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Chapter 1


It was none of his business, but that never stopped him before.

Quinn watched from the shadows as two hunters moved stealthily through the dark parking lot of the roadside restaurant until they had their prey cornered. He wanted to ignore what he was seeing, turn away and head back to the car, but that wasn’t going to happen.

He silently approached from behind.

“Need any help?” he asked.

The two hunters spun around to face him. One was large, with thick forearms and a scruff of beard that looked to be there more from laziness than fashion sense. The other was younger, thinner, with round glasses that magnified his eyes to twice their size. At first glance, a rather unlikely dynamic duo.

“Get lost,” the large one said.

Quinn shrugged. “I can take a hint. No problem.”

He turned.


Just walk away, he told himself. You’ve got more important things to deal with.


But then he glanced at the pair of vampires who’d been trapped in the Burger King parking lot near the garbage Dumpster—a male and female who could have been anywhere from twenty to two hundred years old, in his opinion. You just couldn’t tell about that sort of thing.

“Please, help us,” the female pleaded.

She was cute. Small and blond. Looked like a college student out on a date with her dark-haired, wide-eyed boyfriend, who was attempting to shield her from the hunters with his own body. Almost couldn’t see his fangs unless you were looking for them.

Quinn laughed. “Help a vampire? Why would I want to do a crazy thing like that?”

“Hey—” the younger hunter moved the wooden stake to his other hand. “I think I know you. Don’t I? You’re Roger Quinn’s kid, Michael. Yeah, we met a couple years ago. Toasted a nest of vamps up in St. Louis.”

Quinn tried to see the face behind those large glasses. He didn’t look familiar. Then again, he’d drunk a lot when he was in St. Louis. Bad month and a half. Beer had helped. “Sure. Good to see you again.”

“Yeah, you, too, man.” He absently scratched at his leg with the stake. The vampires eyed the sharp weapon with fear. The hunter turned to his friend. “Quinn here’s one of the best hunters I’ve ever seen. Got a nose for vamps. Can smell them in any corner they try to hide.”

Quinn waved his hand. “Aw, you’re just saying that.”

“I’m Joe, remember? This here’s my buddy Stuart. Listen, you can totally help us out. These are our first two tonight. I figure they were lying in wait for victims coming  out of the restaurant.” He poked the male vampire in the chest as his magnified eyes narrowed. “That what you’re doing? Looking for a little snack, you bloodsucking freak?”

“Go to hell.” The vampire set his jaw and tried to look brave. It wasn’t working very well.

“Well, you know vamps.” Quinn eyed the restaurant as a car exited the drive-thru. “Evil to the core.”

“You live around here?”

He shook his head. “Just passing through town. Stopped for a bite.”

“Hey,” the larger hunter spoke up. He was frowning. “You’re Michael Quinn?”

“That’s right.”

“Please,” the female said. “We’re not evil. We just wanted some dinner.”

“Yeah,” Stuart snarled. “From unassuming victims. Their blood.”

“No, I had some fries.”

The other licked his lips nervously. “Just leave us alone.”

“Bloodsucking freak,” Stuart snapped. “Vampires don’t eat solid food.”

“Some of us do.” The female’s voice shook.

“Shut up.” Then he turned back to Quinn. “I feel like I’ve heard something about you recently. I’m just trying to figure out what it was.”

Quinn crossed his arms and tried to ignore the pleading look the female vampire was giving him. “Oh, yeah? Something important?”

“I think so. But what was it?” He scratched his chin.

“Well,” Quinn began. “You may have heard that I’ve recently retired from hunting vampires.”

Stuart nodded. “Yeah, that sounds right. But there was something else.” His brow furrowed, and then his gaze shot up. “Wait a minute. I remember. You . . . you’re a—”

Quinn punched him in the face. “Bloodsucking freak?”

The hunter howled and covered his nose as it started to gush blood.

Joe tensed and raised his stake. Quinn swiveled and kicked him in the stomach. He staggered backward and banged his head on the Dumpster, which immediately knocked him out. The stake clattered to the ground.

Stuart looked up, holding his nose.

Quinn flashed fangs at him. “I’ve also lost a lot of friends recently. For some reason they’re not speaking to me anymore.”

The vampires huddled together, frozen in place.

Stuart rushed Quinn. Quinn grabbed the stake out of his hand and then flipped the hunter over his hip.

Quinn crouched down to press the stake against Stuart’s neck. “Like I said, I’m just passing through town. I strongly suggest you do the same.”

The hunter gurgled.

“Doesn’t feel so good, does it? I’ve had a change of heart recently about killing vampires. Why don’t I let you guess why that is?”

“Don’t kill me!” he begged.

Quinn pulled the stake away. “The next time you’re out hunting, just remember one of the bloodsucking freaks let you live. Got it?”

The hunter nodded, holding a shaky hand to his neck, fear naked in his eyes.

“Now take your little buddy and get the hell out of here.”

