fairbanks to do just that without even sticking around. That’s what had gotten us into this mess to begin with.

			The Honda’s headlights slipped across the mailboxes in the next neighborhood. Porch lights dotted the homes up and down the street. All but one house tucked back in the shadows of the yard’s prickly spruce trees.

			Valerie came to a stop along the curb, three houses from our last address. She stuck her face in front of the review mirror and dabbed gloss on her rouged lips.

			I might have kept my mouth shut but then she started rubbing and smacking her lips together.

			The thought of those lips all over Fane’s made me want to shove the tube of gloss down her throat. It was bad enough that she blackmailed me into breaking up with him, but Valerie had taken it one step further, reinstating herself as Fane’s bitch the moment I stepped aside…or so my source told me. Fane neither confirmed nor denied this the last time we were together. I might have felt guilty over the way it all went down if he hadn’t moved on so quickly.

			“We’re on a mission, not a date,” I snapped.

			Valerie’s lips smacked as she gave her reflection one last pucker. She shot me a sly look.

			“Maybe I have a date afterward.”

			Turns out Melcher had been wise to ban me from carrying a weapon. The temptation to do bodily harm to the vixen could strike me at any moment. Like right now.

			For a brief second, I hoped we’d get the vamp house. I wouldn’t mind watching Valerie get roughed up a bit.

			“You’re despicable,” I said.

			Valerie smiled with her now shiny lips. “All’s fair in love and war.”

			“I could report you to Melcher.”

			Valerie smirked. “You wouldn’t risk it. You care about Fane too much.”

			“More than you, obviously.”

			“Get over yourself, Aurora. I’d never rat out Fane. We have too much…history.”

			As my fingers stretched down my leg, I had to remind myself yet again that I was unarmed.

			“You dated him when you knew from the beginning it was forbidden,” I said. “I didn’t realize he was a vampire until later.”

			Valerie faced me. “You moved in on Fane when you knew he was taken.” Her words dripped with scorn.

			My mouth opened and closed. She sorta had me there. I did kiss Fane on a public bus when they were still together. Not that I could have known for sure. People break up all the time in high school. It’s not like I kept tabs on my classmates’ romantic status 24-7. Besides, Fane followed me onto the bus, not the other way around.

			Valerie took my silence as an acknowledgement of guilt.

			“Nothing to say? That’s what I thought.”

			I yanked open the car door. “Let’s get this over with so we can go our separate ways.”

			Valerie slammed her door shut. Good thing we weren’t trying to sneak up on anyone. She stormed down the sidewalk. Small wonder she slowed down when I did in front of the house hidden behind a patch of spruce trees.

			A set of fresh tire tracks led through the snow to a rusted Oldsmobile beneath the carport.

			I headed straight for the plastic trash bin by the side of the car with Valerie hot on my heels.

			“What are you doing?”

			I didn’t answer as I pulled the lid off the bin and placed it quietly on the ground. “Look,” I said, nodding into the can.

			The vamps hadn’t even bothered covering the pizza boxes, a whole stack of them, with other refuse. I lifted the cardboard cover.

			Not even a slice missing.

			Valerie pushed down the cardboard lid with a huff. “We’re not here to go through their trash.” She shook her hair over her shoulders. “Let’s do this.”

			Before I could respond, she charged towards the front porch. So Valerie was the jump in head first kind of girl? Why wasn’t I surprised?

			Valerie knocked on the door.

			Five seconds later a young twenty-something man stuck his head out. His greasy hair reminded me of the uneaten pizza sitting in the garbage can.

			He didn’t say anything, or maybe he didn’t have time.

			“Do you believe in Jesus?” Valerie demanded.

			She leaned forward with her whole body. Valerie didn’t have to put on an act—righteousness came naturally to her.

			The man looked Valerie and me up and down, his lips forming a sneer. “Boy, did you chicks pick the wrong house.”

			I stepped forward, waving my pamphlet in front of him. “I think we came to exactly the right house. Are your parents home?”

			He scoffed at that. “I don’t have parents.”

			“You live alone?” Valerie demanded.

			“Me and my two roommates.”

			Oh, joy. Three against two. And while Valerie’s personality might be toxic, her blood would be no help knocking these creatures out. How the hell was I going to get three vampires to feed on me at the same time? At least I was all juiced up from the stabbing incident.

