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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
   Ithink that guy’s a Vampire,” I muttered and dodged a tiny Yoda on a mission. In doing so, I inadvertently bumped into a snippy blonde chick. I’m pretty sure I heard her call me a bitch as she retreated. I chose to ignore it. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Beyond the hordes of children running through piles of raked leaves, after the glowing pumpkins that edged a quaint picket fence, and all the way across the street— I nodded to where a man stood beside an adorable little snaggle-toothed werewolf. 
 
    Morgan, my stripper-turned-nanny, shook her head and laughed. “You think? What gave it away, the cape?” 
 
    I took another long look at the man. He was tall, pale… and dressed as a silver screen version of Dracula. Huh. I hadn’t even noticed his costume. 
 
    “No, really.” I nudged her with my elbow and nodded back to the man. “I think he’s the real deal. His teeth keep disappearing.” 
 
    Morgan popped her gum and shrugged. “What if he is? Is the town not big enough for the two of you?” 
 
    Since when did Morgan have a sarcastic bone in her perky little body? Maybe the accidental bond we’d formed in Florida was beginning to wear off? One could hope anyway. I’d had all the doe-eyes from her that I could tolerate. 
 
    “I’m just curious is all. I mean, the only other monsters I know are Bette, Clive and Gregor. And we all know how well that went.” 
 
    I shivered involuntarily and rubbed my naked arms, mostly out of habit. It was one of the many throwbacks to my former (read: undead) life. Like popping stolen bites of Quinn’s snacks into my mouth before I remembered my aversion to food. Or reaching for my birth control pills. Didn’t need those any longer, that’s for sure. 
 
    It was more than a habit though; the memories of my last encounter with the Triad still gave me the willies. I hadn’t forgiven Bette and Gregor for allowing Clive to feed from me. The fact they’d held me down while that particular bloodsucker did his thing was even worse. 
 
    I still wasn’t sure if I could blame Bette indefinitely for how it all went down. I knew she had her reasons for doing what she did, but that didn’t make the whole episode any easier to swallow, even if she was my maker. 
 
    Morgan dropped her smile, probably thinking back to her own experiences at the fated conference. Namely when I’d almost sucked her dry during my first bloodlust experience. Bette had given Morgan some of my blood to help her survive until her body could replace the lost blood volume, which resulted in our unfortunate (and somewhat sexual in nature) bond. 
 
    Not one of my finest moments, admittedly. 
 
    Morgan sidled closer to me, like a child looking for protection, closer than what was publicly acceptable for two women in my conservative home town. I took a half-step back and tried to ease her fears. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing. I don’t exactly have the V-dar you know.” I shrugged my shoulders and tried to place an easy smile on my face. 
 
    The pounding of little feet grew closer and I turned to see Quinn running down the sidewalk in our direction, her ruby slippers glinting in the golden light. 
 
    “Look what I got, Mom!” She waved a saran-wrapped red orb at me. “A candy apple—homemade and everything!” 
 
    Great, I’d have to taste the stupid thing first to make sure it was safe. Food was not my friend anymore and my stomach contracted at the thought of the sugary confection. 
 
    I couldn’t tell that to my child, though. 
 
    “Score!” I held up my hand and she returned the high-five. “Now, if you want more candy we need to pick up the pace. Your dad is meeting us at the end of the block in ten minutes.” 
 
    That was all the motivation Quinn needed. She took off at a sprint to the next house, expertly dodging kids and parents like an itty-bitty ninja. Back when I was normal, I would have freaked out if she’d gotten that far away from me. 
 
    Now, not so much. 
 
    One of the perks of being a vamp I suppose— my tracking abilities were amazing. I could see farther, and in more detail, than ever before. Also, I could hear Quinn’s voice begging for more candy even though she was a half-dozen houses ahead of us. 
 
    “He is cute, you know.” Morgan linked her arm through mine as we tried to keep up with Quinn’s trick-or-treating expedition. 
 
    “Who?” I said absentmindedly as I scanned the area for hidden dangers: too-fast cars, creepy guys hanging in the shadows, poorly-lit walkways, candy bags about to rupture— all the normal Mom worries— and of course, the monsters I knew existed. 
 
    Morgan elbowed me and nodded up ahead. Ah, Vampire Dad. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can tell. All I can see from here is his backside. It is a nice one though. Very squeezable.” 
 
    We were snickering like two school girls when said backside stopped in his tracks, turned, and gave us a devilish grin. I swear I could see a glint in his eyes. 
 
    “Oops, busted.” Morgan said, her voice dropping low and soft as she averted her gaze to the asphalt. 
 
    If I could still blush, I would have. Instead, I gave a slight nod towards the man and turned to Morgan, halting her with one hand upon her arm. “There’s no way he could have heard that, not if he’s a normal guy.” 
 
    Morgan’s widened, and I gave myself a mental kick in the ass for worrying her needlessly. As much as she’d become a staple in my world, her fresh-faced innocence did not belong to the same freak show that I did. And that was saying something of a former stripper. 
 
    We resumed walking down the street, while I kept one eye on Quinn and the other on the Vamp Dad with extraordinary hearing. He was fine with a capital “F” — the kind of fine that makes the “I wanna do bad things to you” song loop through my head. 
 
    “Well, you don’t do normal anymore,” Morgan said with a sigh. “He’s probably perfect for you then.” 
 
    “My non-existent social life is not on the table tonight.” I mumbled. 
 
    Oh, Morgan. Seems the bonding wasn’t wearing off after all. 
 
    I’d tried to explain it to her a thousand times.  It wasn’t that I wasn’t attracted to her— she was drop-dead gorgeous, and I’d discovered that my tastes ran the gamut while in Florida — but we just couldn’t. 
 
    Gregor and Clive had been very explicit. They’d said so long as I did nothing to encourage the bond (i.e. sleep with my hotter-than-hell Nanny, or feed from her) then the bond would eventually fade. Until then, I just had to ignore her advances. 
 
    Easier said than done, after the dry spell I was working through. 
 
    “Come on,” I took Morgan’s hand, ignored the smile that bloomed on her face, and led her to the end of the block where Quinn was talking to her father. 
 
    As we approached, Pete’s eyes widened at the curious hand-holding, which was my intent. 
 
    Add that to the long-list of things I hadn’t gotten over months later: I still wanted to hurt him as much as he’d hurt me. I mean, come on… who ends their marriage by text message? 
 
    Fucking Pete, that’s who. 
 
    “Claire, nice costume.” Pete said through tight lips. He looked thinner than I remembered, like he’d been hitting the gym, or someone’s bed sheets, a little too often. 
 
    “I know, right!” Morgan cut in, “Doesn’t she look amazing?” 
 
    I don’t know about all of that, but I did feel fierce in my Xena Warrior Princess costume. Back before the music con that ended my life, I never would have worn such an outfit. Modesty issues aside, the crisp fall air would have frozen me right to death. But I hardly felt temperature changes anymore and a little skin here and there isn’t quite as bothersome as it used to be. 
 
    As a bonus, it bugged the hell out of Pete. 
 
    He flicked a glance at Morgan— I should mention she was Gabrielle to my Xena— and my heightened senses detected an instant uptick in Pete’s pulse and his pants. Predictable bastard. 
 
    I slipped a protective arm around Morgan’s waist and gave him an I-dare-you look. 
 
    He frowned and turned his attention back to Quinn, taking the massive candy bag off her hands. “Are you ready pumpkin?” 
 
    Quinn glanced at me with eyes slightly glassy. Poor thing, she probably felt like she was hurting someone’s feelings when it was time for the custody swap, like being excited to go with one of us automatically meant that she didn’t want to stay with the other one. 
 
    I vowed to figure out a way to make things easier for her in the future. 
 
    “Yep, she’s all set. Her bag is in my car. I’m parked at the corner of Kerr and North Street— swing by and get that and you should be good to go.” I plastered a smile on my face and knelt to give Quinn a hug. “Be good for your Dad and I’ll see you in a couple of days, okay kiddo?” 
 
    I kissed my daughter on the forehead and stood, looking Pete in the eyes. “Only a few pieces of candy before bed tonight and be sure to check it all first.” 
 
    Pete rolled his eyes and took Quinn by the hand. I fought the urge to choke him as he turned and walked away with our daughter, and I prayed that he never did anything to seriously tick me off. 
 
    Note to self: eating the father of my child would not be a good thing. 
 
    Walking back to my car, Morgan and I remained silent as the leaves crunched under our boots. Lord knows what she was thinking about, but I was simultaneously scanning the area for Baddies and brooding over the ways in which my life sucketh as of late. So into my own misery, I didn’t even see anyone in our path until it was too late. 
 
    I ran head-first into him, our skulls clacking like two matchbox cars on a collision course. I stumbled backwards, trying to regain my balance and failing miserably. Graceful vampire, I wasn’t. 
 
    “Hey!” I squealed, as hands encircled my waist and kept me from falling. 
 
    It was Vamp Dad, or Nice Butt Dad… and he was holding me at a low dip, like a dancer. His eyes glowed gold and his nostrils flared almost imperceptibly. I could see his carotid artery bounding right beneath his skin. 
 
    His tan, taught, perfectly bite-able skin. 
 
    I licked my lips, feeling the tell-tale pricks against my tongue. Shit, my fangs were beginning to show. “Thh-anks. You can let go of me now.” 
 
    So, he did. 
 
    I landed on my ass with a thud. “What the…” 
 
    Confusion flashed over Vamp Dad’s face. He looked at me on the ground, to his empty hands, and back again. “Oh, sorry. Right.” 
 
    I detected a southern accent in his flustered speech, which made him more attractive even though he’d just dropped me like a hot potato. 
 
    “Here, let me.” He extended his hand, but I ignored the gesture. 
 
    I stood and brushed the leaves from my leather-clad body, shooting Morgan my best bite me look when she giggled and introduced herself. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Morgan and this is Claire.” She gave a little wave in my direction. I glared at her, but she didn’t heed my stop-being-so-friendly warning. “Don’t mind her, she gets like that when she’s… uh, hungry.” 
 
    Horny. She’d almost said horny… and of course that’s all my brain needed to go off course. All I could think about was dirty monkey sex between Xena and Dracula. That conjured up all sorts of images in my overactive imagination, of course. 
 
    “Is that right? I’ve got a candy bar in my pocket if you’d like it?” The man offered, the corner of his mouth twitching into a semi-friendly smile. 
 
    Morgan nudged my arm, prompting me to fill the silence before she dissolved into juvenile giggles. 
 
    “Pity, I thought you were just happy to see me.” The words flew out of my mouth before I could snatch them back. Bugger. I blame the slutty costume, and Morgan’s big mouth, because sadly it’s the only defense I had. 
 
    The silence stretched beyond what was comfortable. Awkward. 
 
    Finally, mercifully, Morgan grabbed my hand and tugged me away. “Nice meeting you. Gotta run!” 
 