Joe was beginning to gain consciousness. Stuart grabbed his shirt, and the two of them staggered away. Quickly.

Very quickly.

Quinn watched them run.

Amateurs. Could spot them from a mile away.

“Holy shit, Quinn,” a voice said from his right. “I thought you were going to wait in the car.”

He looked over. Matthew Barkley had emerged from the restaurant carrying a large bag filled with fast food. Quinn breathed in and with his newly heightened vampire senses could immediately tell it was two Whoppers with cheese and an order of fries. The smell of solid food made him feel a little queasy. Some vamps, like the two he’d saved, could still eat solid food. Unfortunately, he wasn’t one of them.

“I needed to stretch my legs,” he said.

“Were those hunters?”

“They were trying to be.”

“You kicked their asses?”

Quinn shrugged.

“Nice.” Barkley nodded. “Good to see you’re not a big fan of your old buddies. I guess that makes total sense.”

The vampires approached.

“Thank you so much for saving us!” the female said. “We didn’t know what to do. How can we ever thank you?”

Quinn didn’t look at them. “You can start by staying the hell away from me.”

“But we—”

“Go away,” Quinn snarled.

They glanced at each other and then turned and ran in the opposite direction from the hunters.

Barkley had started to eat one of his Whoppers. He chewed thoughtfully and swallowed before speaking. “And you don’t like vamps, either. That actually doesn’t  make sense. You’re okay with werewolves, though, right?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to run you off, too.”

“Good to know. You ready to leave, or what? We need to put in a couple hundred more miles before we can grab some sleep.”

Quinn’s heart was beating hard in his chest. He felt a little ill, actually. Cold and clammy. “I need a minute. I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll be in the car. Eating a great deal of food.”

Quinn made his way to the public washroom in the restaurant to splash some cold water on his face. He clutched the side of the sink until his knuckles whitened.


Keep it together, he told himself.

Christ. Two months as a vampire and it wasn’t getting any easier. When was it going to get easier?

Soon. Very soon.

He touched his pocket to feel the reassuring outline of the letter and immediately felt his heartbeat come back down to the normal rate for a thirty-year-old freshly made vamp. The letter. The only thing from his father’s many possessions that he’d cared about after the old man died.

The letter was going to lead him directly to his answer.

Solve all of his problems.

He had to be patient. Just a little while longer.

As far as he was aware, nobody alive knew about it. Not one soul. His father had spent a good part of his adult life—the part that wasn’t concerned with hunting down and killing vampires—in his search for the Eye. Quinn  thought he knew why his father had never been able to find it. The timing was all wrong.

But now it was right. And the Eye would be Quinn’s.

Then none of this would matter anymore. He could fix this mess he’d gotten himself into, once and for all.

He looked up into the mirror, which reflected nothing but the washroom behind him. When he bared his teeth, he couldn’t even see the fangs he knew were there.

With one smash of his fist, he shattered the mirror.

The door opened. A young kid in a Burger King uniform poked his head in. “Everything okay in here, mister?”

Quinn growled at him.

The kid gave an uneasy smile as he assessed the damage. “Never mind.” The door closed.

Quinn took a deep breath and closed his tired eyes.

Not much longer and he wouldn’t have to be a monster anymore.

 



Janie Parker was going to die.


Accepting it, she thought, really is half the battle.


Also, drinking four vodka martinis before it’s going to happen helps. A bit.

“He’ll see you now,” a voice announced.

She nodded. Okay. Showtime.

She stood up from the sofa in the waiting area and walked the long hallway to her boss’s office. The walls were lined with photos of other employees. On the left side of the hallway were the stars—the people who’d never failed at a job. For them, the sky was the limit. They could have anything they wanted: money, power, influence.

Well, anything they wanted except for the opportunity to quit. Ever.


Along the right side were the employees who had messed up a job. Failed on an assignment.

They hadn’t needed to quit.

They would have had an appointment with the Boss exactly like the one she was about to have. Then their photo would be moved from one side of the hallway to the other as an example to others.

She always knew a place that listed “burial options” on the job application form had a few potential human-resource issues.

Janie had had two meetings with the Boss prior to this one. The first had been when her very ex-boyfriend had tricked her into taking his place at the Company (which was what the organization was generically known as to those unfortunate enough to know it even existed). He’d been able to trick her because she’d imagined herself in love with the good-looking creep. He’d been so convincing and charming that she’d signed the dotted line happily. A little less happily when she realized she had to sign in blood, but still. He promised that they would work there together. The jerk lied. He took off late one night when she was fast asleep and she never saw him again. He’d managed to beat the system.

Now she was the system.

The second time she’d had a meeting with her boss had been slightly over a year ago when her previous partner screwed up a job and tried to blame it on Janie. They’d both been dragged in on the carpet, and the Boss had been very calm in listening to their explanations before cleanly and efficiently decapitating her partner right in front of her.

