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To Adrian,
at last


For small creatures such as we, the vastness is bearable only through love.

—Carl Sagan


Author’s Note

For the complete WVMP RADIO story, check out Book 3.5, “Let It Bleed,” a novella available for free download through Summer 2013 at www.jerismithready.com/books/let-it-bleed (and for sale at all major e-book retailers thereafter). Instead of being an offshoot side story like most novellas, “Let It Bleed” is an essential piece of the WVMP Radio puzzle, bridging the events of Bring On the Night and Lust for Life, as well as providing a rockin’ good time. Enjoy!


Playlist

“All Day and All of the Night,” The Kinks

“Season of the Witch,” Donovan

“Shake Your Moneymaker,” Elmore James

“Fire and Rain,” James Taylor

“Tubthumping,” Chumbawamba

“Flavour of Night,” Robyn Hitchcock

“Monsters,” Matchbook Romance

“Death Letter,” Son House

“Unbelievable,” EMF

“It’s Only Over When . . . ,” Bad Religion

“Wish I Was in Heaven Sitting Down,” R. L. Burnside

“Forty Miles of Bad Road,” Duane Eddy

“Crystalised,” The xx

“Radar Love,” Golden Earring

“Get Together,” The Youngbloods

“Atlantic,” Keane

“Rehumanize Yourself,” The Police

“Runaway,” The National

“No Surrender,” Bruce Springsteen & the E Street Band

“Ciara,” Luka Bloom

“Break on Through,” The Doors

“I Will Follow You Into the Dark,” Death Cab for Cutie

“One Day Like This,” Elbow

“Asleep,” The Smiths

“After the Gold Rush,” Neil Young & Crazy Horse

“Telstar,” The Tornados

“Good Lovin’,” The Grateful Dead

“Where Did You Sleep Last Night,” Nirvana

“One Love,” Bob Marley
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Somebody to Love


Halloween is a great day to be dead.


Or, technically speaking, undead. A vampire like me can be just a bit more herself in public, fly the freak flag a few feet higher. At WVMP, the Lifeblood of Rock ’n’ Roll, we hide our secret in broad daylight all year (not literally broad daylight, unless we want to spontaneously combust). But come October, we revel in it.


The station’s Halloween parties at the Smoking Pig are legendary, and tonight’s is no different. The bar is packed to near-fire-code-violating density, our listeners dressed as their favorite musical icons from decades past.


This year I gave in and dressed as Courtney Love, lead singer of Hole and widow of my fiancé Shane’s idol, Kurt Cobain of Nirvana. My messy blond hair, white baby-doll dress, and torn stockings enhance the riot grrl ’tude. So does being undead.


Our latest ’60s DJ—Vincent, who is, alas, not a vampire—cranks up the energy with the Kinks’ “All Day and All of the Night.” The crowd cheers and bounces, heads bobbing.


I spy my best friend Lori leaning against the far end of the bar, near the restrooms. I clomp over in my one-size-too-big combat boots. “It’s one of your favorite songs. Come dance!”


She passes a hand over her forehead. “You go ahead. I’m tired.” Her face is almost as pale as her white-blond hair, but maybe it’s just her Madonna circa Blond Ambition costume.


I examine her glass, which holds only ice. “Too many sea breezes?”


“No, I’m sticking to ginger ale. My stomach’s been funny lately.”


When I was human, I would’ve backed away fast to avoid a dreaded intestinal virus. But that’s not so much an issue for vampires, so I gently loop my arm over her shoulders. “If you’re sick, then go home.”


“I will, after Shane gets here. How much longer?”


I don’t bother glancing at my watch. “Half an hour. I’ve forbidden myself to stare at the door for another thirteen minutes.” I look at the front entrance. “That was a glance, not a stare.”


She gives me a wan smile as she subtly adjusts her “bullet” bra up a few inches. “Are you nervous?”


“If by ‘nervous’ you mean ‘ready to drag him into the nearest alley and rip off his clothes,’ then yes.” I let go of her and do a goofy little shuffle dance, very un-Courtney-like. “I am so stoked. And in six nights, daylight savings time’ll be over!” Winter means to me now what summer meant when I was human: freedom.


Lori goes to take another sip, then realizes her glass is empty. “You’re not worried Shane’ll be different after boot camp? They’re teaching him how to kill.”


“The Control’s first precept is ‘cooperation before coercion.’ ” I recite it like I’m back in basic training myself. “They teach us how to avoid killing.”


“But, Ciara”—Lori draws out the two syllables of my name, KEER-ah, in that lecture-y tone that somehow soothes me—“you didn’t train as an Enforcement agent like Shane. That division is hard-core. David’s told me stories of his days in uniform.”