    We hurried away from the delectable man-meat. Morgan clutched her stomach, doing her best to stifle the escaping laughter. 
 
    “Stake. Me. Now.” I groaned as we jogged to my car. 
 
    “I can’t believe you said that. I mean, I know you’re a freak and all, but you usually keep it hidden better than that,” she joked. 
 
    I didn’t answer her. 
 
    She was right of course— Morgan had firsthand knowledge of my freakish nature. She’d been right in the middle of everything the first time I’d fed, had nasty sex with Gregor (in front of several other people!) and lastly, but not the least embarrassing… Morgan had been my first up-close-and-very-personal stripper encounter. 
 
    Because of all those things, I maintained that my days in Florida were an anomaly. 
 
    Before that damned trip, I’d only had sex with two men and I’d been married to one of them for quite a while. The other guy? Well, I last saw him scurrying away from my car out of embarrassment—he’d lasted only two-stokes into my first time. Talk about a disappointing birthday present. Here’s a bit of penis, with a side of humiliation, and topped with a dollop of unfounded shame. Congrats! 
 
    Life post-dying had become just as boring. For months, I’d been living a life of quiet nunnery, so I was doing my best to pretend that everything that happened in Florida had been nothing more than a bad, bad nightmare. 
 
    We reached the car and Morgan beat me to the driver’s side. 
 
    “My turn,” she squealed, sticking her tongue out and climbing in. I yanked the passenger door open and growled at her half-heartedly. 
 
    “Geesh, Claire.” Morgan started the car and reversed out into the road. “You really need to get laid. I haven’t seen you this uptight since you stumbled into my club looking like a boring PTA President.” 
 
    She was right. 
 
    I sighed and watched the pumpkin-decorated houses roll by as we sped out of town. Morgan flicked on the radio and the melancholy sounds of Shinedown filled the car, letting me off the hook for serious conversation. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her logic, but it’s not like I had men (or women… let’s be honest here) lining up at my door. The last time I’d let my freak flag fly, it had brought me a whole world of trouble. Because of that, I didn’t see myself letting my guard down anytime soon. I’d just have to take up yoga or knitting or something. 
 
    Now that did make me chuckle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   As we turned onto the long road home, I realized that I probably was cranky from lack of food, like Morgan joked earlier. Just not quite how she meant it. I had a modest supply of bagged blood locked safely in the basement, but in my rural neck of the woods I still hadn’t been able to ferret out a steady supply, so I tried to ration myself and “eat out” at least once per week. That put me at feeding about once every two days, but by my count I was working on day three. 
 
    I needed to keep a calendar or something. I wondered if they made an app for that? They should call it iVamp, have it block the user from logging into social media until you’d had the requisite meal. I bet some tech-wiz could even install a thermal scanner for proof of feeding, since I’d noticed that my core temp rose at least ten degrees after I’d fed from an actual person. 
 
    I was trying to distract myself, and it wasn’t working. I’d have to feed tonight for sure. 
 
    Thankfully Quinn wasn’t going to be around, so the guilt about snacking on a live person wouldn’t be as crippling as it usually was. For some reason, it was so much harder to look her in the eyes when fresh blood pumped through my body. She’d become the reflection of innocence in my mind and I felt like a junkie when she looked at me with those big old baby blues. 
 
    As we passed the vacant house on the left-hand side of my lane, set back from the road by about ten acres, I noticed several lights on inside. 
 
    Morgan noticed it too. “Did someone buy that old place?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I hope not.” I frowned and tried to see if my vampy-eyes could pick up anyone moving around inside. 
 
    Nope, nothing. 
 
    “The whole reason I bought our house is because it was so private. No other houses around for miles besides that one, and it didn’t look in good enough shape to be livable.” I sighed. 
 
    “I wonder if it’s a family with children? Maybe Quinn will have a friend nearby to play with … or maybe it’s a smoking-hot single dude, so you can have a playmate within biting distance.” Morgan snarked and I caught a hint of jealousy leaking from her thoughts. 
 
    I reinforced my mental shields and made myself a promise to help Morgan move past her dependency on me. I needed to get her a hobby or something. 
 
    “I’d rather it be a blind, deaf hermit.” I said, “I don’t need anyone all up in my business.” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Keep telling yourself that while you’re dusting the cobwebs from your coochie.” Morgan teased. 
 
    I laughed as we pulled up to the house and she put the car in park, killing the engine. I held my hand out for the keys. She dropped them in my palm hesitantly. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” she gave me the side-eye. 
 
    I leaned over and planted a chaste kiss on her cheek. “You were right. I’m so hungry it’s making me cranky. Going out for a bit, for a bite.” 
 
    “Wearing that?” Morgan looked more than a little perturbed that I’d be hunting in my costume. 
 
    “Why not? To land a big fish you need to drop flashy bait.” I grinned and tried to ease her mind by sending out gentle, soothing thoughts. 
 
    That was something I’d been experimenting with lately. 
 
    After years of soaking up other people’s emotions unknowingly, it felt good to return the favor. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t, but it was getting easier to do with each try, thanks to my long-distance friend Cass and her in-depth internet research. Apparently, the web was full of information on so-called empaths. Or as I like to call us, emotional-sponges. 
 
    Morgan’s posture relaxed visibly, and she nodded, climbing out of the car. “Do you want me to wait up? I think there’s an L Word marathon starting at midnight.” 
 
    The thought of that show’s resident bad girl, Shane, made my groin tighten automatically. There was just something about her cocky androgyny that wound me up. Then again, so did Helena and Bette. 
 
    Damn, why had I never made that connection before? Bette, the sophisticated ball-buster from The L Word vs. Bette, my sultry Italian goddess-slash-maker. Freud would have some correlation to draw from that, for sure. 
 
    I climbed over into the driver’s seat and shook my head to clear it. “No need to wait up for me; I don’t know how long I’ll be. But you can DVR the marathon and we’ll watch it tomorrow after I get up, okay?” 
 
    She backed away from the car and nodded, but pursed her lips. 
 
    I pulled away from the house and could swear that I felt her disappointment all the way down my mile-long driveway. Either she was projecting her emotions strongly, or my mental shields needed a bit of maintenance. I’d have to check them tomorrow, for tonight was all about the food. 
 
    I knew the best place to find that, decked out in my borderline-skanky outfit. 
 
    I hit the main road and turned left, back towards the hub of civilization. 
 
    On the outskirts of town, close enough to be convenient, but removed enough to slide under the rumor-radar, was the no-frills bar that would be my hunting ground for the night. Over the last decade or so, it had been many things. Now, it was aptly named Clamdiggers Bar & Grill. On any given night, it smelled a lot like its namesake too. 
 
    I found an empty spot in the back of the parking lot and shut off the engine. I gave myself a mental pep-talk while I locked up the car and surveyed my surroundings. Nothing stirred outside, which was a good thing. 
 
    Once inside, I snagged a beer from the bar and circulated for a few minutes to scope out the evening’s clientele. I saw a few promising marks, drunk enough to be slow and unaware, but not too drunk they’d puke on me or need to be carried outside behind the bar. That would be way too obvious, for sure. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one scoping the prospects though. After fending off a few horny dudes with nothing more than an icy glance, the next Romeo that approached me wasn’t as easily dissuaded. 
 
    “Hey there, pretty lady.” He slurred, standing way too close for my comfort—and my heightened sense of smell. The man reeked of cheap whiskey and desperation. “Big Daddy likes your costume. How about you let Big Daddy see it laying’ on his bedroom floor?” 
 
    I smiled sweetly and leaned even closer to the disgusting man. His eyes grew large in anticipation, then quickly squeezed shut in pain as my hand clamped around his balls. A low, keening sound swelled up from his throat, so I eased off slightly. No sense in drawing unwanted attention. 
 
    “Go home now,” I tweaked his nuts again for good measure, “and I’ll let you live.” 
 
    I released him and watched as he fell all over himself to get away. He glanced at me as he scurried for the door, terror marching over his skin like an army of ants. 
 
    Returning to the task at hand- the hunt—I scanned the bar again. 
 
    I saw him a moment later, sitting in a dark corner, knocking back amber-colored shots like they were water. He twirled a golden band on his left hand for several minutes before finally slipping it off and dropping into his shirt pocket. My inner-bitch spoke loud and clear. 
 
    That one. You can’t eat Pete, so settle for his moral-twin, she said. 
 
    I practically glided across the dance floor, ignoring the gyrating bodies as they bumped against my body. Buckcherry’s Crazy Bitch had the crowd pumped up, but I only had eyes for my Cheater, Cheater. 
 
    When I reached his booth, I slid in beside him, placed my hand on his thigh and leaned close, real close. The music was loud, but I didn’t want to take any chances of being overheard. 
 
    “I saw you slip off your ring. Mine’s in my wallet. How about we go out back and pretend we’re both single… I’ve always wanted to blow a guy beside a dumpster.” 
 
    I forced myself to giggle like a drunk little slut. “Really, it’s on my bucket list.” 
 
    I felt his cock harden beside my fingertips and heat bloomed in my abdomen in response. I’m not sure who disgusted me more at that point, the unlucky bastard who wouldn’t be getting very lucky after all, or my damned runaway libido. 
 
    Without waiting for a response, I pulled the guy by his hand, until he was out of the booth and standing beside me. I led him around and behind the dance floor, then down the hall where the bathrooms and fire exits were located. Pushing the creaky steel door open, we stepped out into the cool night air. 
 
    His hands groped me from behind, pushing up under my short leather skirt and skimming the front of my panties. His erection pressed into my ass and for a second (only for a second, I swear!) I considered fucking him before having my dinner. 
 
    But I couldn’t do that, not for someone like him. I sighed, knowing full-well I’d have to pull out my vibrator once I got home. I hoped Morgan remembered to pick up the batteries I’d put on the grocery list, especially after she’d put me through the embarrassment of asking me why I needed so many batteries. 
 
    “Not here, in the open,” I protested, pushing him away. “I’m not that kind of girl. Let’s do it over there, in the shadows.” 
 
    I walked away, putting extra swagger in my steps and he followed behind me like a puppy. Once we’d hit the shadows, it was game on. I pushed him against the peeling brick wall, put my hands on his chest and leaned in real close. He smelled so freaking good—like blood bags never could. 
 
    I nuzzled into his neck, kissing and nipping while he squirmed against me. His hands started roaming my body again. I couldn’t take much more of that, so I skipped the rest of the pleasantries and sucked his neck into my mouth. My fangs descended and the one thing I craved even more than sex filled my mouth in a warm rush. 
 
    I could feel his blood cascading down my throat, each red blood cell exploding upon contact with my own digestive enzymes— like millions of tiny, twisted, pop-rocks. It felt fan-freakin-tastic. 
 
