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      My legs are kicked up on the desk, the toes of my left combat boot stacked on the heel of my right. I lean my feet a couple of inches to the left and look at my boss.

      Kinda wish I hadn't.

      The tongue-lashing was going to be brutal, and not the fun kind. I just barely hold back a snort of self-serving comedy.

      “Narah,” Casper leans into the desk, edging a butt cheek on the only part not covered by my assortment of shit. My eyebrow cocks. Perturbed doesn't cover it. If I wanted a butt on my desk, I'd ask.

      “What?” I bark with anticipation.

      A vein in Casper's forehead throbs and I dial it back some. No need to bring the guy to heart failure.

      “What?” I repeat more good-naturedly, though both of us know I'm nothing of the sort.

      He sighs, scrubbing a palm over his face. Hair almost as white as swan feathers glows under the LED lighting in my tiny office, and his glacial eyes tighten, fighting for a view of my face over the top of my boot.

      I jack my feet down and stuff them underneath my desk. My fingers itch to go to my smart phone. Anything to not commit to this conversation.

      “You know we appreciate your skill set.”

      Blah, blah, stinking-blah.

      “But we can't have you pulling firearms on all your bounties.”

      My bottom lip pops out in a pout. “It was a very small gun, Casper.” I put my index and thumb almost touching.

      “Using manstopper ammunition?”

      He might have a small point.

      “Outlawed in 1898,” Casper adds.

      I shrug a bare shoulder, my tank top skin-tight against my small frame. I find loose clothes are handles to make a bludgeon against me easier. I nail the targets but if there's nothing for them to grab onto, so much the better.

      “I like antique weaponry and ammunition,” I say with deliberate nonchalance.

      “Really?” Casper says and I wince at the sound of his voice. “Let's run down the list of target fatalities.”

      Hmmm.

      “Target 103, lethal stabbing.”

      I lean back in my chair and cock my neck back, staring at the dingy ceiling. A water stain has spread out from the center in a pattern of copper lines that somehow resemble a flower opening.

      It's sort of like watching clouds outside, but inside.

      “Narah!”

      I sigh, answering the ceiling. “Yeah.”

      “Target 424, beheading.”

      Yeah, that'd been messy.

      “Again, I was in fear for my life,” I say, not sounding defensive.

      At. All.

      “Thirteen times?” Casper asks softly.

      My chin snaps down and I meet his eyes. Mine are big and golden hazel like a cat's, and that's why I hide them behind my aviator shades. The sun hurts like hell. I've always been sensitive to sunlight.

      I shrug. It'll get me nowhere to fight with Casper. Who has the nickname in the office of, The Ghost. No one says it to his face though. I fight a snicker.

      “We are the last profession for use of lethal force, you know. It's not goddamned 2015, when everyone thought all physical force was necessary in some capacity.”

      I'm in the wrong era, I muse with regret.

      “We are the last stand against the criminals of our time. When the police can't nail them, then it's up to us. But Narah,” Casper scrubs his head, his crewcut bristling from the contact, “we can't have you killing all the targets. They must be brought to justice.”

      And of course, if I kill a target, Casper doesn't get credits. That's what this is really about. I bring in the most targets in our office. I get results and he gets credits for my hard work.

      We stare at each other. I won't break and Casper knows it. “You're the finest bounty hunter we have. Your instincts are uncanny, and you never let being a woman get in your way...”

      I lunge to my feet and Casper jerks to his, eyeing me warily.

      Good, my desk is finally free of his ass.

      “Nothing about me being a woman comes into play here.”

      Casper shoots out an exhale like a cannon. “Everything about it matters. You're smaller, you're vulnerable to things a man could never be.”

      Rape is the clear inference.

      “You think a man can't be raped?” I bark out a laugh. “You think that my looks don't disarm. They do, Cas.” My eyes laser down on him and his shift away. “You know I'm a proficient, Level Ten.”

      “Nothing to sneeze at,” he concedes and opens his mouth to add more, perhaps dig his grave a little deeper.

      I raise my palm. Nothing to sneeze at. I can feel a royal conniption fit brewing. “No. If I've killed while gunning for a target,” Casper frowns at my wording which causes me to grin, “then they needed dying. Period.”

      Casper walks to my office door. “I'm sorry, Narah, I've done what I could, but the law states that there can't be more than ten sanctions in one quarter. You have thirteen. I got the bonus three waived.” He whips his palm in the air like he's performing a magic trick. “Now you'll have to go before the magistrate.”