Lori’s right—I do wonder if Shane has been changed by his training with the International Agency for the Control and Management of Undead Corporeal Entities. I wonder if they’ve turned my laid-back, grunge-DJ vampire into a hardened warrior, carved out his gentle soul and replaced it with the heart of a killer. I wonder if they’ve cut his hair.


I take a sip of my beer and change the subject. “Seen any of our advertisers tonight?”


“Mel from Creaky Antiques is dressed as Chuck Berry, and Bernita from Waxing Nostalgic is pulling off a pretty sweet 1980s Grace Slick.”


“Good to see our clients getting into the holiday spirit. What about Ray from the Pontiac dealership?”


“Franklin’s got him now.” She points past me, near the bar’s side door, where our sales and marketing director is chatting up one of our most fickle advertisers. Neither is in costume, but Franklin might as well be, with his animated, garrulous, downright swishy public persona.


It’s all an act, especially these days. His boyfriend, Aaron, died of the same mutant chicken pox that would’ve killed me permanently had I not been turned. Since then, Franklin’s real-life demeanor has been even grimmer than usual.


The slithering strains of “Season of the Witch” creep out of the speakers, and the partygoers wrap around each other in pairs, slinking together in the darkness.


Our punk/Goth DJ Regina spies us and starts to head over. Lori dashes for the bathroom, covering her mouth. I’ll assume those events are a coincidence.


Regina strides toward me, the chains on her black leather boots and jacket clinking, because she wants them to. She has the stealth of most vampires, but she likes to make an entrance.


I step forward to meet her at the corner of the bar. “Vincent’s playing your song.”


“Ha ha.” She taps her black-lacquered fingernails on the bar’s polished brass railing, so softly it’s barely audible under the blaring music. Still, Stuart the bartender turns instantly.


“Another Bass ale?” he asks Regina, who just smiles.


I pull my list of clients from the pocket of my denim jacket and take a surreptitious glance around, trying to figure out who I’ve yet to schmooze. “Vincent’s great with the crowd. Best we’ve had since”—I clear my throat to force out the name stuck there—“since Jim.”


“Vincent’s totally brill.” Regina leans back against the bar, crossing her arms over her chest. “Shame we’re going to lose him.”


“Not another one!”


“He put in his two days’ notice tonight.”


“Two days? What did you guys do to him?”


“Nothing, swear. We even let him play cards with us.”


“You didn’t.”


“Just wanted him to feel like one of the gang.”


Playing poker against creatures who can sense the slightest rise in body temperature or heart rate is the surest path to poverty. “How much did you take from him?”


“Total last week? About six grand.”


“Regina . . .”


“David needs to hire one of us to replace Jim. That’s the way it’s always been.”


“The job description does not include the word ‘undead.’ Besides, Jeremy’s a DJ and he’s human.”


She scoffs. “Despite his best efforts.”


Ever since he discovered vampires were real, our emotastic ’00s DJ has tried to become one. Nothing’s dampened his enthusiasm—not even watching me bleed and suffocate on the cold dive into death, then scream and shudder on the twisting climb into un-life. Jeremy likes pain.


I spy him on the far side of the bar and offer a wave. Jeremy waves back with an actual smile, making his lip ring glint in the overhead light. The cute (and surprisingly straight-edge-looking) girl with him probably has something to do with his unusually sunny mood.


I elbow Regina. “Isn’t that Lea from Legal Grounds?”


She glances away from the stage over to Jeremy. “I guess.”


“He told me months ago he had a crush on a girl who worked at the coffee bar. I figured it was Emma-Rae, the only person in our zip code with more tattoos than he has.”


“Opposites attract, right? Look at me and Noah. Or you and Shane.”


“You think Shane and I are opposites?”


“That boy is a marathon brooder. But nothing bothers you.”


“Would I need six months of therapy after that zombie battle if nothing bothered me?”


“Most people would need six years of therapy after what you’ve been through.”


She has a point. In a four-week span last spring, I became a vampire to avoid death by mutant chicken pox; staked my Control commander to save the entire town of Sherwood, Maryland, from zombies; impaled myself on a fallen tree (don’t ask); and had my throat nearly torn out by one of my coworkers.


I’m either resilient, shallow, or totally lying to myself, but whatever the reason, I feel glad to be “alive.” Especially now that the nights are getting longer.


“We interviewed a new candidate for the sixties job,” Regina says. “Adrian’s the real deal. Metaphysically, musically. He’s even got the hair.” Her lip curls a little. Punks aren’t fond of hippies, even though their music shares a call for revolution.


“I don’t care if he’s a mummy with a mullet, as long as he keeps the ratings up.” I chatter on, making alliterations with monsters and hairstyles, while another part of my brain has zoomed in on the name Adrian.