    Twinkle, twinkle, little star… 
 
    Butterflies tickled my belly, my face flushed, and the familiar heat spread through my body until every nerve ending felt electrified. Behind my eyelids, a mist of Easter-egg colored fog drifted and morphed, changing with every sip. Warmth wrapped around me like a tattered old blanket and my vision wavered as I lost myself to the feelings of bliss. 
 
    Outside sounds dropped away, replaced by the ever-slowing tha-whump of my dinner’s heartbeat. 
 
    How I wonder what you are… 
 
    Slowing heart beat— shit. 
 
    I reared back from my victim, letting him slump to the floor of the alley. Blood trickled down his lily-white neck and seeped onto his shirt collar. That same blood painted my lips and I ran my tongue over them to catch the last errant droplets. Waste not, want not. 
 
    God, what was I thinking? I’d been too over-confident, believing that I could control the hunger, control myself. Sure, he was a cheater, but he didn’t deserve to die. At least not that I knew of. 
 
    I checked the narrow alley, confident that we couldn’t be seen by anyone passing by, but still worried someone would decide to take a stroll into the darkness to light a joint or something. I was in luck—all was clear. 
 
    I knelt beside his body and felt for signs of life. It took a second, but I found a weak pulse and exhaled the breath I didn’t even know I’d been holding. He was still alive, but for how long was anyone’s guess. 
 
    So much for grabbing a quick bite to eat and heading home. 
 
    The only place I was headed was the hospital. But how was I going to go about all of that? It wasn’t like I could just waltz in with the dude in my arms and expect to walk back out again, at least not without a pair of handcuffs on my wrists. Or a stake through my chest. 
 
    Snagging the keys out of his pants pocket, I sprinted to the mouth of the alley, held up the clicker and depressed the unlock button. A dark SUV came to life in the back corner of the parking lot. Minimal light, plenty of tree cover— I couldn’t have asked for any better luck. 
 
    I hustled back to get my victim, who was right where I’d left him. Of course he was. 
 
    Ripping off his blood-stained shirt, I stuffed it into belt of my costume. Remembering to seal the holes in his neck, I bit my own thumb and massaged the area until the area looked like it was three days past a small hickey. 
 
    Satisfied with the staging, I flexed my vamp muscles and hoisted him into a standing position, snaked my right arm up his back and grabbed a handful of his hair to control his head. From a decent distance, we’d look like a pair of drunken lovers stumbling to his car, when he weighed a damned ton. 
 
    As we made our way across the lot, the front door of the bar slammed open. 
 
    Rowdy voices carried over the crisp night air and I stepped up the pace. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with drunks or gossips and I wasn’t entirely sure I wasn’t carrying around dead guy, so getting confronted was not an option. Thankfully, we made it to the car as the voices faded away in the opposite direction. 
 
    I slipped him into the passenger seat, circled the front of the car and slid behind the wheel. 
 
    The hospital was a good half-hour away, but I bet we made it there in less than ten minutes. I took advantage of another one of my talents (super-speediness) and simultaneously slammed the car into park, pushed open the car door and pulled my half-dead guy into the driver’s seat. The car rocked to a stop in front of the ER doors. 
 
    I was a hundred yards away before the body slumped forward and laid on the horn. 
 
    The commotion that followed was enough to raise the dead, no pun intended. 
 
    I crossed the highway without looking back and settled into the twenty-mile sprint back to my car.   By the time I got home, I’d be covered in dirt and leaves. 
 
    Fabulous, I thought, as a branch whipped across my face. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   Contrary to popular fiction, vampires don’t lapse into a coma the minute the sun rises. We don’t lie in caskets like the truly dead or become unresponsive, and thus, vulnerable. Do you want to know the real reason most vamps choose to rest during the day? It’s because we can only take so much time being cooped up, keeping to the shadows in our own homes, thinking of all the damn things we could be doing if only it didn’t hurt so freaking much to go outside. 
 
    With that said, we don’t sleep like we did as humans either. 
 
    There’s no blissful cuddling of pillows. I don’t languish in bed stretching and dreaming any longer. When I lay down, I don’t drift off to sleep—it’s more of a power-down, like a computer monitor blacking out. And then a while later, sometimes after an hour, sometimes three, I open my eyes fully recharged. 
 
    It’s a little eerie really, getting out of bed and carrying on with my day like I’d never lain down. Bright eyed and bushy tailed, no coffee needed. It’s not normal, I say. Coffee should always be needed. 
 
    But what really sucks about vampire power-napping is being woken up before my body is ready for it, which is exactly what happened the following morning. Actually, it was closer to noon, but that’s my morning these days. 
 
    The doorbell clanged a creepy series of chimes, like some Pollyanna song. It was the first time I’d heard it and it would be the last time, even if I had to replace the darn thing myself. Nobody deserves to be awoken by that brand of crap. 
 
    I staggered out of my bedroom, squinting at the worst of the sunlight that filtered into the living room through the sliding glass doors. “Morgan!” 
 
    I groped around on the counter for the remote to fix the current sunlight situation. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Morgan answered, sprinting out of the basement and jogging towards the front door. 
 
    I located the remote and pressed the button I needed, sighing loudly when the in-window blinds lowered and cut off the worst of the light. Realizing the room was now dark as a cave, I hit another button to activate the lights in the kitchen just as Quinn bound into the room. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Bug?” I asked as she wrapped her arms around my bare legs. In my haste, I’d forgotten to put pants on. Oops. 
 
    “I’m sick Mommy,” she whimpered. 
 
    Morgan joined us in the kitchen, her face in a silent smirk as my Ex followed behind her. Pete nodded hello and gulped visibly, eyeing my legs. 
 
    I’d like to say that I’m the better person out of the two of us, and that rubbing my post-change, awesome-sauce body in his face didn’t give me a thrill. But let’s be serious, he deserved every bit of torture I could dish out—at least the sort that didn’t leave a mark or necessitate a blood transfusion. 
 
    “She’s sick?” I stood on my tiptoes to reach Quinn’s favorite mug from a high shelf, knowing that nothing made her feel better than sipping flat Ginger Ale from the top of SpongeBob’s head. I also knew Pete was getting quite the view of my delectable ass. 
 
    Take that, Butt-munch. 
 
    Pete coughed behind me. “Yeah, she said her stomach hurts.” 
 
    I set the mug on the counter and retrieved a can of Quinn’s feel-better juice from the fridge. “Candy?” I looked to Pete pointedly. 
 
    He shrugged. “I guess. She had some before bed and she’s been up since about six.” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and I had to resist the urge to choke the bastard. He expected me to feel sorry for him because he’s missed a few hours of sleep taking care of his child, like I hadn’t done the very same thing a hundred times over. 
 
    I kneeled to Quinn’s level and took her chin in my hand. “How much candy did you eat last night?” 
 
    Her lip trembled for several seconds before she replied. 
 
    “Um, all of it?” Quinn looked down at the floor, waiting for the lecture she assumed was coming. It was coming all right, just not for her. 
 
    “Morgan, can you take Quinn to her room and get her into her pajamas so that she can settle into bed? I’ll bring her Ginger Ale and crackers in a minute.” I put on my easiest smile and patted Quinn’s head. 
 
    “Sure. Come on Pumpkin, we’ll get you all settled in. I recorded the first Harry Potter movie the other day for you, how about we put that on?” Morgan held out her hand to Quinn. 
 
    My daughter looked to me, then to Pete. “Bye, Dad.” 
 
    I watched her wave goodbye to her stupid father and waited until Morgan had her safely in the next room before I turned my lasers on Pete. 
 
    “The whole bag, really?” 
 
    “I had to pee, Claire. When I came back to the living room a minute later there were wrappers all over the floor and Quinn had more chocolate on her face than in her mouth.” Pete attempted to excuse his lack of supervision. 
 
    “You left her alone with a whole bag of candy?” 
 
    “Geesh Claire, it was just for a second. She’ll be fine… it’s not like I let her play in traffic.” Pete shuffled from foot to foot. 
 
    I bit back the angry spew of venom that threatened to pour from my lips in a flash flood of whoop-ass. I breathed in once, deeply, and struggled to find the words I needed to say. 
 
    “You think that no-harm-no-foul cuts it when your child is involved? You think that a minute alone with a bag of candy wasn’t as dangerous as letting her play in traffic? What if the candy had been tampered with? Would your daughter laying in the hospital—or worse, dead—make it okay for you to take a potty break before inspecting her candy or at least taking it away until you did have time to check it out?” 
 
    Pete paled and waited, assuming my rant wasn’t done. He was right. 
 
    I poured the Ale into a cup, then into her mug and back again, repeating the motion several times to flatten the carbonation. When I was done, I finally looked back up to him. 
 
    “The best parents are always thinking “What If” and run scenarios through their minds at warp speed, constantly, because we have to. It’s not fun, but it’s necessary.” I tried to soften my facial expression towards Pete. I wasn’t trying to be a bitch; I was speaking from my heart. 
 
    “When we were together, I shouldered that burden mostly alone, but now you will have to accept full responsibility for our daughter when she’s in your care. If you can’t promise to do that, always, then you can just walk away now.” 
 
    I watched as a myriad of expressions flashed through Pete’s eyes: anger, pride, fear and finally resolution. I had to give him some credit, he’d managed to fight through the knee jerk reaction I’d been expecting, so maybe whatever came out of his mouth would be productive. 
 
    “You don’t want to take Quinn away from me.” Pete sounded surprised at his own statement. 
 
    I circled the end of the kitchen island and stopped in front of him. “Of course not… I’d never want that for her, to grow up without you. But her safety must come first.” 
 
    “I agree, of course.” Pete nodded and continued, “Look, I’ll admit that you did a lot of the work when we were married, but you also have to realize that means you’ve had a lot more practice at this than I have. Cut me some slack, okay?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” My face felt tight when I replied, forcing the words through lips that didn’t want to say them. I’d cut him some slack because he was making sense for once, I just hoped he didn’t end up hanging himself with all that extra line. 
 
    “I’ve gotta run. Get Quinn to call me later?” Pete said, backing towards the entryway. 
 
    “Sure. You can let yourself out.” I turned away from Pete as he left. 
 
    Maybe I just wanted to leave him with a flash of my ass in very expensive underwear. Or maybe I didn’t want him to see the regret etched all over my face. I’d loved Pete once and on the rare occasion that the old Pete resurfaced, it made me mourn the loss of that love all over again. 
 
    I heard the front door shut behind me, so I plastered a smile on my face, picked up Quinn’s Sponge Bob mug and went to tuck my baby in for the afternoon. 
 
    Quinn and Morgan were curled up in bed, watching some movie about a bunch of British-sounding kids at a school for magicians. Quinn was already asleep, and Morgan didn’t look to be far behind her, so I set the mug on the bedside table, kissed Quinn on the forehead and whispered to Morgan. “I’ll be in my office if you need anything.” 
 
