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Chapter 1

It wasn’t until I’d left that I’d realized how much I liked Westham. Coming home wasn’t bittersweet as I’d thought it would be, with my history here. It was just sweet. Being away from home, even if it was just for a couple of days, had been something I didn’t just want to do again if I could help it.

There was a time when I thought that I hated it here, that I just wanted to leave but I couldn’t because Aspen was holding me back. But after a visit to Fort Atkinson, a small town that wasn’t as vampire friendly as some other places, I liked Westham just fine.

Fort Atkinson had been backward, the kind of place that felt like it held onto grudges. If you were a vampire, or a vampire-killer like me, that wasn’t the kind of place you wanted to be. But Carl had needed me, so I’d gone. That was what friends did. And I hoped that when the time came, that was what he would do for me, too. 

I was only away from home for a couple of days, but so much had happened that it had felt like months. I’d nearly died at the hands of a vampire, killed in the way I used to kill. I’d made friends and enemies in the same people, and I’d realized that no matter how strong some people looked, everyone had a soft spot. 

Like the fact that Carl had dated a vampire girl, even though he’d been killing them just like I had not too long ago. 

And that his past was riddled with vampires a lot more than mine had ever been. 

I picked up my job as a shooting and self-defense instructor that same week. I had all my students back and classes carried on as per normal. 

One student that didn’t come back was Tyrone. He was a police officer that had come for extra training. He hadn’t known I was part vampire until we’d been in trouble together, and he wasn’t pro-vampire. Maybe he was pro-Adele now, seeing that he’d saved my life and we left on good terms, but he wasn’t going to come back to the academy. 

I tried not to mind, but it still got to me now and then that I couldn’t just be myself without hiding part of me. There was always a mask to put on, a face to show other people that wasn’t the full story. When I was with students out in daylight I had to be a human. When I was with Connor and Aspen, I had to be vampire. Sometimes it was tiring. Since coming back from Fort Atkinson I was feeling it more and more. 

I used to be a vampire hunter. Ironic, considering that I was half a vampire, but revenge will do a lot of stupid things to you. I’ve left that life behind more than a year ago, I’ve managed to fall into a routine that resembled something normal – as normal as my life was going to get. But I still had nightmares about the days when I took a life without thinking about it twice. 

I’d never seen vampires as people. If anything, I saw them as heartless murderers. My father had been one, and since he was a vampire, that had to be true for them all. 

It wasn’t until I met Connor that I started feeling differently about vampires, and started embracing that side of myself. Now, everything that I’d done in the past haunted me so much more than it had then. I woke up with nightmares, pouring sweat and breathing hard, and because my life was in the day and Connor’s was at night, we never really slept in the same bed at the same time. That meant that if I woke up trembling with guilt, scared that my past was going to catch up with me, there was no one to hold me and tell me things were going to be okay. 

Lately I’ve been thinking about a particular kill a lot. When I closed my eyes his face was all I saw. I couldn’t stop thinking about him, about how unfair it all was. When I was in Fort Atkinson a short while ago to take care of Carl’s problems, I’d been on the other side of a vampire kill and I’d early died. The vampire that had been after me had wrapped manacles around my wrists, much like the chain I used to use, and I hadn’t been able to dematerialize to save myself. 

I’d felt what it really was like to be cornered and to look death in the face. If it hadn’t been for Tyrone, bursting in at the last moment to save me, I’d have walked the same road I had forced so many others to walk. 

My body was sore and I felt drained. I’d spent the day training with Phil, my former MMA instructor. He used to teach me when I was still in the field. We’d joined forces and I’d added the shooting school and female self-defense to his academy after I’d decided the killing life wasn’t for me. 

When enough of my classes were cancelled there was time for Phil to take me on again. I had to keep my senses sharp and I liked it when he went all out on me. I was strong for a human, being half-vampire, but he still knew how to give me a run for my money. 

I crawled into bed after Connor had left for the night. It was new moon and it was darker than usual. I was happy with the darkness. The shutters that closed during the day to keep the light out for Connor to be able to survive were open. I knew that he needed them, but with my ability to brave the sun as a half-vampire, they just made me feel claustrophobic. That was one of the reasons I hadn’t chosen a nocturnal lifestyle, even though it put strain on my relationship with Connor sometimes. 

The moment I closed my eyes it all came back to me again. The face that I hadn’t been able to outrun for the past couple of nights. 

I was stalking the vampire in a bad part of town. I had my leathers on and my leather jacket only zipped up halfway so I could get to the Smith & Wesson I had in my shoulder holster. It was big and chunky to wear under my arm and it was impossible to hide with the form-fitting clothes I wore, but I wasn’t going for discreet. The vampires would know that I was there to kill them when it came down to it. There was no reason to hide. 

I preferred the S&W despite its bulk because it was strong enough to stop an angry vampire for long enough that I could think of something else to save my life. I was strong but not strong enough to take on a purebred. 

I could smell the vampire. He was young and he left small signs of his passing. He would still learn. I doubted he was a human before he became a vampire. Some were made, some were born. Even though it was clear this one was young, the signs he dropped were erratic. Like he moved more like a cat than a human. 