First, the silliness test: The Vampire Adrian. Not bad. Many names are too tame or diminutive to work with the vampire title. Someone named Bob, for instance, better switch to Robert after he’s been turned, or he’ll be laughed at. By me, at least.


Second, the barrage of Adrian anagrams, which I can’t stop: A NADIR, AD IRAN, AND AIR. I’m particularly proud of RADIAN—extra points for keeping it to one word.


Vampires tend to develop obsessive-compulsive behaviors, a nasty side effect of our “temporal adhesion,” which is a fancy way of saying we get stuck in time in the era we were turned. Most vampires still dress and speak as we did when we were alive—we’re basically walking, stalking time capsules.


So the OCD quirks help us feel in control as the world changes around us. Usually the weirdness takes years to manifest, but I started obsessing over wordplay and correct grammar on my first night.


The phone rings behind the bar. I flinch as the sound cuts through the background noise to scrape my spine. Stuart keeps the ringer turned all the way up so he can hear it—he doesn’t know it hurts our sensitive vampire ears, since, like most people, he doesn’t know vampires exist.


He answers after one ring. I turn back to Regina.


“What do you mean, this Adrian guy is the ‘real deal’?”


“I mean, he’s a bleedin’ flower child. If Jim is Altamont, Adrian is the Summer of Love.”


I cringe inside at the name of my stalker and the violent incident she equates him with. Jim loved the sixties for its recklessness, not its idealism. He was one of that decade’s darkest children.


I spy Lori heading for the front exit with David, her husband and WVMP general manager. She gives me a wave and a weak smile. Poor girl.


I wave back, then turn to Regina. “So I guess we won’t be hearing a lot of Doors or Pink Floyd from Adrian.”


“He’s more folk-rock.” She examines the pointy end of one of her long black spikes of hair. “He’s still mad at Bob Dylan for going electric.”


She might be kidding, but I laugh, anyway, mostly from relief, and the fervent hope that WVMP has finally left the DJ-Jim era behind. If the programming lineup can move on, so can I.


Suddenly my laughter fades. Not because I’ve seen or heard or smelled something that stopped my breath. It’s a sense beyond senses, which in my more rational moments I don’t even believe in, because I don’t believe in much of anything.


But now, as I turn toward the front door, where I know Shane will appear twenty minutes early, I believe.


“What’s wrong?” asks Regina, in a tone that suggests she doesn’t care, though I know she does.


I hand her my half-full bottle of beer. “Nothing’s wrong now.”


Even in combat boots, my feet seem to float as I cross the room. The crowd parts a little, leaving me a path. Then it parts a lot, revealing Shane framed by the wide wooden doorway.


I stop to drink him in as he searches for me. With his lithe form dressed from neck to toe in the black Control Enforcement uniform, he stands like a statue: a monument to badassery. Thick-soled, calf-high boots add even more height to his six-foot-five-inch frame.


My sigh mixes desire with relief, at seeing him “alive” and well, and at the fact that they didn’t make him cut his hair. The light-brown, nape-length strands still frame his face, making the uniform look borrowed—or, better yet, stolen.


When his pale blue eyes find mine, eight weeks of loneliness melt like snow on a sun-drenched road.


We take a long step toward each other, but the crowd suddenly surges between us, pushed by a force at the other side of the bar.


Stuart is shoving his way toward the stage, his tan-weathered face twisted with urgency. He speaks to Vince, who shuts off the music mid-song. The crowd goes silent and tense.


Stuart takes the mic. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m gonna have to ask you to leave the bar calmly but quickly. Please walk to the nearest exit—do not stop for your coats—and once you’re out, get as far from the building as you can.” He pauses, jaw shifting as he mulls his next words. “Don’t panic, but a bomb threat’s been called in.”


The fear scent of two hundred and fifty people hits me like a shot of pepper spray. I squeeze my eyes shut and stagger back. Everyone is screaming, even the guys. Terror pitches their voices into an eardrum-piercing octave.


I slap my hands over my ears and struggle to open my eyes.


“Ciara!”


Shane’s voice breaks through the siren in my head. A watery glimpse shows him pushing through the crowd toward me, fighting the flow of fear and frenzy.


I lurch forward, wanting to swipe aside the people between us like bowling pins. A woman dressed as Cher stomps on the ridge of my foot with a spiked heel.


Shane, closer now, calls my name again. I put out my hand, but a crazed, um, person dressed as Boy George shoves me aside with the world’s pointiest elbow.


I’m trapped by my superhuman strength, afraid to push these people for fear of shattering ribs and limbs. But instinct reminds me what’ll happen if I’m touched by fire or sun.