Janie swallowed hard. She’d liked her old partner. Trusted her like she hadn’t trusted anyone in years. It just showed how people change when having to own up to their failures. Not to mention having their heads chopped off.

She didn’t trust anybody anymore.

Since that unfortunate incident, she’d been an exemplary employee. Doing everything she was told. Whenever she was told. Wherever she was told. Gritting her teeth over any unpleasant assignment—and since most of the assignments she had were unpleasant, her teeth were likely to be ground down to nothing but stubs very soon. But the image of her last partner’s untimely death haunted her. The Boss was nobody to mess with. Nobody to let down.

And she’d done just that.

She’d very recently let a job slip through her fingers. A regular retrieval of a magical piece of jewelry up in Toronto. A necklace. She didn’t know what it was or what it did, only that the Boss wanted her to pick it up and bring it back to him.

She’d failed. Accidentally, on purpose. She knew there was only one way out of this job, and that was the route she was taking.

But now that the moment had arrived, she was shaking in her brand-new Prada pumps.

Sure, she could run. Or try to, anyhow. But it would be no use. The Boss had seers on his payroll who could psychically pinpoint any employee’s location no matter where they tried to hide. Running would only delay the inevitable.

She wanted it over with.

“Get in here,” the Boss growled from behind the slightly ajar door.

Janie entered the room. Two helper drones stood on either side of the door. They were the Boss’s personal assistants—they looked like regular guys but weren’t. They were under some sort of spell to make them his slaves, unable to resist his authority. However, they did get a really great Christmas bonus, so she supposed it all worked out in the end.

She painted on her best fake smile. “Hey there, boss man. Good to see you. You look fantastic.”

He didn’t, but Janie was a very good liar. He was actually a tiny little shrew of a man. Skinny and frail-looking, with hollow cheekbones. He reminded her of a live-action Mr. Burns from The Simpsons. Only meaner. And older. And much less yellow.

“Save the compliments for your next life, Parker.”

“Listen, Boss, I can explain everything.”

He waved his bony hand. “You can save that, too. Come closer.”

Janie swallowed and then commanded her feet to start moving. She wanted this. It would hurt only for a second, she hoped. After she was dead, she’d be free from this lonely, disappointing, horrific life once and for all. It was the best decision. Suicide by proxy.

She’d miss her new shoes, but that was about it.

It seemed as though it took about two hours for her to finally reach his desk.

“I’m sorry,” she heard herself squeak and then mentally kicked herself.

Shut up.

He stared at her with watery, pale gray eyes. His bony  hand slipped down into the drawer on the right-hand side of his black-as-pitch monster of a desk.

What was he reaching for? A gun? A knife? A vial of acid? A bowl of piranhas?

She squeezed her eyes shut and braced herself for impact.

Nothing happened.

“Take a look at this,” the Boss said.

She tentatively pried one eye open, and then the other, and looked down. On the surface of the desk was an intricate color drawing of a small crystal sphere almost completely enclosed by a spider web-like filigree of silver at the top of a golden wand set with a single large ruby.

She forced the smile back to her face. “Is somebody thinking about going out as Harry Potter next Halloween? It’s only February, but I always say it’s good to plan ahead. You will look adorable, I think.”

He tapped the drawing. “I want this. And I want you to get it for me.”

“You want me—” She paused. “But I thought I was here for—”

He shook his wrinkled head. “You’re a failure, Parker. A disgusting waste of space. But I’m willing to give you one more chance. Retrieve the Eye for me and all is forgiven.”

“With that kind of a buildup, how can I possibly refuse?” She snatched the drawing off the desk and looked at it closer. “Why’s it called the Eye?”

A cold grin twisted on his face. “You don’t have to know anything more than what I will tell you to retrieve it. There is one who has the means to find its location. It  was foreseen by a seer this morning. A vampire who wishes to use the Eye’s power for his own gain. Follow the vampire and you will find the Eye. Acquire it by any means necessary and bring it to me. This is all I ask.”

“Sounds simple enough. And if the vamp gives me any problems?”

“Kill him.”

Janie took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Is he evil?”

“Does it matter?”

She hesitated. Don’t mess this up, dumbass. “Of course not.”

“Then there is no problem.” He leaned back in his huge black leather chair, his gaze still uncomfortably fixed on Janie. “The vampire drives with an acquaintance, a werewolf, en route to Arizona.” He pushed a piece of paper toward her. “The seers inform me they will be at this location tomorrow at noon sharp.”

She picked it up, glanced at the address, and then tucked it and the drawing into her pocket. “Then I guess I’ll be on my way.” She turned her back.

“Parker.”

She froze, then twisted around to face the man who had the starring role in most of her nightmares. “Yes, sir?”

“In case you were thinking about failing again, know that to do so would displease me greatly.”

“I understand.”