      Fuck. They'd plug me a second ass after a first class reaming. If—if I could even bounty again.

      I jerk my leather jacket off the back of my chair and sling it on. A bright headache, a new friend of mine of late, settles into my temples with zeal. I press my fingers against my head.

      I hate not having a target. The chase is the one thing that makes my life worth living. No longer an outcast—always in the game.

      Now the rules are being threatened.

      And all I want to do is play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          AESLIN

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Edan jerks a thumb my way, throwing a towel I deftly catch. I dab at the sweat running like a river from my scalp and making its way to the waistband of my work out gear.

      “Corcoran's asking for you.”

      I look at him, narrowing my eyes.

      “Hey man, don't kill the messenger,” Edan's hands spread away from his body.

      He'd look so much more innocent if he had even one spot of bare skin. Edan's tatted from head to toe. Well... that's not entirely accurate. Don't think his feet hold the tats of our species. Or his face.

      Turners are required to be marked.

      It's grounds for immediate execution to civilian vampires if they touch us. After all, we're the only savior of our dying race. They can't miss our marks. In the human world, tattoos no longer stand out. We hide in plain sight now.

      I flick irritated eyes to him. “I'm on leave, Edan.”

      He shrugs. “You know the drill. If a female comes on the radar, we're all on alert.”

      I throw the damp towel in the soiled laundry hamper. I'm bone tired. Not physically—mentally. So many scouting expeditions and coming up empty handed has taken its toll. I rub a hand on my nape, trying to make a raw spot. “I've worked a solid quarter—nothing.”

      My eyes meet his. Edan's looks are unusual for a Turner. Most of the sub-sect of vampire Turners possess dark coloring. Our only unified feature are silver eyes. Edan's are amber. Some kind of genetic throw back. My own hair is a deep chestnut, more red than what is considered fashionable. And if we want to enjoy female vampire company, it matters. They're few and far between. If they can't be our mates, it's only for release. And that's become an empty vessel.

      “But what if we have a live one?”

      I smirk at his words. “You mean undead, right?”

      Edan throws up his hands. He's muscled, like the rest of us. Mandatory training makes our bodies at battle readiness. Last month we'd just missed a female by minutes.

      She'd been sterilized. Technically, it'd been on our watch.

      The loss had brought the entire team down and morale had not recovered.

      Edan spoke my thoughts, “We need this, Aeslin. We need a female. They're so vulnerable to the Hunters...”

      I toss my palm up. “We've been over this. It's a race against them. And they got to that female first.” I see guilt on his face and know mine looks the same.

      “Then why can't you see that every lead should be followed?”

      Tired of fucking losing, that's why. Or just tired.

      My eyes feel like they're on fire when I glare at Edan, a Turner I've fought shoulder to shoulder beside. “You don't think it haunts my fucking every thought that she could have belonged to one of us?”

      “Does it?” Edan asks in soft disbelief.

      “Yes,” I hiss defensively.

      “Then join us.”

      I don't want another dead end. Another disappointment. “I'm not rested.”

      “So when has that ever mattered?” he asks.

      Since that female was lost, I think but don't say.
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      Corcoran stands at the window when I walk into his office and shut the door.

      He doesn't turn.

      Corcoran is a Noble.

      A politically correct word for being in charge of the Turners. But he became a Noble the hard way, having been a Turner first and struggling through the ranks to prove himself invaluable to the cause. Now he rules over the Turners of our region with an iron fist.

      Hell, in his day, there was a female turned every month. Now we were lucky to turn one a quarter. However, there was one biological advantage. A human female with vampire blood once turned, was always meant for her biological other half. Lucky bastard. It meant offspring.

      A chance at happiness.

      With Hunters killing off every vampire they could, our numbers continued to dwindle. In the last half-century, one in two females who possessed enough of the blood of our kind had been sterilized before they could be turned, negating their vampire ancestry and the ability to have children.

      A Turnersʼ goals were two-fold. Find the hybrid vampire females before the Hunters did, and determine how they were setting their sights on the rare females.

      Easier said than done.

      “Aeslin,” Corcoran said as greeting.

      I remain silent.

      Corcoran turns, eyeing me up. “You look rested.” He sounds hopeful. We both know I've had only four days respite.

      I need a month.