I won’t scald, blister, or scar. I’ll disappear. After about ten shrieky, melty seconds, that is. If I burn like flash paper in front of all these people, the world will know vampires exist.


“Ciara!” Shane pulls me tight to his side. “Don’t let go.”


I let him lead me, my eyes shut against the sting of human fear. Someone to my left has literally pissed herself.


Near the door, the panic and pressure grow as people sense that survival is close but not quite within their grasp. I focus on keeping myself and everyone around me upright. Please let the door open out instead of in.


My foot hits something soft. I look down to see a hand, then behind me to see a body, stretched and inert. Its pale blue shirt is torn and scuffed.


“Franklin!” I pull away from Shane and fight the crowd to stop in my tracks. It’s like trying to tread water in a rushing river.


“Franklin, get up!” I tug at his wrist, then travel hand over hand up his arm like I’m climbing a rope, making my way to his shoulder.


More feet stomp over his chest. I want to rip them off and leave these people bloody stumps for legs.


Instead, I hunch over Franklin as I lift his upper body, shielding him with my less-breakable torso. His head lolls back on his neck.


If I pick him up as easily as I can, I’ll be busted as supernatural, but I don’t care. There’s no time to ask for help just so I can pretend to be a weak human girl. I slip an arm beneath his knees and the other under his shoulders. Fighting the crowd’s own field of gravity, I stand up straight.


Shane is there, looming in front of me. “Give him.”


“No time. Just hold me up and push us forward.”


The mass of flesh is thinning as the last wave of people squeezes out the door.


A step from the threshold, it happens: a sudden shift in air pressure, lasting a millisecond, which to a vampire can seem like an eternity.


A roar, a thrust of air, and the world begins to melt.




2


I Walk the Line


“Ciara, wake up.” Shane’s voice is muffled, like he’s speaking through a wool scarf.


A cool mist touches my cheek, and I hear the faint rush of water. I swipe it from my face, then realize I have hands with which to wipe. Hands with fully functional fingers, not melted stubs.


I open my eyes to see the edge of a roof and, in the corner of my vision, a traffic light. A siren screams, piercing the cotton wall of my ringing ears.


“There you are, thank God.” Shane’s face appears above me. The front of his uniform is shredded, revealing hints of unbroken flesh beneath.


I touch his chest through one of the holes. “You’re okay?”


“Yeah, we got thrown pretty hard, but we were lucky—the fire missed us. I carried you around the corner before the paramedics could see you.”


“Franklin? Is he—”


“He’ll be fine.” Shane helps me sit and lean against him. “They took him to the hospital for some bruises and burns, maybe a cracked rib, plus the concussion that knocked him out. You saved his life.”


“Too bad he’s not in charge of payroll.” Ah, good, my quip powers are undamaged. “Did everyone else get out safe? And by ‘everyone else,’ I mean primarily our friends.”


“The other DJs were first out the door. You know how quick vampires are, and how good at self-preservation. Regina grabbed Jeremy and his girlfriend. Some of the humans near the back where you were got burned pretty bad, but I haven’t, well, smelled any dead.”


I look at his outfit, or what’s left of it. “I thought we weren’t supposed to wear our uniforms in public.”


“It’s Halloween. I figured people would think it was a costume. Besides, I couldn’t wait to see you, not even long enough to change.” He leans in to kiss me.


My phone rings, making me sigh with frustration. I pull it from my jacket pocket, marveling that it survived the impact against the concrete.


“Ciara, thank God you’re okay!” Lori shouts. “Wait, this is Ciara, right? Not some bystander who grabbed her phone from the pile of clothes she left behind?”


“Very subtle, Lori.”


“Sorry. David and I just got home. We heard it on the police scanner. For once I’m glad he’s started playing that thing every night before bed.”


“That’s weirdly vigilant of him.” I wonder what prompted his sudden protectiveness.


“You sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow night at the office. Wedding powwow, remember?”


“Of course I remember! This time, don’t forget to bring the binder.”


“Riiiight. I won’t.”


“I’m so glad you’re all right. When I heard there was fire . . .” Lori makes a weird gulping noise. “I gotta go. Sick again. Sorry.”


Blinking at the strobe of ambulance lights, I survey the chaos. Half a block away, flames lick the sky above the bar. Through the smoke I see police redirecting traffic, which obeys with only a few honks of protest.


Stuart is stalking past the front of the Smoking Pig, face streaked with ash and sweat. He’s ranting at someone on his cell phone, maybe his insurance agent.


He hangs up and strides down the street toward us. “You guys okay?” We’ve barely nodded when he erupts. “What is wrong with you people? This is the second time the Pig’s been firebombed during a WVMP gig. How can one radio station make so many enemies?”