			Calling for backup would’ve been the smart move, but Valerie had already gotten up in the vampire’s face.

			“I bet you boys could use some God in your lives.”

			There’s no way Valerie would want to share this bust. The excitement practically bounced off her eyeballs.

			“May we come in for a few minutes?” I asked. I couldn’t have Valerie thinking I’d wimp out.

			The greasy-haired vampire glanced over our shoulders into the dark yard. The bushy spruce needles blocked out most of the neighbors.

			“If you insist.” He pulled back the door and motioned with his arm to come inside.

			Valerie and I stepped forward, placing our first foot on the hardwood floor in unison.

			The entry led directly into an open dining room. Two young men, vampires presumably, sat at the table sorting through a mountain of mail. One had piercings in his ears, nose, eyebrow, and chin. He shot me a menacing glare. “What the hell is this?”

			The doorman sniggered. “These young ladies from the church want to save us.”

			“We ain’t the ones who need saving.”

			I lifted my chin. “I think you are.”

			Pierced guy’s chair scraped the wood floor when he pushed back from the table. His companion followed suit.

			While it wasn’t exactly wise to turn my back on my enemies, I didn’t want to trap myself between the china hutch and dining table, either. I went for the living room, spinning around in the center as though prepared to deliver a sermon rather than a battle cry. The pamphlet I’d waved in Greasy Guy’s face at the front door crinkled in my hand. If only I could use it to squish them like flies.

			Heavy curtains over the living room windows blocked out any passing cars. Good, no witnesses.

			Pierced dude and Greasy Guy followed closely behind me.

			“Now, where were we?” I asked.

			“You were about to beg for your life,” the pierced vamp said.

			His tongue ring glinted as he spoke. It made a ‘screw you, I eat silver for breakfast’ kind of statement.

			“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I was about to save you.”

			The lips on the pierced vamp drew back so far, I could see his sharpened molars.

			Jackpot, I thought, right before the vampires closed in on me.

			“You bitches came to the wrong house.”

			Oh, we were at the right house all right. The pamphlet fell from my fingers settling by my feet on the hardwood floor. What did vampires have against carpeting? Or heating? I had to hand it to them for practicality. Great way to save on the electric bill and prevent bodies from decomposing too quickly.

			Silver Tongue socked me across the face. I had no time to duck. I’d been expecting teeth not a fist. My face snapped sideways. Neck realignment would have to wait until later.

			I dropped to the floor before the second blow connected with my jaw. Kneepads would have been nice, I thought, as pain exploded through my leg joints. The words “Jesus Loves You” looked up at me from the pamphlet, receding as Greasy Guy hauled me up by the shoulders.

			Not ten minutes from here, Dante was preaching the gospel to some innocent household waiting to see if they took the bait or shooed him away.

			Naturally, I’d get the house with the vampires in it.

			I squirmed against the vampire holding me.

			A bloodcurdling scream ripped through the house followed by crashing glass.

			No surprise Valerie screamed like a banshee. The third vampire staggered away from the china cabinet’s splintered glass. Valerie must have shoved him right through the wood frame. She cupped her left eye in one hand and gripped her dagger in the other.

			I elbow-jabbed Greasy Guy when he turned his attention to the commotion. He grunted but didn’t let go. His arms circled my chest to get a better hold. With Silver Tongue approaching I had to do something, so I bit down on my captor’s arm as hard as I could. He screamed and let go.

			Take that, you homicidal, bloodsucking savage. Bet he wasn’t used to getting bit.

			I spit his blood out on the floor. My second taste of vampire blood wasn’t any better than the first. Two weeks ago, Renard force-fed me blood from his wrist. Now that I’d tried it again, I could say there was definitely something off about the taste of vampire blood.

			Not like human blood.

			Silver Tongue smiled. “I see the church still promotes violence.”

			Before I could answer, he had my arm in a bone-crushing grip. A yelp escaped my lips before I could suppress it. Silver Tongue twisted harder.

			Oh God, he was going to break my arm. Just bite me, damn it!

			Right before my bones felt ready to snap, Greasy Guy yanked me away from Silver Tongue and smacked me across the face. It stung but at least he didn’t punch.