The smell was also different. Something about it was a little feral, like it had never been tamed, which was the case with humans. It was that smell that I followed. The signs were just a confirmation. 

When I reached the end of the alley, I stopped and listened. I heard voices, more than one but I didn’t think there were more than two, and they were low, speaking in hushed tones like they were used to creatures with sharper hearing out there. It made my job harder, but not by much. 

I popped my head around the corner, enough to see them but still be hidden. The vampire stood talking to another vampire that could almost be his twin. I was guessing a brother or other close family member. The second vampire carried himself with confidence, and his movements were more fluid, like he’d been around for longer. 

If I wanted to take out my mark, I was going to have to wait until the other vampire left. I couldn’t take on two monster; one was already challenge enough. 

I waited. A short while later I checked again and the vampire stood there alone. My guess was that the older vampire had dematerialized. I strained my ears but there was no one around. The vampire just stood out in the open. It was the middle of the night and the chances of getting in trouble weren’t very good, but it was still careless. 

I made my move. I was fast – not as fast as a purebred – and I managed to catch him off guard. I swung the chain and lashed it out before he looked around and registered what was happening. The chain clipped shut around his wrist and he was going nowhere. 

He went see-through almost immediately, trying hard to dematerialize, but the chain was going to keep him right where he was. 

I pushed him up against a wall and he struggled. He was strong but I had the upper hand, fear stopped him from thinking straight. 

The familiar black fog emanated from him. He was using all his defensive mechanisms long before he really knew he was going to die. It was either a subconscious thing, a feeling, or he was a lot more scared than other vampires. Either way, I felt sorry for him. 

I pushed it away because feeling sorry for my mark was going to get me in trouble. I couldn’t afford emotional involvement. 

“Why are you doing this?” he asked when I produced my silver stake and positioned it just under his ribs at an upward angle. His eyes were wide and rolling around in their sockets, looking for a way out. He wasn’t even fighting; fear had made him paralytic. 

“Orders,” I said. I didn’t usually justify myself. I didn’t think I had to. But there was something pathetic about this one. Something that might have compelled me to let him go if this wasn’t about the greater good – about getting vampires taken out so that they couldn’t rip more families apart. 

“But you’re one of us,” he said and his voice was hoarse, almost a whisper. It travelled through me like a shock. They all knew eventually, but he said it like my very existence was a betrayal. And maybe it really was. 

I pushed the stake into him. He gasped with pain and his face went whiter than it already was. It hurt me to do it this time, and I had to force myself to push it home. I felt the muscle of the heart push back and then give as the metal entered it, and then the vampire suddenly opened its mouth and screamed. 

“Zane!” he screamed over and over again. I let go of the chain I was holding and blocked his mouth. They never screamed after the stake had hit home. But he kept squealing and my hand did a poor job of muffling the sound with my body leaning against the stake to keep it in place. Finally, the body crumpled and sank to the floor, sliding away from the stake that remained bloody in my hand. I was aware of all the blood, the warmth that drained out of the body, and it seemed out of me. 

I heard a gasp behind me and whirled around. It was the other vampire. He looked so alike the one I’d just killed, it almost freaked me out. He looked with horror at the body on the floor, and then back at me. He hissed, baring his fangs and made to charge me, but I swung the chain in his direction. He must have known what would follow, because instead of attacking like he’d wanted to, he dematerialized. 

I left the murder site with the victims’ ID for Ruben, and two faces haunting me. The face of the dead, and the face of the living. 

I sat up in bed and the darkness folded around me like a blanket. My heart beat in my chest and I gasped for breath. It felt like I’d been drowning and a sharp pain was wedged between my ribs. I reached my hand out to the other side of the bed and it was made, the sheets cold with the absence of someone sleeping in them. I didn’t know why I felt for Connor. I knew he wouldn’t be there. 

The other vampire – the one that had gotten away – haunted me. It was his face that floated in front of my eyes all the time, and his eyes were angry and accusing. I lay back on the pillows but I couldn’t shake that image nor the feeling of guilt. 

So I got up and got dressed. It had been a while since I’d been absent at night. Besides my escapades in Fort Atkinson a while ago I’d given up the nightlife because it brought back too many memories.

I got on my bike and turned the throttle, listening to the satisfying growl that filled the night air. I reversed the bike out of the garage and turned down the street. 

Aspen was my sister and she was more vampire than I was. Or maybe we were the same amount of vampire, but she embraced the vampire life more than I did. Even with my newfound trust in myself and who I was, I was still more used to the human life, had more human friends than vampire friends, spent more time with humans. 

But none of them would be awake now, and I knew that Aspen would be. She was dating Joel, my former techy. After I’d gotten out of the killing game he’d gotten himself a day job somewhere, but he needed very little sleep as it was and he stayed up most of the night too, spending it with Aspen. 

The house with its flowing lights in the windows was warm and inviting, the only source of life in the whole street this time of night. It was just after two, and the rest of the neighborhood was quiet. The inhabitants either slept or they were out doing vampire things. It was a mixed community here. 
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