“Wait, Stuart.” Shane lays a hand on the bartender’s shoulder. “The bomber could’ve been after anyone at that party.”


“They weren’t.” Stuart shrugs him off—no easy feat. “Whoever called the police to warn us said the bomber was out for revenge against WVMP.”


“What’d we do n— I mean, we haven’t done anything.” Not in the last several months. “Did they say who they were?”


“It was anonymous.” He catches himself and glances to both sides. “And I think I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone it was a threat against the station. So don’t spread it around until you hear the police announce it, okay?”


I begin a mental list of enemies we’ve made. It’s a long one, but my mind latches onto the most recent addition: our former sixties DJ Jim, who was taken into Control custody after attacking and almost killing me and my sixteen-year-old cousin. Maybe he escaped, or has an ally on the outside.


Stuart, Shane, and I watch the husk of wood and metal that was once the Smoking Pig collapse into rubble. It feels like somebody died.


“If I ever rebuild this place again, I swear I’m changing the name.” Stuart gives a heavy sigh. “There’s the fire chief. I better go hear the bad news.” He shuffles off, a broken man.


“You think it could be the Fortress again?” I ask Shane. “They did firebomb the Smoking Pig three Halloweens ago.” The religious cult that sprang from a schism in the Control seemed so pious on the surface, but they were secretly slaughtering vampires to “purify” themselves with undead blood.


“It’s not their MO.” Shane rubs my back soothingly. “They threw a Molotov cocktail through the window after all the customers had gone home. That attack was a warning, but this”—he gestures to the wreckage—“this was terrorism. Whoever did this doesn’t care about the lives of vampires or humans.”


Hmm. Jim was psychotic, but his targets were very specific. I can’t see him endangering innocent civilians in his rage.


But who called in the warning? Was it the bomber’s accomplice, a fellow terrorist with a conscience?


Shane breaks my sleuthy reverie. “Are you supposed to be Courtney Love?”


I examine what’s left of my dress. “I think the bombing enhanced my costume.”


“It’s perfect.” He lays an admiring glance on my torn stockings and combat boots, one of which was stripped of its laces. “You wore this for me?”


I answer with a smile much too unironic for the woman I’m impersonating.


“I love you.” Shane draws me close. “I missed you.” He kisses me with starving lips. One hand threads through my hair, his fingers lighting up the nerves all over my body.


When we finally take a breath, he murmurs, “I’m not letting you out of my sight until we know who’s behind this attack. I know you like your independence, but—”


“Shh.” I press my face to his neck, inhaling the mix of skin and smoke. Later I’ll be annoyed at his overprotectiveness and worry that the Control has turned him into a robot soldier. But for now I just want to be with him. Preferably naked.


And after living without him for eight weeks—after almost going up in a whoosh of flame and fabric—independence is the last thing on my mind.


•  •  •


I lie in bed with Shane’s arms around me for the first time in two months. His sleep is light, since it’s only five a.m. My limbs are languid from lovemaking, but I don’t want to sleep. I want to imprint the feel of him upon every cell of my body and brain, dwell in this moment of gratitude.


But his return, combined with my near death, takes me back to the night Jim attacked me, especially the moments after my maker Monroe staked him with a handful of pencils to save my life.


Jim lay thrashing on the floor in agony. Like all vampires, he wouldn’t die until the stakes were pulled out and his body sucked itself through the wound. But we couldn’t finish the job—Jim had told me that he’d drunk my sixteen-year-old cousin Cass to the point of death. We needed him to bring her back as a vampire.


Or so we thought. He lied about that, like so many other things. When Shane showed up a moment later, he knew Cass was nowhere near dead. He could’ve ended it all.


But he didn’t. Halted by my misguided pleading to spare Jim’s life, Shane hesitated. That one moment of suspension was long enough for the Control agents to restrain Jim and take him away, still “alive” with a half dozen pencils through his heart.


Jim remains in Control custody to this night (I called to confirm, eliminating him from our list of bombing suspects). No doubt they’re now studying him, a half-dead vampire, to see how much we can take without dying, studying our tolerance for pain. The thought of our former friend trapped in a Control lab hurts worse than the thought of him dead.


I stroke the curve of Shane’s upper arm, feeling the contours of his triceps even at rest. His lashes flutter, then his pale blue eyes open, long enough to take in the room with one sweeping glance. He closes them again and pulls me closer to his chest. His hand splays over the inside of my left shoulder blade, as if to protect my heart against an assault from behind.


Has the Control turned my easygoing grunge boy into a hypervigilant soldier? Or did Jim do that the moment he set his sights on me?