      I haven't taken enough blood, had enough sex, slept inside the ground as I should. A lot of have nots on the short list of my exhaustion.

      I lift my shoulders in an answer that isn't one. It will do no good to rehash the discussion I had with Edan.

      Corcoran says something under his breath. It sounds suspiciously like a curse.

      “You're the best I have, Aeslin,” he says quietly.

      “Let Edan take it. Hell—Jaryn could...”

      His gaze darkens. Eyes not the common light gray of the Turner are pewter in a face devoid of emotions. Corcoran's gaze is a coming storm.

      “I need you on this.”

      That's just what Edan said. “I mean no disrespect...”

      “Yes, you do,” he says with the barest bit of humor.

      My lips thin. “Yes.”

      “She's a Turn, Aeslin. I know it.” Corcoran closes his fingers into a fist.

      My breath leaks out of me in defeat. “Okay.”

      I simply don't believe anymore. There's been so many dry runs I can't remember the last one that wasn't.

      “She's sending out pheromones like a distress signal.”

      “Who called it?”

      His face closes down. “Torin.”

      Corcoran and Torin don't see eye-to-eye. I say nothing, waiting. I'm not political and won't immerse myself in it now.

      Corcoran slams a fist against the wall that bisects the bulletproof windows. “She's bounty.”

      His frustration gets my attention. Hell, her occupation stalls me and I unlace my fingers and straighten my posture. “What?”

      “Damn,” he grits through his teeth, knowing full-well the risks of this acquisition.

      I tell him anyway. “Too high profile,” I state, hands going to my hips.

      “She's manifesting.”

      Dammit.

      “Is Torin sure she's a Turn?”

      Corcoran exhales in a rush, taking a rough palm down his face, nodding.

      I suck in a deep breath. “I'll do it.”

      Corcoran looks relieved. “You know the risk?”

      Hell yes. But another sterilized female? That we don't need. Can't stand.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      If Torin's got a bead on her, then so do the Hunters.

      The thought of a female out there and vulnerable tightens my guts. This is the part of my job I hate. However small, the emotion is there in my suppressed emotional makeup. The hardest to squelch, the most damning.

      Hope.
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      Rio raises the paper in the air. “Right from the top, Matthews!” I snap my head up, my back on the bench as I flick my eyes to Rio then back to the bar. My arms shake from exertion but I can't take my eyes off the weights I'm pressing. Not unless I want my body as a pancake.

      “Spot me, asshole,” I grit.

      “Right! Sorry hoss.”

      I'd roll my eyes if I wasn't so fucking plowed from fatigue.

      Rio appears upside down and above me. His hands hover over the bar, I lift, as I take the last rep by storm. I heave another.

      “No clanking,” Rio chimes.

      Gonna kill his ass.

      Beads of sweat roll, burning into my eyes as I gently set the bar on the brackets. It's almost soundless.

      Rio smirks.

      He whips the paper around and I duck out from underneath the three hundred pound weighted barbell set.

      “God damn—you're a beast, Matthews!” Rio chortles.

      “Give that to me and stop with the verbal diarrhea.”

      Rio's face tightens. “Fine, fuck. You need to get laid if you're going to get your jock strap in a bunch all the time.”

      I jerk the paper out of his hand and read the words.

      Assignment thirteen.

      I smile.

      Thirteen is my lucky number.

      I give the paper back to Rio. “Gonna save the world, brother.”

      “On your life.”

      “I hope not,” Rio winks and begins to walk off.

      “Specs?” I yell after him.

      “Same delivery as usual.” I shouldn't ask, it's protocol but I like to hear the words anyway. It makes me uneasy when things are changed. I like routine—crave it.

      I sit on the weight bench, thumbing the missive. A thrill races through my body.

      I'm a Hunter.

      And being a Hunter is bigger than me.

      It's for humanity.

      People walk the streets; eating, sleeping, shitting and humping. They never realize there's an entire underworld of supernaturals vying for the top of the ecological heap. They're oblivious to the danger that sweeps past them like an unrelenting current.

      Hunters have been in place since ancient times. Our opposition have the same sorcerer’s blood that we possess.

      Druid.

      Both sides descend from priests of the highest order.

      But instead of exterminating the vermin, they are saviors of those that would harm who we're sworn to protect. They believe in perpetuation, and we believe in sterilization.

      The Harborer's are the nemesis of our kind. Brothers by blood, enemies by deed.