			Before I could land a blow of my own, he pushed me backward toward Silver Tongue. The jerk laughed and flung me back to his crony who mimicked his laughter and motion. Back and forth they pushed me as though tossing a ball across the room. It reminded me of a nature program I once saw of two killer whales playing with a seal before they ate it.

			The next time I landed against Greasy Guy, I twisted around and dug my nails into his shoulder. He stumbled as he tried to push me away. Before he had a chance to fight me off, I bit straight through his t-shirt to the skin beneath.

			He screamed and then grabbed me by the shoulders and shook me. “So, you like to bite, do you?”

			Without preamble, he leaned forward and bit my neck.

			Silver Tongue took me by the arm. “Better say your prayers,” he said into my ear.

			He took my earlobe between his teeth and bit down. What started out as a pinch turned into excruciating pain as his teeth pressed through my skin. What if he tried to tear off my entire earlobe? I shrieked so loud I was convinced I would have shattered the glass door on the china cabinet if it weren’t already broken.

			Greasy Guy fell to the floor convulsing, but Silver Tongue didn’t notice. He released my earlobe and covered his own ears while I screamed, then leaned back in to bite my neck. I never saw him convulse.

			“Motherfucker!” Valerie screamed right before she plunged her dagger into Silver Tongue’s back.

			He fell forward, nearly taking me down with him.

			Valerie held on tight to her knife. Once Silver Tongue hit the floor face first, she pushed him onto his back with the heel of her boot. He looked dead, but that didn’t stop Valerie from kicking him in the side.

			The greasy-haired guy twitched on the floor. His eyes widened as Valerie went for him next.

			“Son of a bitch!” she yelled, once she finished him off.

			She had a shiner around her left eye.

			Even though it hurt, the smile was worth it. “Better cancel that date, Val. You don’t look so hot.”

		

	
		
			2

			This Is Not a Date

			After calling in the cleaners, Valerie and I jostled for a place in front of the vampires’ bathroom mirror.

			“Just perfect!” Valerie said, placing a finger on the skin swelling around her eye.

			At least she hadn’t been bit.  

			I pulled out what I hoped was a clean towel from the cabinet and wet the corner. I wiped the blood off both sides of my neck. Now that the bites were cleaned up, they looked like red ring marks burned onto my skin. I kept an iridescent midnight blue scarf tucked inside my pocket. I pulled it out now and wrapped it around my neck. It was dark enough to hide bite marks, lightweight enough to stuff inside a purse or pocket.

			I looked at Valerie’s reflection in the mirror, briefly wondering what happened to her to end up working for the agents. Even if I could bring myself to ask, I doubt she’d answer.

			Before heading out, I threw the towel I’d used on top of Silver Tongue’s body for the cleaners to dispose of.

			By the time we made it on base, Dante and Noel had beaten us back. Valerie and I flashed our passes one last time before heading down the hallway for Agent Melcher and Crist’s office. The agents were seated at their desks. Noel sat hunched over in a chair inspecting the ends of her hair. Dante leaned against the wall, one foot propped up. He wore a knit sweater over khakis. It gave him a churchy look apart from the bear claw hanging from his neck.

			Dante began applauding the moment Valerie and I entered.

			“Bravo, ladies, bravo.” He clapped louder.

			Crist cleared her throat. “That’s enough, Dante.”

			Valerie rewarded Dante with a full-on voluptuous smile. Her eye had started to swell shut on the drive over, but there wasn’t a smudge around her glossed lips.

			“Took down all three by myself.”

			Ah-hem.

			“I wasn’t exactly sitting there reading the Sunday funnies,” I said.

			“I can see that,” Dante said, pushing away from the wall and coming to my side. He ran his fingers along my hairline, stopping at my temple. “Looks like they tried to take off your ear.”

			I shot Valerie a look of triumph. That’s right, you vampire stealing strumpet. We vampire hunters stick together. 

			“Back to business,” Crist said. “Valerie, Aurora—report.”

			“I knew the moment I saw the pizza boxes in their trash bin,” I said at the same time Valerie launched into her account of taking down the vamps single-handedly.

			We glared at each other.

			“Good work, team,” Melcher said. “The community and law enforcement officials might not be aware of it, but justice has been served.”

			Crist nodded her agreement.

			“Aurora, Valerie, well done,” Melcher said in a way that didn’t invite a response.

			He looked the same as he always did with trim hair cut like a choir boys, wrinkle-free suit, and a smug smile.