And if it means I can survive, do I even mind?
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Sunshine, Lollipops, and Rainbows


I’m a big fan of organization. I have to be, living with a vampire whose OCD-ness manifests itself in sorting. But the Brideosaurus rex binder is a bridge too far.


“T minus six weeks!” Sitting beside me at her desk, Lori slaps open the lace-edged three-ring binder, then licks her finger and turns to our current to-do list. “Second fitting for your gown is scheduled for next Tuesday.” She glances at my figure. “At least we don’t have to worry about you changing weight before the wedding.”


Lori went through all of this less than a year ago. I was her maid of honor but was fortunate enough to be away at Control orientation—Indoc, it’s officially called—for most of the final month. So I missed her bridal gown’s progressively more tearful second, third, and fourth fittings (Lori’s weight fluctuates when she’s stressed).


When it came to the actual wedding, though . . . okay, I missed that, too, thanks to Jim killing my cousins a few minutes before we were supposed to walk down the aisle. He called a Code Black, which meant the rest of us vampires had to come help him “clean up” the evidence.


The forsaken joys of Lori’s wedding—and the troubles our friendship endured when I was first turned—are my prime motivation for letting her micromanage my own ceremony and reception. That and the fact that she’s an excellent (and free) wedding planner.


She pulls out another list. “These are the standard songs people usually dance to at receptions. I crossed out the father-daughter one but added an in-law dance so Shane can dance with your mom and she won’t feel left out. When he dances with his mom, you can dance with Monroe. Since your dad is . . .”


“In federal prison. Right.” Monroe agreed to walk me down the aisle. I’m not crazy about the whole idea of being “given away” like a prize cow, but it seemed like a good maker-progeny bonding opportunity. Maybe it’ll keep me from crying over my rat-bastard father. I don’t usually miss him, but the bridal magazine father-daughter photos are getting to me.


A knock comes at the station’s front door, which is locked from the inside to keep vampires safe. Even indirect sunlight will roast us, so we stay indoors until civil twilight, roughly half an hour after sunset and before sunrise.


“It’s Franklin,” says someone who sounds a lot like Franklin.


Since it’s nighttime, I open it wide. “You look like hell.”


“Coming from you, that’s a compliment.” He winces as he climbs the last two stairs, leaning on the iron rail with the hand not holding a cup of takeout coffee. “By the way, fuck you for saving my life.”


Coming from him, that’s a compliment. “You’re welcome. I expect a weekly donation of your best blood. Slightly chilled with a shot of vodka and a dash of Tabasco sauce. If it’s convenient.”


He raises his middle finger as he shuffles away to his office. Lori flutters about him, concerned.


“Franklin, you should’ve taken the whole day off. You need time to recover.”


He eases himself into his desk chair with an audible grunt, sounding much older than his thirty-nine years. “Phoning a few advertisers isn’t exactly bricklaying.”


She stops on the threshold to his office, where his gruffness creates a psychological barrier few dare to cross. “Couldn’t you call them from home in bed?”


He looks past her at me. “I have other business.”


I turn away before he can see my smile. He was checking up on me.


“Did the FBI talk to you guys yet?” he asks us.


“Shane and I were interviewed last night. Of course, they brought up the Fortress bombing from three years ago. This one was totally different, but I wouldn’t mind a free investigation to see if the Fortress still exists.” After we fought them, most of their members ended up in jail, in comas, or in the ground.


“The FBI and Homeland Security were here this morning.” Lori rubs her arms. “Makes me so nervous when cops come to the station. One of these days they’re going to search the DJs’ apartment.”


“Not without a warrant,” I remind her. “The media wants to turn it into another War on Halloween story. Talk about a manufactured controversy.”


“I hereby declare war on every holiday except Labor Day.” He winces as he reaches for his Rolodex. “Who’s in David’s office?”


“David and Shane are interviewing Adrian,” Lori tells him. “The new vampire DJ.”


“Do we have to hire someone to replace Jim? Can’t we just pretend the sixties never happened?”


“As a history major, I say no.” Lori gestures to the heavy-duty cardboard cutout of Eric Clapton near the front door. “Sixties music is the lifeblood, no pun intended, of any classic rock station.”


“We’re not a classic rock station,” he says. “You can tell because we have more than a hundred records in our rotation.”


I smile, partly at his snark and partly over Lori’s use of the word “lifeblood.” Funny, I never used to like puns.


“At least this one’s a vampire,” Lori says.


“Like that’s a good thing.” Franklin adds in my direction, “No offense.”


I wave off his insult. “It is a good thing. I’m tired of playing the ‘gimmick’ for the human DJ fill-ins. I’m tired of pretending that we’re pretending to be vampires. It’s like every day’s a Code White.” That’s when we meticulously scrub all evidence of vampire existence from a room or building. Like a Code Black without the dead humans.