      The sooner we wipe out the supernaturals, the sooner the threat to mankind will end. And we're making steady progress.

      I move through the expansive gym where all Hunters hone their forms, turning sideways to pass between the heavy equipment. I've worked myself so bulky I'm at the point of losing grace. However, no Hunter wants to be distracted by their own lack of strength when they've got an assignment to fulfill.

      I'll get the details of my next sanction and be done. Hopefully it's another kill. Nothing gets my rocks off more than nailing one of the fangs myself. A larger threat would be a Harborer showing up for the same assignment. But they are fewer in number than Hunters. Vampires are the greater threat.

      Even a skilled Hunter full of quality bloodline magic can find himself in the death embrace of a clever fang and poof—dead meat. The ultimate threat of being turned by one of them hangs over every one of us.

      No Hunter wants to deal with that potential. Get in, kill the fuckers, and get the hell out.

      Simple.
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      I run my high security keycard through the slot and the door to my penthouse suite whispers open. I move through and the door slides closed behind me. The midwestern skyline bleeds a purple and red sunset over downtown Sioux Falls as it colors my floor like beaten fruit.

      I stretch and the vertebrae in my back give a satisfying round of pops. I toss my car keys in a low bowl of Mexican pottery that sits on top of a table hugging the jog out in the foyer.

      The floor plan is one of my choosing. It's narrow in the entrance and widens to an open living room and kitchen combination.

      Not that I do a shit ton of cooking. My lips pull at the thought of cooking as I cruise to my fridge. I open it, and true to form, there's no food, but plenty of beer. I grab one and pop the lid using a sterling band on my right ring finger. It's hell on beer caps.

      I take a hard pull, taking the frosty beer to half empty and move to the view seen through my floor to ceiling glass windows.

      Philips Street is overrun with tourists enjoying the bronze statues and Native American shops that dot the area. My excellent night vision is not necessary at the moment. Not with twilight promising nighttime. I roll the cool bottle against my forehead as my gaze wanders and sigh.

      I have twelve hours before response is required for the sanction.

      I set the nearly empty beer on a low thick glass coffee table. A hot shower and catching five hours of sleep is my entire goal before this mission. I'm beat. Chasing down hybrids is a full-time job.

      Walking to the wall that rounds to the hall leading to the bathroom, I  pass a palm over a glass sculpture that hangs like artwork.

      It's not.

      A brilliant blue spiderweb of light harmlessly lasers over my skin, reading the unique lines of my hand. A single chime sounds in the silence and the front slides away to reveal a black hole.

      I pull out a cylinder that rests inside.

      It'll have all the instructions for assignment thirteen. Name, birthdate, location. My sector covers the midwest states. There are twelve of us serving this area.

      A vial with a syringe is enclosed in an thick airtight lucite case. My pulse quickens.

      It'll be my first.

      A woman.

      Hunters sanction male hybrids. It's the Huntersʼ core belief that women should be protected. None of us kill females. I don't allow myself to touch on what happens when a rare hybrid is located and a Hunter won't sterilize. The penalty is severe and immediate for lack of follow through.

      Or the disastrous transgression of mating with a hybrid, though rare, it's not unheard of. Those are grounds for a Kill Order.

      I set my dark thoughts aside as the specs fall out last, rolled neatly with the traditional black satin ribbon keeping them in a tight circle.

      I pop the ribbon and look over the specs, reading them twice.

      Occupation: Bounty Enforcer.

      I whistle low in the back of my throat. I'm all for a challenge.

      I slug the rest of my beer back, running a fingertip over the name.

      Narah Adrienne.

      I crush the specs, having already committed them to memory. I walk over to my fireplace and toss the crumpled parchment inside the firebox. Striking a match on the base of my boot, I throw the lit match inside and watch it burn. A low flame bursts over the ancient paper and renders the message unreadable.

      Ash rises up the flu. Ms. Adrienne's fate is not yet set in stone.

      I smile at the thought of destiny. Here I come, sweetheart.
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      Casper coached me about coming before the Magistrate. I'm not stupid. Just brash.

      Very brash.

      Casper ran a heavy hand over his nape. Nervousness making him sterner than usual. “Try to look like a woman.”

      I gave him the glance he deserves. I have platinum corn rows to my waist and a sleeve of colorful tattoos. There's no softening that.

      “I'll go tribal on his ass if he doesn't like what he sees,” I boast, but butterflies tumble inside me like a washer on spin cycle.