“Do you?” His right hand slipped down into the drawer again, and he pulled out a photo, then placed it on the top of his desk. “Your own life may mean little to you, but should you disappoint me again, there are other punishments I can think of.”

She drew closer to the desk and looked down at the surveillance photo of a pretty redhead, and her heart nearly stopped. It was her younger sister, Angela, who had disappeared five years ago, just after her eighteenth birthday. Janie had searched nonstop for over a year but found no clues as to where she’d gone. After that, she’d convinced herself Angela was dead, just like the rest of her family.

Her eyes flicked up to meet the evil ones of her boss from hell.

“Where is she?” Her voice was barely a gasp.

He spread his hands. “Bring me the Eye and we will discuss the matter further. Fail me and she will take your punishment. And I promise you, I will not be merciful. Do you understand?”

Janie fought back the stinging tears that threatened to escape. Shit. She hadn’t cried in years, and she wasn’t going to start now. Her lips thinned, and she nodded at the bastard with one jerk of her head. “I understand.”

“By Friday at midnight, or you will watch your sister die.”

She grabbed the photo and jammed it into her pocket, then stormed past the expressionless drones and out of the office, slamming the door behind her. She turned and braced herself against the wall and tried to remain calm. She grabbed her necklace and twisted it. She might try to act all tough, but she wore a memento of what she’d lost at all times. She and Angela had bought matching necklaces—a knotted, natural fiber chain that bore a large oval turquoise—years ago on vacation in Mexico when their entire family had been together and happy. The necklace wasn’t fancy, and it didn’t exactly  go with most of her wardrobe, but she wouldn’t trade it for diamonds and gold. She never took it off.

Her little sister was alive. The idea thrilled her and filled her with so much dread she couldn’t contain it. Her parents had died when she was a teenager. Her brother had abandoned her to become a vampire hunter, until he’d gotten himself killed a couple months ago. She’d thought she was all alone in the world. Sure as hell had felt like it. Maybe that’s why she’d latched on to the loser who’d roped her into working for the Company to begin with—some misplaced need to belong somewhere.

The penalty for failure was huge. But the payoff was even bigger if she was successful. And how couldn’t she be? It was just a regular retrieval. She was one of the best at that. She’d grab her current partner, Lenny, and the two of them would leave immediately for Arizona.

She’d kill a hundred nasty vampires for the chance to find out where her sister was.

One little vampire wouldn’t be any problem at all.




Chapter 2


As Quinn drove along the seemingly endless historic Route 66, he went over the plan in his mind. It wouldn’t be simple, but it would work.

But first he had to take care of something.

He glanced at Barkley, who had rolled down the window all the way and was letting the wind whip through his shaggy black hair. His eyes were closed, and he had a look of complete bliss on his face.

First he’d unload the werewolf. Barkley would only slow him down.

Barkley thought Quinn’s motives for agreeing to drive him across the country to rejoin his pack were completely altruistic. Barkley didn’t have a driver’s license. He was also deathly afraid of airplanes. He’d assumed that Quinn needed a change of scenery—to clear his head and get used to his new status as a reluctant vampire. And what better way than to take part in a road trip across the country?

Right.

But driving Barkley home was only part of the reason for his trip to Arizona. The letter in his pocket was the other reason.

The letter had been sent by his father’s best friend and hunting buddy, Malcolm Price, eight years ago, and it arrived only days after Malcolm had been murdered. It contained information that pinpointed the location where the Eye was buried, right there in Arizona in a place called Goodlaw.

The Eye was a magical artifact. Legend told that it once belonged to a powerful demon who was vanquished a thousand years ago; the Eye itself was hidden away by those whose worship of the demon had turned to fear for their tribe’s safety. Should the Eye be found, the legend continued, it would grant one wish to whoever possessed it. Roger Quinn had searched obsessively for the relic and met with only failure, and he had quit his search in frustration after many long years.

Malcolm, when alive, had surmised that the timing was off. That the Eye would reveal itself only after a thousand years. Before that time had transpired, it would be a waste of time to even attempt to find it.

But according to Malcolm’s eight-year-old letter, it was the right time now.


“Almost there,” he said, turning down the radio that was set to a seventies rock-and-roll station—Led Zeppelin leading into early Van Halen.

Barkley pulled in the half of his body currently outside of the Ford rental and rolled up the window.

“Great.” He didn’t sound terribly enthusiastic.

Quinn eyed him. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? Nothing’s wrong. It’s all good.” He let out a sigh that sounded very shuddery.

“I thought you wanted to go back to your pack.”

“I do. Really. I do. Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? It’s my duty.”

“Right. Duty.”

Barkley nodded. “I’m going to be Alpha.”

“Yeah, so you were saying before. That’s the leader, right?”

“Alpha wolf. Right. The leader.”

“You know, I don’t know all that much about werewolves.” Quinn flicked his right turn signal on and exited the highway. “My specialty was vamps, of course. But I thought that you didn’t simply become Alpha—you had to fight your way to the top.”