    Morgan nodded and I turned to leave, but then Morgan’s voice spun me around again. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot,” Morgan said, careful to keep her voice low. “You had some packages and mail delivered earlier. I left them in your office.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” I crept out of the room and pulled the door partially shut behind me. My office chair was leather, and I didn’t relish the thought of sitting on it with my bare thighs, so I snagged a pair of yoga pants from my bedroom before making my way to the room I’d converted to an office. 
 
    Since returning home from Florida and all that befell me there, I couldn’t exactly hold down a nine-to-five, so I’d had to be a little creative with my income. Sure, I had a decent amount of money left over from the check my maker Bette gave me (or as I like to call it, my Vampire Disability Fund) but that wouldn’t last forever, even if I might. 
 
    So, I’d created my own consulting company. I mostly catered to the music industry I was familiar with, but I hoped that my talents as a Vampire-slash-Empath might lend themselves to other industries in the future. 
 
    Starting my own company also had a bonus— it gave me a place to hide some of the surplus money so that Pete couldn’t get his hands on it. I’d given him enough of my hard-earned cash when we were married, and he’d been happily unemployed for well over a year. Those days were well over. 
 
    Entering my office, I took stock of things. 
 
    Between the piles of folders, unopened mail and several packages stacked at the end of my desk, I had my work cut out for me. I spent the next several hours sorting mail, responding to emails and generally making steady progress. 
 
    I left the packages for last as an incentive to get through everything else first—and also because I didn’t recognize the sender addresses. There was a certain sense of foreboding about them. Not necessarily anything bad really; more like something unexpected and potentially problematic. 
 
    The smaller package, about the size of a shirt box, was postmarked from Romania. That one I had no clue about. The larger one, which was almost big enough to hide a body in, was from Italy—and that meant Bette. I wasn’t sure I was ready to open that can of worms just yet. 
 
    I didn’t get the chance to open either box though, because Quinn came bounding in as I was wrapping up my last email with a big grin on her face. She was definitely feeling better. 
 
    “My turn” she squealed, launching into my lap. 
 
    I kissed her cheek and tried to ignore the fact that she flinched a little when my cold lips met her warm, pink skin. “Your turn for what?” 
 
    “For you to pay attention to me!” She pouted convincingly. “No more work stuff. Let’s go outside!” 
 
    Her demands declared, Quinn jumped off my lap and ran out into the main living area of the house. And of course, I followed, closing the door to my office behind me. The packages could wait. My daughter couldn’t. 
 
    I found her twirling in the living room impatiently. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asked. 
 
    What was I supposed to say— “Give me five minutes Quinn, mommy needs to down a big ol’ bag of A-positive.” 
 
    Quinn started up again before I had a chance to say anything. 
 
    “Come on!” 
 
    She wrapped her hot little hand around my much-colder one and pulled me toward the sliding glass doors of the living room. She smiled and pointed to the dock, where a new red canoe was tethered to the aging wood. 
 
    “Let’s go catch our dinner, Mom.” 
 
    Dinner, ugh. 
 
    My stomach contracted violently at the thought. 
 
    If I went outside, I’d have to feed again a lot sooner than I wanted to. My blood supply was running low and I’d foolishly thought I could ration what was left until I managed to find another supplier. That had been a stupid idea—almost as dumb as not having a back-up supplier in the first place. 
 
    Quinn tugged at my sleeve, bringing me back to myself. My gaze flickered from her pleading countenance to the blue-gray late afternoon light. 
 
    I checked the position of the sun in the sky— low and cloaked in cloud cover. That would work. I didn’t burst into flames in the sun, but it did hurt like a sonavabitch upon direct contact. And it would make me consume more blood than I currently had on hand. 
 
    “Okay, hold your horses.” I patted Quinn’s spun-gold hair. “Give me a minute to grab the bait out of the basement freezer.” 
 
    A grin stretched over Quinn’s face and she ran to change into more suitable fishing attire. Which meant that she was likely to reappear in a ruffled party dress instead of the more-appropriate jeans and a tee. 
 
    I went in the opposite direction, to the basement for a quick swig of packed-cells and some night-crawlers. 
 
    Oh, the irony. 
 
    At the top of the basement stairs I fumbled for the light switch, still trying to feel my way around in our new house. I probably didn’t need the extra light, but I wasn’t willing to risk falling down the stairs to test out my improved night vision. I’d had a hard-enough time explaining my severe change in lifestyle and diet to Quinn and Pete. I doubted they’d be so understanding if I was walking around with my head on backwards or something. 
 
    At the darkest corner of the basement, I lifted the lid of the freezer and peered inside. Worms and blood, and not a whole lot of either one. Crap on a shingle, I’d thought I had at least three more pilfered bags left, but there was only one. 
 
    How was I going to make it on only one bag? 
 
    Even though I’d fed the night before, I’d burned off half of that with all the running I’d done, and I had to re-up my game points before going outside. The sun would drain me fast and it’s not like I could afford to be out in the creek drifting around with my daughter when the blood frenzy set in. 
 
    And I certainly wasn’t sucking some stupid fish dry. I didn’t even know if that was possible—to live off of animal blood. I tried to remember all the warnings Bette gave me during “the talk” but I’m pretty sure she hadn’t covered that. 
 
    I sighed and lifted the cold bag to my mouth, sank my teeth in and let myself savor the meal as though it could be my last. Despite the stabilizing additives and the frosty temperature, the meal was good, if not great. Much in the same way that microwaved leftovers can sate hunger, but can’t compare to a fresh-off-the-grill steak. 
 
    At the risk of sounding like an insensitive ass, I was fed, but I’d still kill for something of the hot-steak variety. Not literally, I mean. Well, at least I hoped not. 
 
    After steeling up my nerves, I trotted up the stairs, threw on a tattered ball cap and light jacket, and went to find my daughter. She waited at the foot of the dock, fishing pole in one hand a crab net in the other. 
 
    “Where’s your life jacket?” I said, stopping to grab the rope tethering the canoe to the dock. 
 
    She giggled and pointed in the boat. “You told me not to get in without you.” 
 
    “Yes, yes I did.” I pulled the canoe up the edge of the platform and held it steady while Quinn climbed aboard. “Now put that on while I untie us.” 
 
    Pulling the loop from around the dock piling, I stepped into the canoe and pushed us off. Before long, I’d rowed us out to the middle of the creek, just shy of the mouth of the bay where the water turned choppy and the winds picked up. I stopped and smiled. Quinn had already baited her hook and cast it out for her first attempt at dinner, and it made my heart happy to just sit and watch her. 
 
    I’d like to say from there on out it was smooth sailing, but I’d be lying. Two hours later, the sun popped out from behind the clouds and with it, my ever-raging hunger. At that point, I’d had two choices—try to ignore the fire in my body while I counted my daughter’s heartbeats from a mere two feet away, or take a plunge to shock my system. 
 
    Without a moment’s hesitation, I dove overboard, much to Quinn’s amusement. Whether it was the cold bay water, or the musical, innocent laughter, the crisis was averted, and I managed to keep my shit together long enough to get us back to shore. 
 
    The relief was temporary when I realized that was likely one of many times when shit would get real, when I’d cut things to flipping close and Quinn… well, bottom line is that I had to do better. Or I had to leave. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   Someone, or something, was watching me, I was almost positive. I’m not your average human with nothing more than a creepy feeling and prickly neck hairs. I’m much more than that, and all my Spidey-senses were pinging off the charts. 
 
    Play it cool. 
 
    I hefted the stack of flattened boxes under my arm and walked casually around the garage, then to the back of the house where I kept the trash cans. At first glance, the yard appeared empty, but I knew that if I really focused my senses outward, I’d be able to see all sorts of coastal woodland creatures: squirrels, birds, and even crabs skittering through the reeds down by the dock. 
 
    It wasn’t those things that gave me pause. No, it was the unnatural, the abominations such as myself, that I didn’t want to catch in my yard. This was my turf, my sixty acres at the back end of a long dirt drive, purchased for one very specific reason—to keep the Big Baddies away from my daughter. 
 
    As crazy as my life had become after that fateful business trip months ago, I was doing my best to feel normal, and that included a serious case of passive denial. 
 
    If I don’t see anything, then nothing is there. 
 
    I repeated the mantra over and over in my head. I put one foot on from of the other and straightened my spine. Tossing the last of the boxes, I latched the can and strolled toward the dock. Not only was it my favorite place to spend a few quiet moments, but it would give me a good vantage over the yard. 
 
    The weathered boards groaned and shifted under my weight and I made a mental note to have a contractor look at it before the whole thing collapsed. I stopped at the edge of the pier, my bare toes curling around the rough gray wood. When the water warmed up, I planned on taking advantage of a few midnight swims, but until then I’d just enjoyed the view. 
 
    There was something about the gentle lapping of the water against the dock pilings that put me at ease. I watched the moonlight dance across the glassy surface of the water and took in a deep breath of the salty night air. It smelled like home. 
 
    Feeling calmer and centered, I nudged a mental brick out of my shield; just enough to sense what was watching me, without giving my curiosity away. I felt nothing out of the norm, so I opened myself up a little more and waited. 
 
    It had taken a load of practice, building and keeping my mental fortress intact, but lately it had become second nature. That was a good thing, since I’d spent most of my life being unknowingly bombarded by other people’s emotions, to the point where I wasn’t sure I’d ever made one single decision based on how I actually felt. But that was all behind me, once I’d wrangled control over at least one of my super-powers. 
 
    Without any build-up or warning, I was slammed with a boat-load of rage and hate. It was like a flash-bang grenade of evil straight to the face. I gasped and staggered under the weight of it. 
 
    Crippling me instantly, it was debilitating, terrifying, and fifty other “ing” words that I cared not to name, and I couldn’t seem to push the feelings back out of my head. I couldn’t breathe— not that I needed to— but I felt like I was suffocating even if I wasn’t. It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before, and I couldn’t get away from the onslaught of emotions long enough to put my defenses back up. 
 
    The seconds ticked by and the longer the connection remained open, the more I felt like I was losing myself in it. The ominous darkness was enveloping me slowly. Closing in, smothering me. 
 
    I wanted to vomit, I wanted to cry… to do something, anything at all, but I couldn’t. Whatever it was, it was paralyzing. 
 
    Sometimes the best defense is no-defense, so I stopped struggling and just let go. 
 
    I relaxed and pushed the balls of my feet into the edge of the dock as hard as I could. My body pitched forward, and I sighed, hitting the icy water with a crack. Full-on belly-flop style, and the connection with my observer was instantly severed. 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Once I could breathe (figuratively) again, I tossed up my mental shields and felt my body begin to settle back into itself. Gradually, the shaking in my limbs subsided. I floated in the blackened water for several minutes, even after I felt moderately normal again. 
 
    I can’t explain it, but the water has always calmed me, like it soothes my soul when I need it most. Running my hand under the faucet, feeling water sluice over my back in the shower, or like then, when the full weight of my body is buoyed by the current— water settles me, slowed the buzzing mass of electrons and making me whole and cohesive. 
 