Franklin nods. “It’s like keeping your house buyer-ready all the time. Feels like it’s not even your place anymore.”


“When did you try to sell your house?”


“This summer. I needed a change. The memories were getting to me.”


Of Aaron. It’s been six months, and the hurt is still fresh on Franklin’s face. As much as it ever was—he’s pretty stoic. He and Aaron were together longer than Shane and I, and if anything ever happened to Shane . . .


“I de-listed the house two weeks ago,” Franklin says. “Market’s complete shit right now. Anyway, what do we know about the new guy, not that I care?”


Lori recites Adrian’s personnel file. “He was turned in 1965. He’s originally from Phoenix, but his last gig was in Albuquerque. He worked at an independent station there for ten years before he had to move on.”


“Because of the whole not-aging thing?” I ask her, curious if his departure had a more scandalous reason.


“Pretty much. His focus is more on folk rock, like early Dylan, Mamas and the Papas, Peter, Paul and Mary. Super granola type.”


Franklin’s lip curls. “A real hippie? Actual peace, love, and understanding? Not the fake shit like Jim?”


“It’ll be good for our image.” I rub my throat. “Besides, having almost been killed by a psychopathic psychedelic, I’ll take a crunchy folk rocker any day.”


“We already have Noah.” He pours the rest of his takeout coffee into his favorite mug, the one that says FUCK OFF. “Rasta Man brings enough peace and love for one workplace.”


“It’ll be nice for Noah to have a kindred spirit.” I hear David’s door open. “Ooh, there he is now.” I wave Franklin to join me. He mimes shooting himself in the head.


“Ciara, Lori, Franklin.” David comes out of his office. “Come meet our new DJ.”


A tall vampire glides past my boss and stops next to Lori’s desk. He looks like he just stepped out of the Woodstock movie—after a long shower. His thick, wavy, golden-brown hair falls almost to his waist. White daisies are woven among the strands, stems intertwined with small loose braids. The tassels on the sleeve of his white jacket sway as he reaches to shake my hand.


“Hi.” I meet his mahogany eyes, then out of habit look down. I’m not as easily mesmerized as I was when I was human, but older gorgeous vampires still turn my brain to goop. “Welcome to WVMP.”


My gaze falls on his bare feet, sticking out from under the frayed cuffs of his blue jeans. Vampires are fairly insensitive to cold weather, but still, for November, that’s hard-core.


Lori lets out a soft giggle, falling under the new vamp’s spell. “Yeah, welcome to . . . here.”


“Thank you,” he says in a voice like velvet. “I’m looking forward—”


Something crashes behind me. I spin to see Franklin standing over what’s left of his mug. Creamer-laden coffee has splattered against the front of my desk.


Franklin’s not mourning the mug. He’s staring at Adrian, slack-jawed. Slack, period, like he overdosed on muscle relaxants.


I look back at the hippie vamp, who seems just as captivated. I’ve never seen anyone look at Franklin that way, not even his late boyfriend.


“Hi,” they say in unison. Then they laugh the same laugh, the same length and pitch. Weird.


David clears his throat. “Um . . . Adrian, this is Franklin, our sales and marketing director. Franklin, this is—”


“Adrian.” Franklin puts his hand out, fingers stretching like he’s fallen off a cliff and reaching for that saving grip.


Adrian takes Franklin’s hand between both of his own. “Pleased to meet you.”


“Yes,” Franklin breathes, and it sounds like he’s agreeing to a lot more than this being a pleasurable meeting.


I look at David and Lori, whose foreheads are as scrunched-up as mine feels.


Adrian speaks again, his voice resonating against the walls. “Thanks, I’d love some coffee.”


“Good.” Franklin drops his hand and stares some more, then realizes Adrian just made a joke. “Oh! You mean this.” He surveys the damage around his feet. “Shit.”


Since Franklin doesn’t seem capable, I collect the four largest pieces of the mug. FUCK and OFF are in separate pieces. I shove them together and try to make an anagram.


Huh. There’s no anagram for FUCK OFF.


“So!” Lori says brightly. “David tells me you’ve been working in Albuquerque. What’s it like there?”


“It’s beautiful.” He’s still looking at Franklin.


Vampire stares always have at least a spark of predatory threat. It’s what lots of humans get off on: that danger mixed with seduction. They think they can tame us (they can’t).


But Adrian’s stare contains only pure, helpless fascination. With Franklin, of all things.


David babbles, since no one else will. “Adrian was turned when he was twenty-seven, like the rest of our DJs, but of course that wasn’t a consideration in hiring him, heh.” The public loves the fact that our DJs have a connection to the so-called Club of 27, the group of legendary musicians who died at that age. “He’s looking forward to moving in downstairs, but I told him we needed to get Jim’s stuff out first. We’ve been putting that off for too long.” David inhales like he’s going to add another sentence, then seems to lose interest in his own half of the conversation. I offer him a polite “Okay.”