Barkley unrolled his window a few inches again. He was breathing unsteadily. “Yup, that’s right.”

“So you have to fight somebody?”

He nodded and cleared his throat. “To the death. A guy named Brutus. He’s really big.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Yeah, I do. In fact, I was set to fight him when I took off, turned wolf, and ran like hell.”

“And you got stuck that way.”

“Two long years.” He scratched behind his ear. “Man, I think I still have a flea. Damn bloodsuckers. No offense.”

“None taken.” Quinn frowned. “I always thought turning into a werewolf had to do with the moon’s cycle.”

“Dude, I’m not a chick. I’m not on a monthly cycle. Weres normally can shift any time we want to, only it’s true that during the full moon it becomes a little harder to resist. I don’t know why I got stuck, but the moon didn’t  make any difference at all to me. Now, hopefully, I’m all back to my normal shifty self.”

Quinn decided not to mention he used to hang out with a few guys who hunted werewolves. And they were very good at it. Weres could be an even bigger challenge than vamps. They ran faster, for one thing. Also, they had a whole mouth of sharp teeth rather than just two fangs.

“When the fight’s over,” Barkley said, “and if I’m still breathing, I’m supposed to get hitched to the Alpha bitch.”

Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Alpha bitch?”

“A real ballbuster. Name’s Rosalyn.” Another shudder went through him. “Gorgeous, but a real piece of work.”

“And you’re going back to the pack because?”

“There comes a time in every man’s life when he has to face his destiny.” Barkley let out a long breath. “This is my time.”

“Well, that’s good to hear.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because we’re here.”

He could have sworn he heard a whimper.

It was a very small town named, perhaps not coincidentally, Wolfington. Surrounded by desert, with a few cactuses scattered here and there, it looked like a modern version of an Old West town. Quinn watched and waited for a tumbleweed to roll past the car and was a little disappointed when there was nothing.

Barkley cleared his throat. “Home sweet home. I guess you can drop me off up by that hardware store. My father owned that.”

“Was he Alpha, too?”

There was a long pause. “He tried. It didn’t go too well.”

Quinn cringed at that. “Why were you chosen to be next in line?”

“It was predicted. There are these old, hairy women whose job it is to predict things. I predicted it, too, in a dream.”

“The psychic thing.” Quinn said blandly.

Barkley was convinced that he was a werewolf who possessed second sight. Quinn, while he’d seen many unusual things in his thirty years, did not fully believe in psychics. It wasn’t tangible enough for him. For something unusual, he had to see it with his own two eyes. And Barkley hadn’t done anything yet to convince him otherwise.

“Yeah.” Barkley turned to Quinn and frowned. “You know, I was never able to get a read on you. Vampires are kind of like a psychic blank slate.”

“Thanks.”

“Trust me, it can come in handy.”

“I’ll remember that.”

“You know, it’s funny. I’ve been having this dream the past couple of days. I never even thought it might be precognitive.”

“About me?”

“Not unless you’re a gorgeous redhead in her early twenties who looks great in a black cocktail dress.”

Quinn eyed him sideways. “No, that probably wouldn’t be me.”

“Didn’t think so.” He glanced out of the window. “Where are you off to now?”

Quinn shrugged and tried to appear at ease when he  felt anything but. “I have an old friend around this area. I think I might look him up while I’m here.”

It wasn’t too much of a lie. It was an old friend of his father’s, currently deceased, and Quinn would follow the directions he’d written in the letter, because that’s where the Eye allegedly could be found.

“Good luck to you.” Barkley held out his hand, and Quinn shook it.

“You, too. You know, you don’t have to fight. There are other options.”

“Facing my destiny, man.”

“I hope you find it.”

Barkley got out of the car and grabbed his duffel bag from the back seat. Since he’d been stuck in werewolf form for so long, he didn’t have many possessions. Some clothes he’d borrowed. A new toothbrush. A brand-new forged passport. But that was about it.

“Matthew Barkley? Is that really you?” a voice called from down the block.

Quinn nodded at Barkley and pulled away from the curb. He actually felt a lump in his throat, for some strange reason. They’d been traveling together for three days, and he had to admit that he actually enjoyed the guy’s company. Somebody to talk to who was able to make him laugh, and who he was fairly assured wouldn’t try to put a wooden stake through his chest at the earliest convenience.

No, Barkley belonged there. It was his home. His, as he’d said, destiny. Now Quinn had to go find his own.

He took a last glance in the rearview mirror to see a group of four men approaching Barkley. The Wolfington welcoming committee.

Barkley took a step forward and—Quinn frowned—he  threw his duffel bag at the men. Then he turned and began running very fast after Quinn’s car.

What the hell?

Quinn turned to look over his shoulder. Yes, Barkley was running after him and wildly flailing his arms with a distinctly panicked expression on his face. Two of the men who’d come out to greet him began to pursue the fleeing werewolf, and they didn’t look friendly.