    Feeling more centered, I scanned the bank for my observer and found nothing of note. 
 
    Swimming to the edge of the dock, I tested my weight on the rotten ladder boards, and once I was sure I wouldn’t skewer myself on a broken, algae-covered board, I pulled myself from the water. Saltwater rained down from my drenched body, leaving a Rorschach stain on the dock around me. 
 
    I spied a clump of seaweed on my shoulder and flicked it off, hoping it didn’t contain a mutant crab or something. Yes, I might be a Big Bad Girl myself, by certain creepy-crawlies still wigged me the hell out. 
 
    It was with thoughts of such things, like mice, lizards and opossums, that I made my way quickly back to the house, scanning the path constantly like some sort of mercenary. Sure, I could rip apart just about anything that could come my way, but that wouldn’t help me much if I had a heart attack or leapt out of my skin first. 
 
    Hence, my quick stepping through the grass of my back yard. I’d like to say I was trying to avoid stepping on pine cones with my bare feet, but I’d be lying. Pinecones were the least of my worries. Snakes. I meant snakes. 
 
    I took the back steps two at a time and crossed to the sliding glass door. 
 
    Inside, I could see Morgan, curled up on the couch with a box of cookies and the television remote. I didn’t look closer at her chosen snack, mainly because I didn’t want to know. I hadn’t had a thin mint, cookie or anything else melt-in-your-mouth worthy since I’d been turned months and months ago. 
 
    Groaning, I shook off like a dog and cast one last glance over my shoulder. All clear. 
 
    I slid open the door and winced when it squealed on its tracks. I made a mental note to grease it or something— I couldn’t have the whole house waking up every time I decided to wander around in the night. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a prude, not after that freak-show in Florida.” Morgan said as I walked by, leaving a trail of wet footprints in my wake. 
 
    “Prude? What are you talking about?” I frowned and grabbed a fresh towel out of the basket of laundry waiting to be folded, which someone had left on the kitchen table. Probably my aforementioned Nanny, who wasn’t so good with domestic tasks and only marginally better with the actual childcare I’d hired her for. 
 
    “And I thought we agreed never to speak of all that?” I felt myself shudder at the thought of the debauchery that had occurred that weekend. I did my job very well during that convention, and I did a few more things very well too—namely Bette and Gregor— but not at the same time of course. I still had some lines I couldn’t cross. 
 
    I threw a smaller towel on the floor and sopped up the saltwater mess before it stained the hardwood floors. I should have had them refinished before we’d moved in, but I’d been in such a hurry to get away from my Ex and into a place where it wouldn’t be as hard to hide my condition. 
 
    “Oh, but it’s so much fun watching you blush— as much as you can with your, ah, limited blood flow…” Morgan muted the sound on the television. “Now, why are your clothes soaking wet?” 
 
    “Took a dip in the creek.” I scrunched my hair with the towel, slowing the drips. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you take your clothes off first? Don’t tell me you were being shy … and you know how hard it is to get that marsh-water smell out of things.” 
 
    “Sorry, it was an impulse. I’ll try to remember to get naked next time.” I finished with my hair and looked at the mantle clock. It was well after ten p.m. “Quinn in bed?” 
 
    Morgan nodded, “Almost an hour ago.” 
 
    “Great, thanks.” I unbuttoned my shirt and peeled it away from my skin. I noticed Morgan’s eye widened at the show, but I didn’t have the energy to worry about it too much. She’d seen me much more naked in the past, after all. 
 
    I sniffed my hair. It did stink like marsh and salt and fish. Fabulous. 
 
    “I guess I’ll go hop in the shower. Are you going to be up for a while?” 
 
    Morgan nodded and motioned to my laptop sitting on the coffee table. 
 
    “Do you mind if I look something up online?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” I smiled, “I can get you one of your own, if you’d like? You know, in case Quinn needs help with her homework or something.” 
 
    “You don’t have to…” 
 
    “It’s fine, really,” I interrupted, “I uprooted you from your life and brought you to the backwoods of Virginia where you spend your days twiddling your thumbs and taking care of my kid. You don’t go anywhere, you don’t know anyone— you’re probably bored out of your mind.” 
 
    I wrapped the towel around my torso and slipped off my shorts, then walked over to couch and looked down Morgan. “The least I can do is to hook you up with mindless online distractions.” 
 
    She laughed and agreed to look online for the laptop she wanted, and I headed off to wash away my worries under the scalding shower jets. As usual, I had plenty to wash away. 
 
    On the way past Quinn’s bedroom I slowed and poked my head through her door. 
 
    My not-so-little girl was asleep in her bed, upside-down with her feet on a pillow and a book open on her chest. I crept into her room and rescued the book before she rolled over and crinkled the pages, covered her with a quilt and was back out in the hallway within seconds. Taking one last look at her peaceful face surrounded by a halo of blonde curls, I eased the door shut behind me. 
 
    Closing myself into my bathroom, I locked the door and pressed the button that turned on my newly installed sunlight-replicating lights. Fake daylight illuminated the room and all its remodeled features. Since I don’t get to experience nature during the day, I’d decided to recreate a version of the outdoors just for myself. 
 
    The flooring, counter-tops and open shower area were a mixture of slate, natural river rock and travertine tiles. The boarders and accents were done in blue and aquamarine sea glass.  A veritable jungle of tropical plants grew from pots sunken into the floor, greenery reached up the walls toward the ceiling, forming a canopy in several spots. 
 
    Off to one side of the room, sunken into the floor was a small pond-like Jacuzzi, complete with a scaled-down version of a waterfall. It looked like a natural oasis and thanks to the plants it even smelled like one too. My fake sunlight completed the mirage rather nicely. 
 
    I adored my bathroom. I wanted to have its little river-rock babies and shit. 
 
    I loved it so much that I spent way too much time in there, just walking around, running my hands over the rock ledges and dipping my toes into the bubbling water. Other times I would lay a towel over the floor and gaze up through the fake skylight, letting the light warm my skin without the horrible burning sensations that would normally follow if it was real. 
 
    After the day I’d had, I was going to get some damned R&R if it killed me. 
 
    I closed the louvered wooden blinds covering the three oversize windows in the room. The idea that someone might still be out there, peering in on me, was enough to raise Goosebumps over my flesh. 
 
    But I was determined to put that out of my mind. 
 
    I was on a mission of forgetting— the creepy episode earlier, the liquid diet that kept me somewhat-alive, the things (and people) I’d done in Florida. I was going to forget it all, at least for a couple of hours. 
 
    Step One: Turn on the shower jets (three of them, designed to hit the body in all the right places) to let the room fill with steam. 
 
    Step Two: Hang a fluffy towel on the warming bar and gather up my shampoo and body wash (Lavender, if you must know.) 
 
    Step Three: Scrub all the brine from my body and the grime from my mind. 
 
    Step Four: Soak in the Jacuzzi for a long, hot while. 
 
    And then… well, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. 
 
    But that was the point. No thinking at all, at least for an hour. And that’s just what I did. 
 
    A long while later, and several worries lighter, I emerged from my haven wrapped in an over-the-top plush robe, with newly painted black toenails and smelling of eucalyptus and sunshine. Hey, even vampy moms need to feel pretty every once in a while. 
 
    I found Morgan still perched on the sofa, scouring the web for the exact laptop she wanted. The television was playing the evening news, though muted. Something caught my eye and my heart thumped. Hard. 
 
    “Hey, turn that up.” I circled around the couch and took a seat beside Morgan, folding my legs up under my body. 
 
    The newscaster was talking about a local case, something they rarely did. News in our humble neck of the woods tended to travel by carrier pigeon, not broadband. I only wished I could eat some popcorn. 
 
    “The CDC is investigating a strange medical case over on the Eastern Shore tonight after a nearly man drove himself to the hospital and passed out in front of Bay Memorial’s ER doors. Thirty-four-year-old Dennis Dean has been admitted to the hospital with an acute case of severe anemia. According to the hospital’s spokesperson, Dean had no apparent signs of trauma to explain the blood loss and initial testing has ruled out the typical medical conditions. The CDC hopes to rule out pathogens as the cause, but until they can do so, the hospital is operating under level four precautions.” 
 
    “You know him?” Morgan asked, looking up from the computer. 
 
    I gulped and shook my head. “No. No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    The reporter continued with the story while a picture flashed on the screen. It showed my victim from the other night, with who I assumed was his wife and two young children posing on the beach, matching blue jeans and crisp white shirts for all of them. 
 
    “Locals may remember the Dean family, who suffered an unspeakable tragedy last spring when Hannah Dean and her unborn child were killed by a drunk driver. Since then, Dean has been raising his two children alone and has become an advocate for stiffer DUI legislation in Richmond. In fact, the bill named after his late wife—Hannah’s Law—will be coming up for a House vote this month during the special session. Tune in tomorrow at noon, when we’ll have a correspondent at Bay Memorial for further coverage on this unfolding story.” 
 
    I waited for several minutes before I excused myself so that maybe Morgan wouldn’t notice how much it had bothered me, but the whole time I sat there and raged at myself. 
 
    How stupid was I? I’d picked the one good guy in a bar full of losers and horn-dogs. 
 
    He hadn’t been sitting there making a conscious decision to cheat on someone, no. He’d been working up the courage to finally move on with his life. And I may have ended it instead. 
 
    I clenched my fists into balls in my lap. 
 
    “I’m going out.” I stood and left the room without another word, not that Morgan noticed. She’d gone back to laptop shopping. After a quick trip to my room for some clothes, I donned a pair of dark jeans, a black t-shirt and a pair of beat up cowboy boots. 
 
    I snagged my leather motorcycle jacket from the rack by the door and stepped out into the night. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   Irevved the engine in my car and was less-than-impressed by the lack of horse power. How the hell was a gal supposed to tear up the back roads listening to Nirvana and Metallica when her car sounded like a golf cart with emphysema? 
 
    Setting the radio to feed off my iPod, I cranked up the volume just as Coming Undone blasted from the speakers. At least I could drown out the sound of my wimpy motor with some angst-laden metal. If I was lucky I’d cover up my own guilty thoughts too. 
 
    I backed out of my driveway and headed down the dark, forested private drive, my mind running a mile a minute. Once the tree line on my right opened, changing over to a yellowed corn field, I slowed my car. There were several dozen deer that lived in the woods surrounding my property and they’d run out in front of my car on numerous occasions. It wouldn’t do me any good to take out Bambi by accident. 
 
    I was already feeling just about as low as I could go. 
 
    I thought again of Dennis Dean—the poor bastard who’d had the bad luck to run into me in a bar; that pitiful man that was trying to raise two children by himself while grieving for his wife and the child he’d never gotten a chance to hold. Thanks to me, his kids were almost orphans. 
 
    I smacked the steering wheel with my hand and shuffled to the next song on my iPod. 
 