      “Narah—please—don't incite anyone. I don't want to have to get an enforcer out of jail. It's the last place you should be.”

      “You don't have to worry about me, Casper. Butter wouldn't melt in my mouth.”

      Casper nodded. “That's exactly what I'm afraid of.”

      So here I am, in line for my turn to get my hand slapped. I'm wearing my version of dress clothes.

      They're probably not what Casper had in mind.

      Black boots (shined), black, skin tight jeans and a sheer black blouse with a black cami underneath. My black bra straps don't even show. It's downright demure for me.

      My ass bones hurt as I sit on the archaic wooden bench they've parked me on. I sigh, throwing out my long legs underneath the bench in front of me, bored.

      I wait through insufferably stupid recounts of deeds ranging from petty theft, to misuse of credits. I stare at the ceiling. This one is a far cry from the shabby-ass accommodations the government bequeaths us at my office.

      Beautiful, old-fashioned plaster work is done in a cake icing style. Swaths of rich smears of buttery looking plaster swirl in different shapes above my head, ending where plaster crown molding meets ceiling to wall. Mission brass fixtures hang down five feet from fifteen foot ceilings, with etched glass orbs covering the modern LED lightbulbs inside, stars shallowly bisect the crystal surface.

      I momentarily forget my environment, dreaming of a life of being able to watch clouds float, a world that would allow my imagination free reign.

      Instead, I'm inside the magistrate court for killing too many criminals for the quarter.

      “Adrienne!”

      I reluctantly shake off my daydream and leap lightly to my feet, stilling my nerves. The security guard's hand twitches above his piece. I give him tight eyes.

      He flinches.

      I grin.

      His face sours and he jerks his thumb at the Magistrate, indicating I should go. I stroll forward down the center of the aisle. Benches that resemble old church pews flank either side of me and I come to stand in front of a huge desk, with two smaller ones like wings on either side of the Magistrate.

      I stare at his archaic getup. Time seems to have gone backward. We're back to guys with powdered white wigs and Shirley Temple curls.

      I bite the inside of my mouth to check the chuckle that bubbles inside my throat. But when someone chooses to look ridiculous, I feel almost honor-bound to laugh at their efforts.

      Like now.

      The top casement-style windows of the court building are cracked open. It's early fall here in Sioux Falls and neither heat or AC is required. A perfect balance between the hell of summer's breath and the bite of the frigid midwestern winter. It'd be perfect if the nearby meat plant didn't give off the blood vat smell.

      Not that I'm against the smell of blood.

      I stand before the Magistrate and don't squirm or budge. I ruthlessly manage my expression into neutrality.

      He looks me over with smug dismissal. Taking in my presumably unprofessional appearance. He sits higher than me, like a king on his dais. He's literally looking down his nose at me.

      My chin kicks up in the only defiance I speculate I'm allowed.

      “Magistrate Oren presiding.”

      The courtroom announcer sounds like the town cryer.

      I shift my eyes down, so close to losing my composure I'm drowning. It's insane how amusement often grips me at the most inopportune times.

      Oren clears his throat. “Is there something amusing, Enforcer Adrienne?”

      I lift my head, giving him a steady gaze. “No, Magistrate Oren.”

      His eyes narrow on me like slits of hate. “Do share if there is.”

      I can't win the staring contest but oh how I shake with want. Instead, I let my fists loosen. Oren believes he has won the small battle of wills and begins as though bored.

      I have a sense of things. He isn't bored, but after my hide.

      I lick suddenly dry lips. Maybe I should have worn the dress. I try not to grump about it. Dresses are for work. They help with captures.

      “You are thirteen kills deep for the current quarter. How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty.” Dumb ass.

      His lips pull in amusement. “Three of the thirteen were waived by Enforcer Casper's appeal.”

      I clear the tiny tickle in my throat in the now-silent courtroom.

      His eyebrows hike.

      “Yes, Magistrate.”

      Where is he going with this.

      “Technically, you are then three into probation already.”

      My palms dampen.

      His next words seem to hang in the air between us. “You will have lashes.”

      I suck in a breath of sheer disbelief. Fucking lashes.

      The courtroom erupts in animated whispers.

      The gavel strikes the wood with a sharp echo and the voices leak away.

      “We will not tolerate murderers as our Enforcers.”