			“Now I want you all to rest up. Unless we have an emergency on our hands, I’m keeping you off assignment for the rest of the month.”

			“Off assignment,” Dante repeated, pulling away from me.

			My skin prickled in the last place his fingers had touched.

			“I thought after this you were putting us back on assignment.”

			Melcher stared across his desk. “It’s not up for debate, Dante.”

			Dante might’ve been a loose cannon, but he also knew when to roll with the punches. His mouth stretched into a wide grin. “Guess I no longer have an excuse for avoiding my term paper.”

			Melcher opened a drawer on his desk. “That reminds me. Aurora, Valerie, you need to stay home the rest of the week. Your bruises would draw too much attention.”

			Melcher leaned across the desk, holding out two slips of paper. I took mine and read over it quickly.

			Great, another doctor’s note.

			Valerie glared at her note. Hopefully hers said “herpes.”

			“I’ll drive you home,” Dante said to me, looking sideways at Valerie.

			“Thanks.”

			“Aurora, we’d like to talk to you a moment before you go,” Melcher said.

			Noel’s eyes met mine for the first time since I’d walked in. She’d gotten off her chair and headed to the door. She shot me a thin-lipped smile. “See you at school.”

			“Next week,” I replied, holding up my doctor’s note.

			“Right,” Noel said, grimacing. “Sorry.”

			“I’ll be waiting in the hall,” Dante said. He was the last to leave the room.

			Melcher gave me the friendly fatherly smile once Dante closed the door. He leaned forward on his arms. “How are you feeling, Aurora?”

			I looked him in the eyes. “Great.”

			“Have you had any more…cravings?”

			I knew what Melcher was getting at. The last time they patched me up I’d asked point-blank, “Am I turning into a vampire?”

			Melcher said blood cravings were one of the nasty side effects of the virus cocktail the government had pumped through my veins while I was on death’s door.

			“No.” The lie came out with such conviction that Melcher dropped it at once.

			“Good work, Sky,” he said, straightening up. “We are extremely impressed by your commitment to duty.”

			Even Crist nodded her agreement. The pinch-faced woman wasn’t my biggest fan. She wasn’t really anyone’s fan besides Melcher’s.

			I wondered if they ever did the nasty. Gross. So did not want to know. My mind had done that a lot since the transfusion—tossed sick and twisted thoughts inside my head like an erotic dinner salad. Besides, it wouldn’t surprise me if Melcher was celibate or something, like a monk. Probably even flogged himself at night out of sexual frustration. Again…gross!

			I took a step backward.

			“Is that all?”

			“Take some time off,” Melcher said. “You’ve earned it.”

			Take some time off? I had a little over three months until graduation and all this time off wasn’t exactly impressing my teachers. I once dreamed of going to college at Notre Dame. Now I just wanted to get my high school diploma before some vamp did me in. My list of goals had changed dramatically in the last couple weeks. At the top: graduate from high school.

			When I walked out of the agents’ office, I saw that Dante hadn’t wandered far. He leaned against the secretary’s desk fingering his precious bear claw with one hand while using his other hand to make a stabbing motion. The woman behind the desk didn’t so much as crack a smile. She sat ramrod straight, bun at the nape of her neck, dressed in camouflage.

			“Hey,” I said.

			Dante turned. His widening grin was enough to get a smile out of me.

			“Ready to roll?” he asked.

			“Let’s blow this joint.”

			Dante straightened up. “Nice chatting, Steph.”

			“Stephanie,” the secretary replied gruffly.

			I bumped shoulders with Dante as we headed down the sterile hallway.

			“I take it you didn’t score digits.”

			Dante laughed. “Negative.” He leaned in closer. “Everything A-okay with agents Mulder and Scully?”

			I snort-laughed. That’s what I loved about Dante. It was hard to take life too seriously with him nearby.

			“All good,” I replied. “Melcher’s impressed with how I’m holding up.”

			“Well, he should be. You conquered the mountain, battled Goliath, and came out on top.” Dante stopped abruptly and placed a hand on his chest. “My protégé. I’m so proud.”  

			I gave him a playful smack. “Get over yourself.”

			Beatings and bitings aside, it gave me comfort to end the evening by climbing into Dante’s Jeep rather than back into the vixen-mobile.