    The song End of the Road came on… and I almost drove straight into the marsh on my left—on purpose. I really needed to make some mood-specific playlists instead of giving myself musical whiplash every time a new song came on. 
 
    I shuffled again and had just enough time to make out the first few bars of Seven Nation Army when movement in front of my car snagged my attention back to the road. 
 
    I jammed my foot on the brake and felt a pretty good thump on the front bumper of my car. Putting it in park, I got out to see what I’d hit. I fully expected to find a button-buck with white spots still on his butt, injured and beyond repair. Instead, I got a surprise. 
 
    I’d hit a dog—a great big hairy one that flashed his super-sharp canines at me as I crested the front of the car. I yelped and backed away, trying to assess the situation. I didn’t see any blood, which didn’t rule out internal injuries, but it made me feel better anyway. 
 
    The beast-dog had a rich sable coat, white feet and eyes that glowed under the full light of the moon. I couldn’t help but wonder where in the world he’d come from, because he didn’t look like some mangy stray, but I had a hard time imaging it as anyone’s pet either. 
 
    I stepped forward. “It’s okay pooch. I’m not going to hurt you... take it easy.” 
 
    I was greeted with a low rumble and another flash of fang. It was like the damn thing didn’t believe a word I’d said. It struggled to its feet, barked at me once and stumbled into the cover of the browning corn field. 
 
    Shit, I couldn’t just get in my car and drive away. I may be a monster, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t be a softie about some things. Kids and pets, mainly. 
 
    I wanted to make sure the poor guy wasn’t hurt, but I also didn’t want to go into the corn field— what if there were a bunch of creepy blonde kids hiding in there, just waiting for me to step into the darkness. Nope, not gonna do it. 
 
    I spun in a circle, hoping someone would magically appear and tell me what to do. 
 
    The old house across the field had a few lights on… maybe the dog belonged to whoever was living there now? 
 
    I eyeballed my car and then the distance to the house. It was about 200 yards off the road and I really didn’t want to walk that far, but I couldn’t bring myself to be the lazy vampire and drive either. What good is it to have crazy endurance if you can’t let it out for a spin every now and again? 
 
    I left my car running with the headlights illuminating the immediate area, turned and sprinted to the front steps of the house in no time. Ugg, it looked even worse up close. 
 
    Who would choose to live in this dump? 
 
    I knocked on the front door and waited, trying not to look like the nosy neighbor lady standing at the door with her face pressed to the glass. There wasn’t much to see anyway. I assumed I was looking at the living room, though there wasn’t much living going on in there at the moment. From what I could see, there was only a folding table with takeout containers, two metal chairs, a drop cloth on the floor and a big rubber trash can in the corner. 
 
    Music was playing somewhere deep with the house. Maybe they couldn’t hear me knocking? 
 
    I pounded the door harder and called out, “Hello? Anyone home?” 
 
    After several more seconds standing there, I was getting ready to give up when I heard a scraping sound, like something heavy being pushed across the floor. That sound was followed by footsteps, growing louder as they approached. 
 
    The old me was a little bit worried about who was going to come walking around the corner. I mean, this place looked like a serial killer’s temporary chop-shop. But the new me thought, well, hello cowboy, when he finally stepped into view. 
 
    Tall, tanned and shirtless, just like something out of a Wrangler commercial. His jeans hung low on his hips and he was barefoot. I may have drooled just a little bit over the way his chest muscles flexed and popped as he wiped his hands on a rag. Green-gold eyes spied me, and he smiled, pushing open the screen door. 
 
    “Hey there. Can I help ya?” He leaned against the door frame and looked me over nice and slow, almost as slow as his southern drawl. 
 
    “Uh, hi. I live up the road,” I pointed in the direction of my house then dropped my hand when I realized how dumb I must look. There were no other houses on our road, so it’s not like I needed to draw him a road map. “Anyway, I was going out for, uh, some milk, and this big dog ran out in front of my car.” 
 
    Why in the hell had I said milk? Even when I drank milk I’d never felt the need to just run out for it. Toilet paper or tampons, yes, milk no. 
 
    I looked back up into his sparkling eyes and realized I’d let my mind drift. Mr. Hunky-burger was staring at me expectantly. Right, back to the dog. 
 
    “So… I think I may have hit your dog. He got up and ran off, but I didn’t want to just leave without letting you know. I could help you look for him if you want?” I was babbling then. Perfect. 
 
    “What did this dog look like?” His face was neutral, and I hoped he wasn’t going to chop me into fish food for not-quite paying attention to the road. 
 
    “Huge, hairy and pissed.” I said, not meaning to be funny, though it came out that way. 
 
    He smiled and flashed his perfect white teeth. I won’t even mention the set of dimples on the man. “That sounds about right.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, not sure what to make of that. “So, do you want to look for him? You know, to make sure he’s alright?” 
 
    “That’s okay, you were on your way out and I’m sure he’ll turn up eventually.” 
 
    I shoved my hands in my coat pockets, stalling. Why the hell I was dragging it out, I didn’t know. I guess I wanted to know more about him and let’s be honest here—he was easy on the eyes. 
 
    Focus. 
 
    “You aren’t worried?” I wondered what kind of man didn’t care about his dog. 
 
    “You don’t know Rooster. He’s a tough one.” 
 
    “Rooster? Is that his name, really?” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “It’s short for Roosevelt, but he prefers Rooster.” 
 
    The dog had a nickname? And he preferred it? Weirdsville. 
 
    “Mine’s Lincoln, Linc for short. Mom was patriotic.” He shrugged. 
 
    I tried to hide my smirk, but failed miserably. “So, your Mom named your pets too?” 
 
    He held out his hand and I took it. “Something like that.” 
 
    His handshake was firm, warm and definitely masculine. No limp wrists here, guys. 
 
    “Nice to meet you. I’m Claire, but I’ve been known to answer to Mom on occasion.” 
 
    Curiosity flashed in his eyes. “Oh, you have kids?” 
 
    “Just one; her name’s Quinn. See, I understand the odd-name-thing.” I smiled. “We live at the end of the road…. Right, I already said that, didn’t I? Anyway, Morgan and I saw the lights on earlier and wondered who was living here. Not that I used your dog as a reason to come snoop or anything… I mean… shit.” 
 
    I stubbed my toe in the dirt and took a minute to gather my composure. God, this fine piece of man meat was going to think I rode the short bus as a child. I risked a glance back up to his so-cute-I-wanted-to-lick-it face and stopped fidgeting. 
 
    “Is Morgan your husband?” He asked, trying to sound casual but failing miserably. 
 
    “No, Morgan’s my nanny—I work odd hours and don’t know how I’d manage without her.” 
 
    Something about the way he looked at me gave me a sense of been-there-done-that, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. His face held a mixture of amusement and caution, like he couldn’t decide if I was a cool chick or bat-shit crazy. 
 
    “Anyway, I hope your dog is okay. Can you let me know if he turns up?” 
 
    He nodded, clearly still on the fence about me. 
 
    I was tempted to knock a few bricks out of my mental shield to see if that would tell me anything, but decided it was probably a waste of time. His emotions danced across his face, so I’d likely only receive feelings that I already knew. It’s not like I could read minds, though it would be cool if I could. My new consulting business could be helped with a talent like that... 
 
    “Okay, see you around I guess.” I smiled and left Linc standing in his doorway, just watching me go. Oh, how I’d love to know what he was thinking. 
 
    When I’d gotten about fifty feet away, he called out to me. “Hey, you forgot your milk… and your car.” 
 
    I looked the way I’d been walking—toward home—and over to my car in the other direction and wanted to stake myself with a rusty spike. By the gods, I was losing it. 
 
    Flapping my hand in the air over my head, I headed to my car without another word. There was nothing to say that wouldn’t make me look even more like an idiot, so a quick wave would have to suffice. 
 
    It was only as I reached my car and chanced a glance back to the house to see if he was still standing there (he wasn’t) that I figured out why he looked so familiar—he was the hunky guy I’d head-butted while out trick-or-treating with Quinn. 
 
    I was curious about him before, but after putting two and two together, I couldn’t wait to find out more of Lincoln’s story. One thing was sure, Morgan was going to flip when I told her who the new neighbors were. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   The next morning, I was up relatively early, considering my nocturnal habits. Not only did I want to see what I could find out about my smoking-hot neighbor, but something far less fun had me up and at ‘em. I’d realized late the night before that I volunteered months ago to help at Quinn’s school and that day had arrived. 
 
    But I wasn’t ready to think about that, so I shut myself in my office and settled in for an hour or so of internet snooping. 
 
    I didn’t find anything useful on Lincoln, which wasn’t surprising since I only had a first name and an address. Tax map records only got me the old owner’s name and I figured they weren’t updated very often. Surprisingly, there were a lot more people named Lincoln than I thought—and over a hundred of them lived in Virginia. Score one for civic pride. 
 
    Until I got more information, I wouldn’t be able to get any more information. Quite the conundrum, right? 
 
    I sighed and checked the time. I’d have to start getting ready in just a few minutes, but I had enough time to check my email. I quickly weeded out the junk and flagged a few work-related ones to deal with later. 
 
    I had an email from Cassidy though, so I clicked on the icon to open it. She’d helped me figure out a few things about my empath abilities when I’d most needed the help, and we’d become fast friends, albeit long distance ones. She lived all the way across the country, so I had no idea when I’d see her again. Sadly, she was just about the only friend I had and the fact that we mostly communicated via email depressed me. 
 
    I was becoming a hermit. Shit. 
 
    Cassidy’s email was brief, with just a few words telling me to call her when I had the chance. She thought she might have figured something out about me, but wanted to run it by me on the phone—it was safer than sending it out over the internet. 
 
    Well, that sounded ominous. 
 
    A quick glance at the clock told me I’d wasted too much time and I’d have to hurry to get to the school before the drive started. Perfect. 
 
    I groaned and closed my laptop, after clearing the browser cache of course. Some might call that paranoid, but after my dealings with the Triad I had every right to be overly cautious. I gathered up the notes on my desk, shoved them in a file and put them with other things I didn’t want prying eyes (or Quinn) to find—in a box on a shelf high in my closet. It wasn’t the best place, but so far I hadn’t come up with anything better. 
 
    It’s a good thing I wasn’t a spy; I’d be horrible at it. 
 
    As I went to close the closet door, the package I’d stowed in there caught my eye. I glanced at the clock again… I could spare a minute, but only that. I pulled the box out and sliced through the packing tape with my finger nail. I hesitated before lifting the flaps open. This was the package I assumed was from Bette and whatever was in it, I was sure I wouldn’t like it. 
 
    As I revealed the contents of the package, I couldn’t help but think that I’d been right. What I didn’t know was what it meant. I reached in and let my fingers drift over the polished wood, plucked a string and then snatched my hand back, looking around. 
 