      “Magistrate,” I reason in a low voice, “the targets were killing me,” I jab my thumb into my chest, “I would have died without lethal force.”

      “Understood,” he interrupts. “That is why, by law, you are allowed ten kills per quarter. We understand you are securing the most heinous criminals of our time.” His elbows rest on the highly polished wood as he feigns benevolence with his spread hands.

      “You've read my reports,” I defend, and I'm immediately pissed at the desperate waver in my voice.

      The whips are barbed at their end. Ten lashes is considered a fatal amount. My heart beats a heavy rhythm of fear.

      His head lifts slightly and he tucks his hands underneath his chin. “I have reviewed your files.”

      I feel my eyebrows jump on my forehead. “What—why then? Can you not take me off detail?”

      His eyes hood and he looks me over from head to toe. Lingering on all the places he shouldn't be thinking about right now. Pervert—he's enjoying this.

      “I think in your case, Enforcer Adrienne, a more strict discipline is required. Unless you feel extra leniency is needed due to your gender?” He drums his fingers softly from his imperial vantage point.

      My mouth drops open. It's probably because I'm a woman. Gotta make sure there aren't any little girls out there dreaming of anything but motherhood and home.

      What a crock of shit that is.

      He leans back suddenly, the chair groaning under his weight. “I will deliver the lashes myself.” He sweeps his hands apart merrily. “After all, what kind of Magistrate would I be if I was unwilling to mete out discipline by my own hand, but merely delegated it to another.”

      His eyes glitter.

      The fucking sadist.

      I can hear Casper sputtering behind me.

      Not that it matters. The gavel falls a second time, and Magistrate Oren calls out the next name.

      But his eyes watch me as two security officials take each one of my arms and guide me away.

      Casper is at the last pew with his head in his hands as though in prayer.

      Our eyes meet at the last second, for only as long as a blink.

      The emotion in his gaze mirrors my own.

      Fear.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 5


          

          AESLIN

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I perform a weapons check, as I do each time a Turn is scouted.

      The mirror is my aid, my memory sharp for holes in my defense.

      The females found are turned for their own good. Most will be deep into their late-blooming adolescence, and malaise will have taken over where good health used to be.

      Narah Adrienne will be no different, if she is indeed the Turn Torin claims her to be.

      A solid camouflage spell by Torin will kill the sight of my weapon band, by rendering it invisible. I'd be conspicuous as hell to appear among the humans with three daggers, throwing stars and bindings.

      Tight jeans hug my body, and an equally tight T shirt accepts the job of holding its shape around my bulk. I wear all black because I'm harder to spot with the weak eyesight of the humans. Tight clothes aid in making it tough for an enemy to get their hands on me. I finish my visual inventory at my face.

      The tattoo of my kind wraps my thick throat. Buried within the intricate black markings is the sign for female and is half the size of my palm. A female of our kind. Where the human symbol is a circle with a cross, ours has a dot inside the circle along with a second bar. The symbol is more complicated. As is our race.

      The symbol for female is buried above our hearts. For we have two. The large heart commands the smaller one, but one heart can keep the other alive if the other is pierced.

      That's why vampire lore, the part that's actually true, talks of taking the head. A stake to the heart is not absolute. Not when there are two.

      Satisfied I'm battle ready, I walk out of my subterranean home. The smell of the earth permeates the rooms that run like a maze beneath the ground. The ambient temperature anywhere in the world is the same at this depth and uniquely suited to the vampire. The temperature in my home ranges in the high fifties.

      I move through my house, noting the locks are engaged, and everything is in order. Lastly, I move to the holding room for a Turn and peer through the window at head height inside the only door.
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      “You could say thank you.” I cross my arms and mumble out a reply.

      Casper's brows meet. “What was that?”

      “Thank you,” I grump. “Fucking lashes?”

      Casper sighs and squeezes my shoulder once. “It's barbaric but within his rights by law. I'll admit,” his fingers float through hair like spun white glass, “I haven't seen that sentence passed in years.”

      “He's a creep.”

      Casper gives a chuckle in seeming agreement.

      I glare at him. I can't find anything humorous right now.

      He stops, giving a helpless little shrug. “I appealed, you've been granted a stay.”

      Three miserable days. “I'm just going to anticipate the sentence. Work myself up into a stupid lather.”

      “Narah,” Casper's kind eyes find mine, “you're the finest enforcer I have. A mite enthusiastic with the kills but productivity? No one comes close. I don't know where you get your instincts from...”