			Dante started her up. “Hey, you hungry? Let’s get something to eat.”

			I wasn’t hungry, but I didn’t want to go home either. Dad was still MIA, and a week ago mom stopped getting dressed altogether. I wasn’t exactly chomping at the bit to get home and watch her mope around in her bathrobe and slippers.

			I fastened my seatbelt. “Why not?”

			“Great, I have a wicked craving for pizza.”

			“Of course you do,” I said, rolling my eyes.

			Dante’s eyes darted from the road to his speedometer. He braked at the deserted four-way stop. Even Dante knew enough to respect the speed limit on base.

			“Lady luck,” Dante said cheerfully. “Even with the odds in my favor, you get the vamp house and get paired with Red. I bet she’s a ball of fire in action.”

			“Hey! Don’t forget my warning about Valerie.”

			“Right, no hooking up.” Dante shot me a sly look. “Red’s not my color anyway.”

			If he wanted me to ask what color did it for him, I wasn’t taking the bait.

			Dante chuckled softly when I made no comment and drove more or less responsibly to Moose’s Tooth.

			“I look like shit,” I said, glancing in his review mirror.

			“You look good to me,” Dante said.

			I bee-lined it for the women’s restroom while he got us a table. Like my old friends at Denali High, the Mousekeeters, I never left home without concealer.

			Valerie wasn’t the only one with a shiner. I dabbed a pale shade of liquid concealer around my left eye then touched up with powder. I couldn’t do anything about my ear. God, it looked kinky with teeth marks practically piercing the lobe. Is that how Silver Tongue got his piercings?

			I started for the door then turned around. At the bottom of my purse, I dug out a tube of red lipstick. If I couldn’t cover my bruises completely, maybe I could divert attention to my mouth. I grabbed a square of tissue paper out of the stall and blotted my lips then finger brushed my long black hair over my ears. There. Halfway decent.

			Dante had already nabbed us a booth by the time I came out. He whistled as I approached the table. “You clean up good, Sky.”

			“Thanks,” I said, sliding into the bench across from him.

			Dante didn’t look at me long; his eyes were already devouring the laminated menu.

			“I’m hungry,” he said.

			“You’re always hungry.” I countered.

			Dante didn’t look up from the menu. “And you’re never hungry.”

			“Dante—” I started then stopped.

			Dante lowered his menu. “What?”

			“Never mind.”

			“What?”

			When I didn’t answer, he leaned forward with a goofy face. “Sky, what?”

			I grabbed my set of silverware and unwrapped the napkin around it.

			“Have you ever noticed that food no longer has any taste?” I stared at my silverware as I spoke.

			Dante started to laugh then stopped when he saw my face.

			“You’re serious?”

			I nodded.

			“That’s not the only thing. I feel a lot more sensitive to sunlight. Like the other day, it cleared up and…I don’t know. It made me feel sick.”

			“Jesus, Sky. You sound paranoid.”

			“Maybe.” I shrugged.

			“Anything else?”

			Our eyes locked. I could feel my cheeks heating.

			Dante leaned forward when I didn’t answer.

			Hell would freeze over before I told him how sexual I’d been feeling—my head was in the gutter pretty much 24-7. It felt like a scratch that needed itching.

			I focused on the bear claw around Dante’s neck rather than his face.

			It didn’t help that I felt gypped losing my virginity to jock-boy Scott Stevens. At least I didn’t have to pass him in the hallway anymore.

			Only one person, or vampire rather, knew how to get my blood pumping: Francesco “Fane” Donado.

			I hadn’t seen him since my abduction when Noel had taken a risk and called him for help. He and Noel walked in right after I finished off Renard’s cohort James. If they hadn’t patched me up, I would have bled to death. While I recovered, Fane went after the last of my captors. But Anchorage’s most popular undead socialite, Marcus, had already taken care of them. The man’s upscale parties were strictly no-kill zones…unless, of course, Marcus did the killing.

			I’d decided to turn a blind eye to that. For one thing, Marcus had killed vampires, not humans. And he spared me and Fane from having to get our hands bloody. But Fane did have to dispose of the bodies at the dump with the help of Noel’s favorite vamps, Henry and Gavin.

			Fane hadn’t been too happy about that, which surprised me. I assumed a vampire would be used to that sort of thing.