Some welcoming committee.

He applied pressure to the brakes and pressed the button to roll down the passenger window. Barkley thundered up beside the car after a moment, breathing hard.

“Problem?” Quinn asked.

Barkley looked behind him, yelped, and then yanked open the door so he could throw himself inside the car. “Drive!” he yelled. “Just drive!”

Quinn slammed his foot down on the accelerator and drove. After a minute, the large men running after them became no more than pissed-off specks in the distance.

Quinn turned to Barkley and raised his eyebrow. “Facing your destiny not all it’s cracked up to be?”

“They were going to kill me,” Barkley panted. “Right there. They weren’t even going to let me fight Brutus.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I . . . I think they thought I was dead already. Maybe I should have called first and let them know I was coming back.”

“But that doesn’t explain why they want you dead.”

He shook his head. “Dude, all I saw were silver knives and I ran. Those guys were Brutus’s men. I’m not going back there.” He let out a long breath. “I guess you’re stuck with me for a while longer.”

Quinn kept his eyes on the road. “So now what?”

Barkley leaned back in the seat until his breathing slowed down to normal. “Now I guess I’ll come with you to see your friend. You don’t mind my company for a bit longer, do you?”

“Uh. I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”

“Sure it is. Listen, let’s stop for something to eat first. Running for my life works up an appetite. If I remember correctly, there’s a roadside diner about ten minutes west of here that serves the best hamburger in the state. You hungry?”

“I don’t eat.”

“Oh, yeah.” He frowned. “You know, I haven’t seen you drink any blood lately, either. Do you do it in private? Like a secret Twinkie obsession? You can drink in front of me if you want to. It doesn’t gross me out.”

Quinn glanced at him sideways. “I haven’t . . . drunk anything for a few days. The thought of drinking blood makes me sick.”

“I did think you were starting to look a little gaunt. So, what are you? Like, a vampire anorexic, or something?”

“I will drink when I have to, but not before.”

“Okay, okay. You do what you have to do. But can we stop for lunch so I can eat something?”

Quinn clenched his jaw and stared at the road ahead. Fine. They’d stop at the diner, and as soon as he was sure that Barkley was safe from his old friends, he’d take off. He’d leave some money so the werewolf could get a lift with somebody else.

He felt a twist of guilt in his gut but knew he couldn’t back down now. It had to be done, and the sooner the better.

The Stardust Diner, as the sign read when they arrived, would be the last stop on the Quinn and Barkley phase of his quest for the Eye.

 



“The Stardust Diner? You’re sure this is the right place?”

Janie showed her partner, Lenny, the piece of paper the Boss had given her for, like, the eightieth time that day as they pulled up alongside the restaurant.

“Stardust,” Lenny said it again. “Like the Frank Sinatra song. I love that song.”

Lenny was six-foot-five and built like a linebacker. His hair was cut so short his scalp could be seen through the dark stubble, and he had a crooked nose that had been broken multiple times in his life. He wore a black leather jacket and Doc Marten boots, and he could scare little children with one look.

He also had the soul of a poet. A bad poet.

And unfortunately, he had a massive crush (unrequited) on Janie and wrote a great deal of that bad poetry about her.

They’d been working together for almost a year. She’d recently requested a change in partners, but the Company took its own sweet time when it came to things like that.

She turned around in the black Mustang convertible to check the back seat.

Five wooden stakes. Check.

Two silver daggers. Check.

Stun gun. Check.

Gun with garlic darts that worked as a tranquilizer to temporarily knock out any unsuspecting vamps. Check.

Her favorite gun—a sturdy and reliable Firestar with silver bullets for the werewolf companion. Check.

She decided to carry the gun with silver bullets. The bullets would work on vamp or werewolf. She turned around to grab it and put it in the shoulder holster under her new navy blue Anne Klein jacket and added two wooden stakes and the stun gun to her designer handbag arsenal, just in case. As a last thought, she added the gun with tranq darts. It would weigh her down a bit, but a girl could never be well armed enough when it came to fighting monsters.

“How will we know who they are?” Lenny asked, scanning the area of the diner.

It was a good question. The Stardust Diner was a busy location, right next to the heavily traveled highway. A good place to grab lunch or take a bathroom break while on the way to one’s final destination. Vamps and weres could easily blend in with regular humans, and the Boss hadn’t given her a heads-up on their appearance.

It was noon. She knew that sunlight didn’t bother vamps, contrary to the popular myth. Most could go out at any time of the day or night. Usually they were a little weaker during daylight hours and also quite sun sensitive, so they could typically be spotted wearing sunglasses even on an overcast day. But today the sun was blazing bright in the sky and everyone in the area wore sunglasses. No help there.

Vampires definitely didn’t have reflections. That might be a clue. The diner was surrounded by windows that reflected the surroundings.

She twisted her turquoise necklace until her fingers felt numb. “Just watch for anything out of the ordinary.”