    I’m not sure what I expected to happen, but the last time I’d laid eyes on this particular violin, I’d been enthralled to play it despite my lack of experience, then my freaky talents had been unleashed and the rest was downhill from there. I was just about to close the box when I spied an envelope tucked beside the cursed violin. I snatched it out quickly, shut the box, and shoved it into the back corner of the closet. 
 
    Just having it in my house made me nervous as hell. 
 
    I didn’t want to read the note right then, and thankfully I didn’t have the time to spare, so I decided to take it with me. I left the envelope in my purse and went to get ready. I slipped on a pair of cowboy boots, which paired nicely with my dark-washed skinny jeans, natural gauzy camisole and brown corduroy jacket. I left my hair long and a little wild and slipped on a pair of oversized cream sunglasses. Snatching my purse up, I stuffed Bette's note inside one of the compartments, fished out my car keys and looked around for Morgan. 
 
    She was nowhere to be seen, so I scribbled off a quick note telling her where I was going and that I’d bring Quinn home with me after school. I did my best to ignore the worries creeping into my mind- like how I was going to get into the school without feeling like I’d been set on fire. At least I didn’t have to worry about getting in the car—I’d left it in the garage overnight for that very reason. 
 
    As I backed out of the garage, I laughed at myself for making fun of my car the night before. Sure, it wasn’t a Ferrari, but at least it kept me from getting crispy—it was one of the few cars I’d been able to find that came with super-dark factory tint, anything aftermarket and still legal in Virginia wouldn’t help me one bit. So my gerbil of a car was my only option, unless I wanted to have a car and driver like Bette. 
 
    I shivered at the thought of having my own personal Domino eyeballing me in the rearview mirror with his little raisin eyes. Geesh.  No way, no how. 
 
    Making pretty good time, I was still careful to stay within the speed limit… getting pulled over at high noon wasn’t a very comfortable option for me these days. I turned into the entrance to Quinn’s school, cringing at the rather large sign hammered into the front lawn announcing the Community Blood Drive. 
 
    Yes, I had unknowingly volunteered to help with a blood donation event. 
 
    Believe when I say, I’d tried to get out of working this particular event with everything I’d had—at one point I’d even considered confessing that as a Vampire it wasn’t in their best interests to let me anywhere near the bags o’ blood— but that control-freak PTA president Mary Ellen had dismissed any excuse I’d come up with like she was swatting mosquitos in her back yard while sipping a Long Island Ice Tea. 
 
    There was no reason she needed me here for this, other than I didn’t want to be. Mary Ellen was the original mean girl. Believe me, if I had a list of locals that I was dying to snack on, she’d be right near the top. 
 
    I parked around the side of the school, in what was most likely the custodial area, given the generous overhang that housed buckets, a broken desk and various brooms, mops and tools fixed to racks on the walls. For me though, it looked like a shaded haven. I’d only have to sprint ten feet or so and then I’d be in the dark alcove and pain free. 
 
    I just hoped and prayed the door was open or at least unlocked. My Mom voice chimed in and wondered how safe that would be for the children inside, if any weirdo off the street could just wander in the back door? 
 
    Grabbing my purse and hopping out of the car, I prayed that no one was around to hear my shrill voice shouting, “Hot, Hot, Hot!” all the way to the safety of the shade. Once my skin didn’t feel like it was on fire any longer, I took a second to regain my composure and straighten my clothes, then I tried the door. Lucky for me, entry was easy-peasy. 
 
    Of course, I would have complained about the open door to the Principle if I’d had the chance, but as it turns out I had much more worrisome things to deal with. 
 
    Upon entering the gymnasium, I was swept up by the aforementioned Mary Ellen, who ping-ponged me around giving me the lay of the land. From her erratic behavior she seemed to be sizing me up, trying on different jobs for me in her mind until she settled on whatever would make me squirm the most. 
 
    We were stopped in front of the line of donor chairs, most which were already occupied. A nurse was busy hooking up her next victim and to my horror (and delight!) the woman’s blood began to flow into the bag right in front of me. I felt like an alcoholic who’s stumbled over an open bar. 
 
    Blood, blood, everywhere and not a drop to drink. 
 
    Mary Ellen was talking, and I hadn’t heard a bit of what she’d said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I did my best to drag my eyes away from that which I wanted, “You were saying?” 
 
    Her face pinched into a lopsided grin, “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it. And if not, try putting your head between your knees.” 
 
    Mary Ellen turned from me and addressed the nurse, “Claire here is going to be your little scuttled monkey. Just tell her what you need, and she’ll be right on it. Trash, clean up…whatever you need, just tell her.” 
 
    With that, the uptight control freak turned and walked away. I’d been enslaved. 
 
    Sadly, I kind of wished Mary Ellen would come back and boss me around a little bit more. I needed something, anything, to distract me from the blood flowing everywhere I looked. 
 
    “It won’t be that bad,” the nursed taped the IV line to the donor seated in front of her and smiled in my direction. “I’m Dara.” 
 
    I tried to return her smile, but my stupid eyes kept zeroing in on the blood. I was like a bull spotting red. I felt the twin pricks in my gum line, a sign that things were about to get real, really fast. 
 
    I thought of Quinn, and all the other children sitting in their classrooms—innocent and optimistic—and my hunger quieted just enough to let me turn my attention back to the nurse, Dara. Thank the Gods. 
 
    “Mostly, I’ll need you to keep an eye on the donors—make sure nobody is getting ready to pass out—and let me know when each person’s bag is getting close to full.  Other than that, I could use some help keeping the supplies on deck and packing it all up once we’re done for the day. 
 
    Great, I was to be the bloody bag babysitter. 
 
    I wondered briefly if it would make me a bad person to admit that I was thinking of trying to swipe a few bags before days end… but then I remembered my last victim, currently laying in a hospital bed and realized that I was already a horrible person. The theft a few bags of blood couldn’t tip the scales against me much more than they already were. 
 
    The next two hours went by slower than molasses rolling uphill in the winter. 
 
    That is to say, it was the longest afternoon of my life thus far. Between the handful of donors that hyperventilated at the sight of their own blood to the ones that kept trying to swipe more than one cookie from the tray when my back was turned, not to mention the sight of blood rushing down the IV lines, well, let’s just say I was crankier than usual. 
 
    I mean, if I could abstain from eating them, the least that they could do is sit there for ten freaking minutes without whining and wanting two cookies. Where the hell was my damn cookie for being a good little vampire? 
 
    As it turned out, I never even had the chance to bag a few take-home meals for myself. 
 
    While I was helping Nurse Dara clean up, some official looking guy from the hospital’s blood bank came and picked up the coolers containing the blood, so unless I wanted to sniff the bloody gauze in the trash can for my fix, I was shit out of luck. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised in the least. That’s the way the cookie had been crumbling for me for a while now. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   After the day I’d had at the blood drive, I had no choice but to go out hunting that night, but I was terrified of the possibility of a repeat performance. While wrestling with myself, pitting the hunger versus my fragile morality, I had an epiphany—I’d been approaching my victim selection all wrong. 
 
    It was so simple I felt like a moron for not thinking of it sooner. 
 
    Instead of choosing people who deserved my brand of torture: the cheaters, the jerks, the bottom feeders; I needed to go with someone good and wholesome. I had to choose someone that deserved to live, so that I’d care about them enough to override the desire to suck them dry. 
 
    Of course, scaring some poor soul shitless wouldn’t do either, so I’d have to work on my ability to soothe them, to make them feel wonderful without remembering why. Or maybe seduce them so damn good that they’d be too far gone to care. 
 
    Not for the first time, I wished this vampire mess came with some sort of handbook. 
 
    Of course, most vampires had their makers around to show them the ropes. Me, I should have gotten a booby prize at least. Maybe one of those shirts the proclaimed “I went to Vampire Land and all I got was a crummy t-shirt and a sexual identity crisis.” 
 
    Maybe I should try to find a woman for the evening? A nice, sweet woman with soft skin and a warm smile. She’d be shy and trusting, easy on the eyes. 
 
    Aw, hell, who was I kidding? 
 
    The blood pool in my neck of the woods was too small to think I could order from a menu just like that. The reality was I’d have to take what I could get or move to a more urban area. That, or compel a stable of blood servants. I was pretty sure I didn’t have that ability—but how wild would that be if I did? 
 
    It was late, close to eleven, before I went out for the night, a game-plan in my head. Quinn was asleep, and Morgan had gone to bed with a headache, so my exit was fairly painless. Let’s face it, getting out of the house alone when you had a kid was usually more effort than it was worth—but not so much for me anymore, since I began keeping odd hours. 
 
    Instead of heading back to Clamdigger’s again, where the clientele was more naughty than nice, I changed tactics and traveled about twenty minutes south to the quaint town of Wachapreague, or “Little City by the Sea” as the Native Americans originally named it. 
 
    In that tiny town built on the edge of the water stood an upscale restaurant with a bar and a large wrap-around deck. It was where patrons gathered, while the saltwater lapped at the pilings beneath their feet. They would sit in designer chairs, wine glasses in hand, making small talk. All the while a musician perched on a stool in the corner strummed his guitar and crooned out an acoustic version of the latest Jason Mraz song. 
 
    Though fall, the weather was still mild enough that I felt confident there’d be a good crowd. I’d dressed classier than I usually did, with a denim knee-length pencil skirt, burgundy kitten heels and a taupe silk blouse (unbuttoned just a bit too far, of course) to change the bait on the end of my hook. 
 
    I arrived and quickly found a parking spot down a side street where the security lighting was dim and would provide me some snacking privacy. Plan ahead and leave no witnesses, that’s the Vampy Camp motto I’m told. 
 
    Inside the restaurant, I surveyed the scene. The vibe was relaxed on the surface, but underlying that was a layer of old money, but it didn’t bother me one bit. I wasn’t there to impress a damned soul, just stopping in for a quick bite (pun intended) before carrying on with my life. 
 
    I ordered a glass of merlot at the bar and carried it through the double-glass doors to where most of the patrons had migrated. Just as I suspected, the real action was on the deck. The problem was, everyone was paired off, clustered into groups, which left me squarely in the realm of an outsider. 
 
    I did the only thing I could and picked a chair on the edge of the crowd, took a seat and crossed my legs slowly while gazing out over the water, like I was fascinated by the way the moonlight shimmered on the ever-flowing tide. 
 
    Call it the art of dating, the rules of hooking-up or whatever you’d like—when faced with looking like a desperate bimbo, make yourself seem uninterested and lost in your own thoughts. The jackals will start circling forthwith. 
 
    And circle they did, only none of the interested men were anywhere close to what I’d hoped to land that evening. After I’d politely declined drink offers from two of them, and suffered through ten minutes of awkward conversation with another, I was thinking the night might be a bust. 
 
    I frowned, knowing I’d have to settle for dragging a drunk behind one of the parked cars as he stumbled around blindly after closing time. That would suck and make me feel even more desperate than I already was. Why couldn’t I be a classy vamp, dammit? 
 