			But no, he was a kisser, not a killer.

			Not that I’d received so much as a goodbye kiss.

			The last night I stayed over we slept separately then talked half the night. Fane knew I’d lied about hooking up with Dante, and he understood why. I was a vampire hunter. He was a vampire. We could never be together.

			He accused me of being a vampire created to kill her own kind. I vehemently denied this. How could a person not know they were undead?

			“We’ll see,” Fane had said.

			As long as I took the antidote every month, I would remain human. Melcher said they had already started testing a yearly injection and were working on a five-year antidote. I had no doubt the scientists would come up with a stronger failsafe.

			I was still lost in Aurora land when our waitress walked up to the table.

			“Do you know what you want?”

			Dante set his menu down. “I’ll have a pitcher of your IPA, the mozzarella breadsticks, and a large chicken ranch pizza. No garlic.”

			No garlic? Sounded like I wasn’t the only one with sensitivities.

			The waitress turned to me. “And for you?”

			“The raspberry vinaigrette salad, and we’ll take the breadsticks without the cheese.”

			Dante groaned after our waitress left. “Sky, you’re killing me. I still do have taste buds, you know?”

			“Well, there will be plenty of cheese on your pizza. I’m sure you’ll live.”

			“Barely.”

			Dante cheered up as soon as his beer arrived. “Want some?” he asked after filling his pint glass.

			“I’m eighteen.”

			“Didn’t the agents upgrade your ID?”

			I laughed. “I’m sure this isn’t what they had in mind.”

			“Come on, Sky,” Dante said, tapping the table with his fingers. “Live a little. Besides, you earned it.”

			I shook my head, smiling. “I’ll pass on the mud water.”

			Dante gulped the mud water down happily. The pint was nearly empty before he set it on the table.

			“Look, you have nothing to worry about,” he said, leaning over the table. “There’s an adjustment period after the transfusion. Our bodies aren’t the same. We’re…”

			“I know,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Superhuman.”

			Dante laughed. “That’s right.”

			He poured himself another glass of beer. My salad arrived shortly after, but the breadsticks took longer. My plate was nearly clean when the heaping pile of warm, doughy bread arrived.

			Since food had lost a lot of its taste, I often focused on texture and temperature. I liked the warmth in my mouth as I chewed.

			Dante practically moaned, devouring his first breadstick within seconds. He grabbed another breadstick and held it up, shaking it in front of my face. “How can you not taste this doughy goodness?”

			The breadstick flopped around as he waved it.

			“Dante?”

			A pretty blonde in a sporty ski jacket stood at the edge of our table. Dante’s lips were still curved into a gigantic smile.

			“Hi, Ashley.”

			I waited for Dante to explain who Ashley was. He didn’t. From the way she glared at me, there had to be history between them.

			She stared pointedly at me, but Dante didn’t get the hint.

			“Are you ready for tomorrow’s exam?” she finally asked.

			“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

			“How did you do on last week’s paper?”

			“Pretty decent.”

			Ashley stood at the end of our table for several beats. When it was clear Dante wasn’t going to engage her in mindless chitchat she finally said, “Well, enjoy your dinner.”

			“See you in class,” he said, completely oblivious.

			I hoped Ashley was going rather than coming, but she took a seat at a corner table with an older couple—facing me. Great, ’cause I so enjoyed being glared at while I ate.

			In the time it took Miss Frowny to get to her table, Dante had already devoured his second breadstick and moved on to his third.

			“Ex-girlfriend?” I asked.

			“Ashley?” Dante asked, surprised. “She’s engaged to an art major.”

			“Okay,” I said slowly. “Then why the evil eye?”

			“Evil...oh, I’ve taken her best friend out on a couple dates.”

			I raised both brows. “She’s not going to be happy when she hears you were spotted with another woman.”

			Dante chewed a couple more times and then swallowed. “We’re not a couple. Besides, if Christine isn’t comfortable with me having female friends, then she’s with the wrong guy.”

			I gave Dante a pointed look. “It does look like we’re on a date, though.”

			Dante planted both hands on the tabletop. “You think this is me on a date?”

			I lowered my forehead in confusion.

			Dante also lowered his head and gave me a hooded look. Maybe it was supposed to be smoldering. I laughed, thinking he was joking around again, but his lips didn’t even twitch. He kept staring.