“So when we find them, you want me to beat any information out of them?”

She shook her head. “Too many witnesses. Let me handle it, and you be there for backup. The note said they’d be here by now, so keep your eyes peeled.”

“While we’re waiting, you want to hear my latest?” Lenny flipped through his ever-present notebook.

“Not particularly.”

“Oh, come on.”

She sighed. It’s not as if he ever took no for an answer. Why did she even bother trying to resist?

He cleared his throat. “It’s called ‘Janie’s Got a Gun’:

Janie’s got a gun
 She’s got the bad guys on the run
 If you’re a Were . . .
 Beware
 If you’re a vampire
 I ain’t no liar
 ’Cause Janie’s got a gun.”






That, surprisingly enough, was one of the better ones she’d heard lately.

Janie nodded. “Great.”

Lenny beamed. “Thanks.”

A car pulled up across from them. A blue Ford Escort. The doors opened up, and two men got out.

Janie gasped and sank down in her seat. “Oh, shit.”

Lenny turned to her. “What’s wrong?”

She grabbed his arm to make him sink down below window level. “Shhh.”

Then she raised herself up just enough to peer over the dashboard. Her stomach began to churn.

Well, there was her sign.

One vampire and one werewolf, right on schedule.

The vampire was broad shouldered. His clothes, a simple dark green T-shirt and faded blue jeans, fit his lean but muscular frame perfectly. His dark blond hair was shorter than she remembered it. She could see only half of his handsome face and square jaw which was speckled with stubble, and those lips—she’d dreamed of those lips many times before—beneath a straight nose. Dark sunglasses that covered eyes she knew were a dark ocean blue turned her way as he scanned the area before entering the diner.

The werewolf was a little taller, about the same build, with black hair. He was smiling. The vamp wasn’t.

Lenny elbowed her. “Hey, don’t you know that guy?”

Janie didn’t answer. What were the odds? The Boss must have known. This had to be another test to make sure she was loyal to the Company.

A dozen years ago, Michael Quinn had been her brother’s friend and Janie’s childhood crush. She’d seen him recently and had the chance to kill him once she’d realized he’d become a vampire. But she couldn’t do it. Instead she knocked him out with garlic darts, since he was blocking her way to what she was after at the time.

But her sister’s life wasn’t at risk then. It was now.

She didn’t give a damn about any vampire, no matter who he used to be.

She’d do what it took to save Angela. Whatever it took.




Chapter 3


Hamburger, fries, Coke.” Barkley finished scanning the menu and glanced up at the waitress, giving her a charming smile. “Do you still have that fantastic apple pie here?”

“Sure do, hon.”

“Gimme two pieces of that. With ice cream. Please.”

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

“Coffee. Black.”

“You should eat more than that. You look a little thin. And pale.”

Quinn frowned. “Coffee. Black.”

She raised an eyebrow disapprovingly, closed her order pad, and gave them the back of her ample frame as she went toward the kitchen.

“You do know how to charm the ladies.” Barkley played with the salt shaker and glanced absently out the window at the parking lot.

“It’s a gift.”

Quinn tossed the car keys on the table and leaned back into his side of the booth, letting out a long sigh. He already felt guilty about abandoning Barkley at the diner, and he hadn’t even done it yet. It felt like he was throwing a puppy out of the car and driving away without him. But Barkley wasn’t a puppy. He could take care of himself.

Besides, he’d noticed that there was a bus stop right outside the diner. When he left, Barkley would hop on a bus, headed to wherever he wanted to go. Everybody would get what they want. No problem.

What would he do once he found the Eye and made his wish to be human again? It’s not like he could go back to his regular life, was it? He’d learned the hard way that hunting vampires was wrong. He was one of the very few who’d had a chance to see both sides of the coin.

He’d been a hunter for ten years. In training before that, but he was twenty when he made his first kill.

He shuddered at the thought. His father had brain-washed him since he was a kid that all vamps were evil. Different from humans. Killers who needed to be stopped by any means necessary, no matter how human or innocent they appeared. What he didn’t fully realize was that his father was a zealot who relished the chance to wipe out anything different from himself from the face of the earth. Who had used the fears of others to strengthen his case against vampires. He’d convinced Quinn that it was a vamp who’d killed his mother when he was only six years old. But it wasn’t. His mother had fallen in love with a vampire, and become a vampire herself, and when his father learned of this, he’d ended them both without a moment of mercy.

Quinn’s whole life since that day had been a lie.

He’d killed a lot of vamps in his time. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that some of them were truly evil. When the thirst came upon vampires they lost their minds, and become black-eyed monsters who didn’t care who they hurt to get to their next meal. Some vamps were plain evil, just as some humans were. Serial killers existed in all walks of life. But most vamps weren’t evil. Just different.

He’d killed them all, figuring that their begging and pleading had been a ruse—that if he’d turned his back on them they would have ripped out his throat.