      I grin. “Women's intuition,” I say more smugly than I should.

      But Casper smiles back. “You'll only admit to being part of the fairer sex if pressed.”

      “If it gains me advantage.” Which it clearly didn't today.

      Casper inclines his head. “True.”

      I puff out a breath and it lifts a rare loose strand of hair. The rest is tightly coiled in a lineal nest of neat braids against my head. It stays in a knot at my nape when I work. I can hide the tats—or not.

      It depends on the job.

      And the job Casper has for me is intriguing. He knows I need this. If I don't take a target I'll go crazy until my sentence. It's a mercy.

      “No killing,” he says, slapping the file down in front of me. I don't tear it open as I usually would, but trace a light fingertip across the smooth top.

      Our eyes meet.

      “How much?”

      He folds his lanky arms. “Always about the credits, even now.”

      I slowly nod. What else is there? Of all people, he should understand.

      Deep down, I feel like the end is coming for me. Way off in the distance of my imagination I see the light of a train as it hurtles toward me. I am like a deer on the tracks.

      Waiting to be struck down.

      The headaches, the down turn in my appetite. The lack of my love life.

      What love life?

      Credits are at least a tangible reward to the one skill I have in spades. I hunt the criminals by instinct. If Casper or the other enforcers knew that is what I do—Zero research—working by hunch alone, feelings?

      They'd perform an exorcism. It wouldn't be pretty. That's why I don't partner. And probably why I don't have any friends. They mistake my caution for indifference.

      When in realty, I'm profoundly lonely.

      My face tightens, my chin jutting out. “How much?” I enunciate.

      “Two hundred thousand.”

      I whistle. “Fireballs, I could retire,” I say with a wistful catch in my voice.

      Casper allows a small smile to escape. “Not quite yet.”

      But already the wheels are turning. I could pay for my small studio apartment in downtown. I have a view of the Big Sioux River. The water is my solace when sleep doesn’t come. Which is a lot lately. I know I need to visit medical. All enforcers are covered for their medical needs. But I don't want to show weakness as the only female in the entire sector that has to have her runny nose wiped. Or her ass patted.

      “Bring him in, Narah.” He taps the file of my next target and the sound is loud in his office.

      I move to open the file and Casper presses a fingertip against it. “No kill order on this one. But Narah.” His eyes bore into mine and I fight squirming. Casper has been the only father figure I've ever had.

      There were no daddies at the orphanage.

      “What?”

      “He's a level ten criminal.”

      Rape-murder-robbery-arson-fraud. I suck in a breath and let it out slow.

      Level ten is bad. Bad for the crimes they've committed. Bad for skill prowess. Level ten is a criminal that has committed all the biggies and also has lethal skills of defense.

      Just like my level ten skills. Let's hope mine are only offensively needed.

      I stand and Casper does too.

      “Narah,” he calls out when my hand is on the doorknob, “I'll be there for the discipline hearing.”

      I look away because I can't accept what I see in his eyes.

      Compassion.

      I close the door to Casper's office softly behind me. Mindful of the enforcersʼ eyes that follow me as I walk through our building.

      There's no comments about my sentence and how horrific it is. Not one word is spoken. The silence is absolute. The affirmation is absent.

      The world swallows me as I leave the office. I suck in a deep inhale and it sounds like a rattle.

      I look over my shoulder at the office sign that swings in the wind. Final Enforcement.

      The hostility of my co-workers follows me like a familiar friend on the drive home. Tears I shed in front of no one fall freely in the sanctuary of my vintage Mustang.

      My 1969 Mach 1 rumbles down the one way streets like a horse who knows its way home. All three hundred sixty of them under her spacious hood.

      I open my eyes wide, disallowing more tears. I have myself and that'll have to be enough.

      That's all there is.
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      I'm naked before my full length mirror, looking at my back from over my shoulder.

      A back that will be scarred for life in two and a half days.

      My eyes travel the length of my spine, taking in the elaborate tattoos that cover my body. I move to view my front, admiring my vibrant color choices for my ink. Especially the iris torso wrap in violet and white that seems to pulse as though alive to wind and finish at the base of my spine. Colorful skulls with black roses twine up my dominant left arm and a vine punches its deep forest green barbs around my neck in a choker necklace of delicate thorns.

      I don't look at the rest of me—my beat-up knuckles and feet from running, kicking and punching. Those things I ignore. I have tatted my body to make it beautiful forever. In the way I want it to look.