			“Has anyone ever told you that you have the most luscious lips?” Dante reached for my hand.

			“What are you doing?” I asked in alarm when he stroked my wrist.

			“Your skin is so soft.” There was nothing playful about Dante’s tone or the way he looked at me. “I’d like to feel your skin naked against mine.”

			“Hey!” I said, snatching my hand back.

			Dante leaned back, smiling. “I bet your heart’s beating a little faster.”

			“Only because you’re freaking me out.”

			I broke off a piece of breadstick and threw it at him.

			Dante laughed. He picked up the piece of bread where it bounced onto the table and lifted it to his lips. I thought he’d pop it in his mouth, but at the last second he chucked it back at me.

			I threw it back. Dante reached for the plate and threw a whole breadstick at me.

			I laughed. I felt much more comfortable with immature Dante rather than flirty, unsettling Dante. Ashley glared at our table. I’d momentarily forgotten about her.

			I nodded in Ashley’s direction. “Christine is so dropping you.”

			“Yeah,” Dante said with a shrug. “Probably.”
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			You’re Invited

			Back inside the Jeep, Dante had George Michael’s “Outside” blasting from the speakers. He swayed side-to-side while driving, singing, and tapping on the steering wheel. Dante joined George, singing about how he was done with the sofa, hall, and kitchen table.

			I rolled my eyes when he leaned toward me while singing about taking things outside.

			I cleared my throat. “Speaking of outside...mind keeping your eyes on the road?”

			Dante sang back in return.

			God, I swear he had a playlist titled “Songs for Annoying Aurora.”

			“Wanna come over?”

			It took me a moment to register that Dante was asking a real question, not singing lyrics. I looked sideways at him, momentarily speechless.

			“I’ll let you touch my claw.” Dante glanced down.

			I burst out laughing. “You are such a dork.”

			A dangerous dork. The whole ‘naked skin against mine’ comment still concerned me.

			“I should get home before my mom starts to worry.”

			Doubtful.  Every day after school she ran a little later than the previous one. Yesterday she forgot to pick me up entirely. Well, not exactly forgot so much as slept through the afternoon until my phone call woke her up.

			While I’d gotten over my car phobia for the most part, I hadn’t overcome my driving phobia. Too bad I didn’t live in a city with a cool underground metro system.

			“Oh, right,” Dante said, turning down the music. “How is Mrs. Sky? Still making those delicious cookies?”

			More like eating them straight from the manufacturer’s box.

			“She’s okay. She just misses my dad. He’s not around much.”

			Or ever. I had confided in Fane, but I didn’t feel like telling Dante my dad had taken off. Dante wasn’t capable of taking anything seriously. It went against his nature.

			“At least she’s got you for company.”

			“Not for long.”

			Dante glanced sideways at me. “No?”

			“As soon as I graduate, I’m moving into my own place.”

			“Yep, yep,” he said, nodding. “That’s the way to go. I know your mom will miss you, but it’s not like you’re leaving the state.”

			Not anymore. Before my car wreck, I’d actually made it into Notre Dame, my college of choice. Paradise lost.

			The traffic light ahead turned yellow. Dante punched the gas and flew through the intersection.

			I bit my tongue. If I screamed it would only encourage him.

			“A place of your own is a great idea,” he said, easing up on the gas pedal. “In our line of work, we get home at all times of the night. Your mom’s going to have gray hair before she’s fifty if she’s always staying up waiting for you to get home safely.”

			And maybe dad would return if I wasn’t there. He and Mom could work things out, get back to normal. She needed someone and that someone wasn’t me. Even with Notre Dame out of the picture, I craved my own life and privacy.

			“Get some rest, Sky,” Dante said when he pulled up to my house.

			“Good luck on your term paper,” I said.

			As soon as I shut the passenger door, Dante backed out of the driveway and roared down the street.

			I crossed the road to our mailbox to collect the mail.

			There was a red padded envelope and a grocery bag stuffed inside the mailbox. I opened the bag first and breathed deep. Inside, folded neatly, was my red scarf—the one Renard had claimed as a trophy after kidnapping me.

			It had to be from Fane. He’d been the one to dispose of Renard’s body at the dump. I pulled it out slowly and let it unravel. In the dark the scarf looked crimson.

			What did this mean?