He touched his neck. The marks from the attack that turned him into a vampire two months ago were long gone. That vamp had wanted Quinn dead because he believed Quinn was responsible for slaying his wife.

Revenge was sometimes justified.

But the attack hadn’t killed him. It had only changed him into the very thing he’d hunted for over a decade.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Barkley said.

Quinn took in a shuddery breath. “Nothing. Just day-dreaming.”

“You’re not very forthcoming with your emotions, you know that?”

“Sorry, I didn’t realize we were doing male bonding here.”

Barkley shrugged, then reached over the table to grab the car keys. “I haven’t tried this in a while—”

“Tried what?”

He closed his eyes and Quinn looked at him oddly, as did the waitress as she dropped off their orders.

“I’m trying to get a read. Can’t get it off you personally, but maybe something you’ve touched.”

Quinn rolled his eyes and swirled the coffee around in his cup. “Don’t pop a blood vessel trying.”

Barkley’s eyes shot open. “I know the real reason you’re here.”

Quinn froze.

“You’ve always wanted to see the Grand Canyon.” Then he laughed and pushed the keys back across the table. “Nah. I figured I couldn’t get a read, but it was worth a try.”

Quinn’s lips twitched into a forced smile. “Listen, you eat your feast there, and I’m going to get some directions.”

“Go to it.”

Quinn stood up and went over to the long counter. Another waitress, a younger one with brown hair and a big smile, came closer.

“Hi there,” she said.

“Hi.” He smiled back. Charm. What was that again? It used to come easily to him, but now he could probably fake it if he tried hard enough. “Listen, I’m wondering if you can help me.”

She put a hand on her hip. “Sure thing. What do you need?”

She rubbed her lips together and tucked her hair back behind her left ear. She was cute and seemed to be trying to look appealing in her pink smock waitress outfit. He found it slightly endearing.

His gaze moved along the edge of her top and along her collarbone to her throat.

She’d probably bare her neck willingly to me. All I’d have to do is ask.

He shook his head, trying to cast out such thoughts. He hadn’t bitten anybody yet, and he wasn’t going to start  now. There were establishments where the average vamp could find blood on tap next to draft beer and cocktails, and that was the only way he was going to get his next meal when he needed it. Even then it made him feel wrong. He’d gone almost three full days without blood. In the beginning he’d needed it several times a day, but now he could go longer. He wasn’t sure how long, but he wanted to find out.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the piece of paper that held his destiny. “Do you know the quickest route to Goodlaw? It’s not on this map I bought.”

She nodded. “Sure. It’s more of a district than an actual town, really.” She lifted her arm and pointed out the window. “Take the highway there west toward Phoenix. In two hours, give or take, you’ll come to Goodlaw. Don’t blink or you’ll miss it.”

He nodded. “Great. Thanks a lot for your help.”

“Any time.”

He turned away, but she touched his arm, making him turn back to look at her. “And I mean any time.”

He could see her pulse through the pale skin on her neck. His mouth began to water.

He swallowed hard and shrugged off her hand. Then with a meager smile, practiced so as not to show off his fangs, he turned back to rejoin Barkley, who was already half done with his meal.

“Your coffee’s getting cold,” he said with his mouth full.

Quinn looked out the window. He could see the Ford and beyond that the bus stop. He reached across the table to reclaim the keys and slid them into his pocket. Time to part ways with Barkley. The werewolf shouldn’t have to  spend any more time with a fledgling vampire. Way too dangerous. For both of them.


Yeah, justify abandoning a friend any way you can, his conscience scolded.

He gritted his teeth at the thought.

“I’m going to the washroom.” Quinn stood up, half expecting Barkley to automatically know what he was about to do.

He didn’t even look up and instead just nodded and kept eating. “Have fun.”


Good-bye, Barkley, he thought.

And then he turned away to find that someone was blocking him.

“Do you think you can hold it?” the someone said. “Because we need to have a chat.”

He was so surprised that he dropped back down into the booth. “What the hell—?”

Janie sat down in the booth next to Barkley. Her huge lug of a partner squeezed in beside Quinn.

“Good to see you, too,” Janie said. “Don’t worry. This shouldn’t take long.”

Quinn frowned. “Janelle—”

“I prefer to be called Janie. Be careful or I’ll start calling you Michael. Or Mike. Doesn’t really suit you anymore, does it?”

Quinn was in shock. The last time he’d seen Janie Parker had been a little over a week ago, when she’d shot him in the chest with a garlic dart before she’d attempted to kill a woman named Sarah, a good friend of his. Before that he hadn’t seen her since she was a kid and he used to hang out with her brother.

He absolutely hated the bitch.

But damn, even he had to admit that she’d grown up really nice.

She was blond, with long hair done in that way women paid a lot of money for. Three or four different shades of blond from honey to platinum. She had high cheekbones, cool blue eyes lined in smoky black, and full red lips.
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