I’ve seen some pretty amazing things. I’ve watched people die and come back to life. I’ve seen the Great Beyond and felt the comfort of a higher being that loves all creatures, alive, dead, and undead. I’ve seen a zombie cheerleading pyramid.


None of it has freaked me out as much as the sight of someone falling in love with Franklin. Except maybe the sight of my vampire-hating, hippie-ripping coworker falling in love with Adrian.


I shoo them toward the stairs. “I just made some fresh coffee in the lounge. You two should get some while it’s hot.”


Lori snickers. Replaying my own words, I try not to echo her.


Shane comes out of David’s office as Adrian and Franklin disappear into the lounge together. He holds up his phone and beams like a little boy who just caught his first fish.


“Hey, I just twittered about the new DJ.”


“Great!” I move to his side and give him a quick kiss, avoiding Lori’s eyes so we won’t laugh at the fact that it took Shane three full minutes to compose a tweet. Considering most vampires his age see cell phones primarily as devices to call people with, and not as handheld computers/entertainment sources/life managers, Shane’s pretty advanced.


David looks between Lori and us, then back at her. “Ready to tell them now?”


“Yes!” She twists her hands together. “We have big news. It’s good and bad.”


“Give us the bad news first,” Shane says.


“It’s the same news, with good and bad aspects.” Lori spreads her fingers over her tiny belly. “I’m pregnant.”


My life flashes before my eyes, but her smile short-circuits my panic. “I’m so happy for you!” I exclaim as I hug her.


She hesitates, then hugs me back. “You are?”


“Of course.” I let go of her and look at David, who’s getting a hearty handshake from Shane. “You wanted this, right? I mean, you guys just got married six months ago, but he’s not getting any younger.”


“Hey, I’m only thirty-five,” he says.


“And when your kid graduates from college, you’ll be almost sixty.” I whisper the last word.


“We were trying, but I can’t believe it happened so fast.” Lori grabs my arm. “And no one else can know until we get past the three-month mark in case . . .”


“In case what?”


She gives me a blank look. “In case I lose it. Between eight and sixteen percent of pregnancies miscarry in the first trimester.”


“I had no idea.” As an only child and out of touch with most family members, I’m ignorant of all things baby.


She turns to Shane. “Do I smell different? Will the older vampires be able to tell?”


He leans close to her shoulder and takes a deep whiff. “Maybe. Their noses are more sensitive than mine. But they’re so wrapped up in their little worlds, they won’t care.”


“Good.” She turns back to me. “Anyway, the bad part.”


My mood dims. I’ve dreaded this since Lori and David got engaged—that divide between those with kids and those without. Eventually she’ll make fellow childbearing friends, and she’ll have more in common with them than with me. But at least we’ll always have that donor-vampire bond.


“I can’t be your donor anymore.”


My eyelid twitches. “Oh.” I hurry to add, “I understand. You need to keep up your strength while you’re pregnant.”


“And then I’ll be nursing.”


“Not to mention sleep deprived.” I force my tone to stay light. “Don’t worry, I know it’s just temporary. We’ll get back on track once your kid’s eating solid food.”


Lori hesitates. “Unless I’m pregnant again.”


Now I get why Lori is so nervous. She’s breaking up with me.


“So how far along are you?” Shane asks, easing the tension—on the outside, at least. This is a standard question I should’ve thought of.


“Seven weeks, they say.”


Desperate to sound clueful (the opposite of clueless?), I add, “Twenty-nine more weeks to go!”


Lori fidgets with her gold heart pendant. “Actually, more like thirty-three. Pregnancy lasts forty weeks.”


So much for having a clue. I dread the barrage of pregnancy facts for the next eight months, and then a barrage of baby facts for the next, um, however long babies are considered babies, and then a barrage of toddler facts for—okay, I give up. I don’t even technically know what a toddler is.


David takes a deep breath. “This is going to sound crazy, and feel free to say no, but . . . we’d like you two to be the godparents.”


The room falls silent.


My brain fixates on the “god” part of the word while my mouth searches for a tactful response.


“Wha?” I finally utter.


Shane slips his hands into his back jeans pockets, a sign of discomfort. “Are you sure? I mean, we’re, you know, unholy.”


“Don’t worry,” Lori assures us. “It’s just a ceremonial thing to make our parents happy. David’s family is Episcopalian and mine is Lutheran. They were scandalized when we had a Unitarian wedding, so we figured baptizing their grandkid would soothe them.”
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