			It had to be a message of some sort. Most likely Fane’s way of saying we were finished for good.

			My fingers tightened into a fist around the scarf. I looked up the hill toward the woods. Without thinking, I headed toward the path leading into the thicket. Ours was the last house on the hill before a dense patch of forest between us and the next neighborhood.

			The spruce trees blocked out the streetlights, but I’d walked through these woods enough times to know them by heart.

			The upside of anger is it makes you unafraid.

			I inhaled the frosty air, practically panting as I rushed through the woods searching the shadows for a silhouette of a man.

			The dry snow crunched beneath my tennis shoes.

			I stopped midway through the forest and yelled, “Fane!”

			After my voice faded in the night, I listened. No answer. I hadn’t expected but rather hoped for one.

			Turn around, Aurora. Go home. Standing alone in the woods in the middle of the night wasn’t one of my brightest ideas. I still had my phobias, but death wasn’t high on the list. Half the time I felt like the walking dead. I wondered if this was how vampires felt, like they’d lost their humanity and could never get it back. The scientists had practically turned me into a vampire. Only a monthly shot of liquid blue prevented that from happening. Still, the side effects were enough to get a taste of what it felt like to be undead.

			I trudged back home. I didn’t have far to go.

			All the lights were off, but the living room walls flashed with the light from the TV. Mom had The Vampire Diaries on. Yeah, seriously. Last week she’d finished reading the Twilight Saga. She’d downloaded the first book in the Sookie Stackhouse/True Blood series but said it was too sexual for her taste. Naturally, I wanted to check the books out.

			She seemed to think she was on some kind of research mission.

			In her fragile state, I didn’t want to burst her bubble that vampires neither sparkled nor glamoured impressionable young ladies into submission. Anyway, it would probably help ease me out of the house if she had the romanticized version of what I had to deal with.

			“Hey, Mom.”

			Her head bobbed around before snatching the remote control. Damon’s face froze with his mouth open, and his eyes closed. I nearly snorted.

			“Hi, honey.” She swiveled her recliner around with her slippered feet. She had gray sweatpants on beneath her blue bathrobe.

			She sounded remotely cheerful. She always did when she watched her shows.

			Her smile dropped when she saw the red scarf in my hand.

			“Your scarf,” she said, numbly.

			I’d forgotten about it in my hand. To my mother, it represented all the negative changes in our lives, including Dad’s departure.

			“Oh right,” I said, stuffing it back inside the plastic sack. “I found it.”

			“I like the blue one better,” Mom said, nodding at my neck. “It’s much prettier.”

			“Not as warm, though.”

			“What’s that?” she asked, staring at the thick, red envelope in my other hand.

			I looked at it for the first time in the light. The package was addressed to me, but there wasn’t a return label.

			I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s an early Valentine’s gift from a secret admirer.”

			“Someone from West?” Mom asked.

			Yeah right, like I was around school enough for anyone to notice me. This time, I really did snort.

			“Beats me. Melcher wants me to stay home the rest of the week, so it’s not like I’ll be able to find out.”

			Mom nodded absently. Her eyes were already back on the paused screen.

			“Well, didn’t mean to interrupt your show.” I turned to leave. “Dante says hi, by the way.”

			She smiled. “You should invite him over for dinner again.”

			“Maybe I would if you put some clothes on,” I answered before I could stop myself.

			Her eyes narrowed. She’d developed a bit of an attitude over the past couple of weeks.

			“I haven’t been feeling well, Aurora.”

			I wasn’t in the mood for an argument. “I’ll ask Dante what his schedule’s like the next time I see him. He said he misses your cookies,” I added.

			She smiled again. “You should have let me know you were seeing him today. I would have made a batch.”

			“Next time. Good night, Mom. Don’t stay up too late.”

			Damon resumed speaking before I made it through the kitchen.

			I shut myself inside my room, tossing the sack with my scarf onto the bed. I tore open the padded envelope, pulling out the heaviest object first, something small wrapped in red tissue paper. Inside, I found a silver heart attached to a red ribbon choker. The words “Bite Me” were engraved in the center of the heart. I set it aside and dumped the rest of the contents onto my bedspread. Small sets of wrapped candy tumbled out. There were gummy lips, candy hearts, lollipops, and chocolate hearts wrapped in red foil. It was like Cupid’s version of Halloween.
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