      I have no roots, so instead I wear them like a remembrance.

      I sigh, padding to my bathroom. I pour half a bottle of shampoo inside an unmarked new container and fill the rest with tap water. I shake the bottle and take it with me into my walk-in shower. I turn the hot tap on and stand under the spray until my skin stings with heat and slowly adjust the cold tap, tempering the hot water's scalding bite.

      I pour the diluted shampoo inside my palm and lather it slowly into my rows, hitting the scalp in between. I don't miss any area and thoroughly wash my scalp and all evidence of the weak shampoo away. I lather my body, hitting my still-perfect back with a soft bristle brush and catch my lower lip as it trembles, fighting another round of tears.

      I shut the tap off and step out. After ten minutes of hand patting my braids to partial dryness I lube my fingers with argon oil and run them over the light blonde corns. I shake my braids out and wash my hands with soap. Without looking in the mirror I knot all the braids at my nape.

      Tightly.

      None of the offenders can use my hair like a handle of destruction. If I was smart, like the other enforcers, I'd just wear my hair in a chopped style close to my head.

      But I like to flaunt that I'm a woman. Right before I Kick. Their. Ass. My colleagues don't razz me anymore, but stay away. I'd had to fight for every inch in the orphanage and I wasn't giving any ground away now.

      Our lifespan as enforcers is thirty years. I'm twenty-four now. Just a baby by today's standards. Casper had to fight to get my appointment as a bounty enforcer.

      I hang my head. Now he's fighting to keep me alive.

      I breathe through my self-pitying and step-by-step I build myself to hardness again. I will prevail.

      I don't normally wear makeup but brush my long eyelashes with a wick of brown mascara. Dark golden eyes with flecks of amber, sharply contrast to my pale blonde hair. My eyes water from the intrusion of anything on them. A swab of cherry flavored Carmex and I'm done.

      Clean as a whistle; soon to be covered in blood.

      I walk to the closet and slip into what I consider my enforcer garb. Tight jeans, tight T and expensive boots. I bought them for their tread, padding and ankle support. I pop down at the end of my bed and laboriously lace and tighten, lace and tighten. I wind the ends of my laces around the top and tuck them into themselves. Standing, I grab my small weapon's belt. All enforcers have them and our unique number is embedded in plain sight.

      I also have a chip behind my ear that clearly states what I do for a living. I don't fill my gun clip with manstoppers but hollow points are the modern equivalent and my small .45 Springfield will put a hole where I sight it. A comforting weight at my back for a left-hand draw, tucked in a custom slot.

      The last thing I do is go straight to my kitchen and shake out three ibuprofen tablets. I stare at the small rust-colored pills in my palm. I shake out one more and dry swallow all four.

      I can't think if one of my new headaches take hold. My stomach revolts immediately and I pour a small glass of milk, hoping it'll settle.

      Instead, my mouth tastes like ass.

      I scrunch my lips and move to the bathroom to brush my teeth. Most enforcers wouldn't take the time to clean up and get ready. They'd grab their belt and go, rolling out of the sack with bedhead and whatever last night's cat drug in and shat on them.

      Routine is a comfort to me. I like being clean. Ready.

      I grab my leather jacket off the hook by the door and my keys go in my pocket.

      The file remains behind.

      I've memorized the contents.

      I'm hoping not to kill Tahile Benzoi. But in my heart, I don't know if I can stop what might be ordained.

      Even if it means another lash.
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      Three more blocks,” Edan says quietly and I nod in silent reply. I hear the faint rumble of a powerful engine in the distance. Fossil-fueled. I frown. There aren't many of those allowed anymore, a relic.

      Of course, I own one. Bought and paid for with vampiric bribe money.  The greenies are only as moral as their pocketbook.

      “That's her,” Edan says.

      “Yes. Where's her target?” I ask.

      Edan makes a dismissive noise in the back of his throat. “He's just a human. We'll dispose of him and take Narah Adrienne.” Edan shrugs his broad shoulders, leaning forward and pressing his forehead against his brain-activated binoculars. Vampires can see like felines in the dark but a mile out, a little help of the human persuasion is useful.

      “A violent human. Why they have a woman as an enforcer is beyond me.” My disgust must leak through my voice because Edan rolls his amber eyes, slightly reflective in the ambient light that reaches our dim hiding place.
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