    Sighing, I sipped my wine and settled for watching the tide push at the marsh grass. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” a small voice said over my shoulder. 
 
    I turned to find a woman looking at me expectantly. 
 
    “No, help yourself.” I assumed she wanted to take the chair over to one of the clusters, but instead she sat down next to me and sipped at her drink. 
 
    When I looked up, she smiled tentatively and wiggled in her chair. 
 
    “Smart play,” I said. 
 
    Her brow creased, “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “Sitting together… we’re not easy targets anymore,” I joked. 
 
    As if on cue, we watched another random guy walk in our direction, only to falter as he tried to decide which of us was the easier mark. Apparently, neither of us looked promising because he swerved and went back inside the bar. 
 
    My new companion laughed, light and genuine. 
 
    “I’m Alicia,” she said, holding out her hand. 
 
    “Claire,” I noticed how soft and warm her skin was against mine. 
 
    I was intrigued. She was petite, about six inched shorter than I was, curvy in all the right places, friendly… and as a bonus, she reeked of goodness. 
 
    I wondered which team she played for. 
 
    True, she’d approached me, but maybe it was just a defense mechanism—like horses banding together when two stallions fought over who had the right to knock up all the mares. 
 
    She sipped her drink nervously, set it down on the nearby railing, and then picked it back up again. I watched her do that several times before I took pity on her and finally started and actual conversation. 
 
    “So how should we do this?” I said. 
 
    “Do what?” Alicia looked like a deer caught in some schmuck’s headlights. 
 
    “Make small talk. Get to know each other…twenty questions?” I tapped out a brick from my shields and tried to project calm, comfortable thoughts in her direction. Maybe it worked, because the next hour I spent getting to know her on some crazy cosmic level. 
 
    She was younger than me, by just a few years though. She liked to read—mostly literary novels with the occasional epic fantasy thrown in the mix. Her favorite television shows were Big Bang and Grey’s. Her iPod housed such gems as Something to Talk About, D’yer Maker and Sweet Home Alabama.  She taught Creative Writing at the local community college, did her civic duty every election day, and dreamed of traveling the world as a photojournalist. 
 
    The most interesting thing I noticed about her was that she was very comfortable around me. Her hand brushed mine several times, she patted my shoulder every time we laughed about something, and she even brushed a stray bit of hair from my face at one point. I didn’t think I read it wrong—she was giving me the vibe. 
 
    Or at least I think so, but who the hell knew really. My sole experience with that sort of thing was with Bette, and she was the picture of unconventionality. I decided it was time to test the theory. 
 
    “Bathroom break,” I stood and smiled, hoping she’d come with me. 
 
    She did. 
 
    As we entered the small powder-room, I slid the bolt on the outer door and took Alicia’s hand in mine, pulling her closer to me. She sighed and bit her lip, making my belly flip-flop with anticipation. Yes, I’d read her correctly for sure. 
 
    I cupped the back of her head in one hand and stoked her cheek with the other. 
 
    “Lovely,” I said, bending tentatively to kiss her lightly. 
 
    Her lips parted, accepting the kiss. Her arms wrapped around me, pulling me in closer so that our bodies touched, my breasts slightly above hers. I reached around her, hiking up her skirt until my palms found purchase on her tight, round ass. 
 
    She let out a raspy breath and pulled her head back, just enough to see what she was doing to the buttons on my blouse. In mere seconds she had my shirt off and I caught a glimpse of us in the bathroom mirror. She was way over dressed, I decided. 
 
    I unzipped her skirt and let it drop to the floor. Her light sweater followed, and she stood before me breathing hard, wearing the cutest black bra and matching lace panties. 
 
    My fangs twitched in anticipation. 
 
    I moved in to kiss her, but she pushed me away, pointing at my skirt and shaking her finger at me coyly. 
 
    “Off,” she rasped. 
 
    I complied of course, leaving my heels on and she flushed at seeing me half naked. I won’t lie and say that didn’t make a gal feel good about herself. Even vampires get insecure every now and then. 
 
    I approached her slowly, almost stalking her, before pouncing. I turned her around, facing away, before pulling her into my embrace. The swell of her ass pushed into my crotch and I felt the unfamiliar pangs of desire shoot through my abdomen, like little lightning bolts to my snatch. How I’d missed that feeling. 
 
    I kissed her shoulder, ran my lips over her smooth, youthful skin. I cupped her breasts, pushing the thin fabric out of the way so I could feel the full weight of them in my hands. Her nipples hardened into little pebbles and I wanted to feel my tongue flicking over them… but I couldn’t think that far ahead. 
 
    Because sweet Alicia sidetracked the hell out of me. 
 
    Reaching behind her own back, she slid her hands up and down my sides, pulled my body closer to her own, and skimming the lace edge of my underwear. Heat pooled in my core as she slipped her hand between us and pressed her palm over my crotch. 
 
    I trailed kisses over her neck, sucked on her earlobe, snaked my hand around her stomach and let my fingers slide in and out of the waist band of her panties. She trembled beneath my touch, and for at least a little while, feeding was not on my mind. Fucking was. 
 
    She wiggled her hand over my sex and I had to force myself to hold still, to not start grinding against her magic fingers. Instead, I turned the teasing back on her. I pushed my hand down, all the way until my fingers rested over her slit. And then my hand stilled, teasing, taunting. Her hips bucked, willing me to slip a finger in, over, drag it through before sinking inside of her hot little box. 
 
    I did not move my hand. I wanted her to beg. She might have pleaded with me if she hadn’t come up with a better plan. She played the game right back at me—massaging me through the fabric of my underwear. Soft, then a bit harder, until I could feel my own wetness spreading. 
 
    I twitched my fingers again, letting them graze her hot-button briefly before dragging the wetness up and out. I nipped her neck and squeezed her nipple between my fingertips. 
 
    I dipped a finger into her, slowly, deliberately teasing her. Her body tightened under my feather-light touch and she groaned. I flicked it again and her legs trembled. Then I pushed in, gliding over her clit harder. 
 
    She responded by slipping her fingers under the edge of my panties, finding me ready. Everything I did to her, she did right back. I flicked her clit, she strummed mine. I traced her core with a circle, she drove me crazy by coming close to entering me, but not quite there. 
 
    I was on the verge, it had been too damned long. 
 
    The pace built, until I had her up against the wall, fucking her until she was a quivering mess, but she wasn’t the only one. Every time she pushed a finger inside of me, I tightened around it, sending little quakes through my body. 
 
    My breasts rubbed her back, until my nipples felt hard enough to cut glass. I was so fabulously close that I could practically taste it. In fact, I planned to, but that was putting the cart before the horse. 
 
    Alicia started a rhythm on me that was to be my undoing. 
 
    She covered me with her whole hand, grabbed me by the hip with her other one and pulled, impaling me on her fingers. My body quaked, clamping down as one hell of an orgasm ripped through my body. 
 
    Even my freaking toes tapped out an Oh, God in Morse code. 
 
    As I came down from the O-mazing moment, euphoria mixed with my hunger and I made a split decision. It was rather genius if I do say so myself. 
 
    I pulled back, turned her around and kissed her, hard. Leaving her mouth, I kissed down her chest, over her stomach and finally to the apex of her thighs. She didn’t even notice I’d backed her up to the counter until she bumped into it, the cold tile raising goose-bumps over her flesh. 
 
    I leaned her back until most of her weight rested on the counter and pried her legs apart. My wine glass sat nearby on the edge of the counter. Alicia’s eyes were closed, and her head tipped back in delight, so I carefully grabbed the glass and set it on the floor beside me. I kissed her thigh, dragging my fingertips slowly over her sex. 
 
    Increasing the pressure and speed, I pulled her quickly to the breaking point, and in that moment where her body began to tighten around my fingers, my fangs descended, and I skillfully punctured her femoral artery. She panted and moaned, but otherwise gave no indication that she’d felt anything other than immense pleasure. 
 
    After several long swallows of her intoxicating blood, I grabbed the glass and pulled my mouth from the wound, letting the dark liquid run into my goblet until it was nearing full. Mixed with the wine, no one would be the wiser. 
 
    I licked the errant blood trail clean, bit my own lip and kissed over the puncture on her thigh, until it was little more than a scratch. 
 
    Alicia twitched further, and I followed with more kisses, each one bringing about another mini quake. Finally, she cried out and went limp, melting against the wall like one of Dali’s clocks. 
 
    Feeling more sated than I had in months, I leaned back against the wall and sipped my bloody wine while she regained her composure. 
 
    I’d turned wine into blood, I realized and chuckled to myself. 
 
    Damn, I almost felt drunk. How I’d missed that care-free, tingly feeling. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   Gawd, is there a strip club in this one-horse town?” I opened my eyes to see Morgan perched on the side of my bed, staring at me. 
 
    “No girl, we’re in the bible belt.” I sat up and smoothed my hair.  “Why would you ask that? You don’t miss… you don’t want to go back to work, do you?” 
 
    “No way, no how,” she said. 
 
    Something unspoken clouded behind her eyes for a heartbeat, but was then quickly replaced by her normal perky glint. 
 
    Morgan punched me in the arm, and shook her head. “I came in to tell you some juicy gossip and realized I felt like I was back in the club; all I can smell is alcohol, sweat and pussy.” 
 
    I laughed and scooted off the bed, not trusting my little Morgan, who as far as I could tell was still unnaturally attracted to me thanks to our little bonding session in Florida. So, bed-side chat sessions were a no-no for a while. 
 
    Morgan twirled a long strand of hair around her finger, looking like the cat that ate the canary. 
 
    “You have gossip?” Embarrassing topic averted, thank the gods. 
 
    “So, you’ll never guess who I just saw jogging down the road, with his bare chest and muscular legs, and perfectly clutch-able butt.” She bounced a little on the edge of my bed. It was so adorable that I almost missed what she was saying. 
 
    What was wrong with me? 
 
    Maybe I needed to check my shields—right, no need to check them, I realized. I’d left a hole in my shields back at the bar the night before. I was slipping; I needed to be more careful with that. What was a mere annoyance now could turn into something downright dangerous under the right circumstances. Like the paralyzing hatred I’d experienced out on the dock not too long ago. 
 
    Back to Morgan, who stared at me, waiting for me to guess what the hell she was talking about. 
 
    I laughed and crossed the room to my vanity. I ran the brush through my hair and pulled it up in a clip. “I’ve got nothing. Whose clutch-able ass did you see jogging?” 
 
    “That guy from Halloween night, you know the one that head-butted you and then dropped you on your ass?” She spilled it in five seconds flat. 
 
    “You mean Lincoln?” I asked, checking out myself in the mirror. I’d probably never get used to not needing foundation anymore. 
 
    “Who’s Lincoln?” she asked. 
 
    I turned back to face her, my eyes wide. “Crap, I didn’t tell you, did I? Lincoln is his name, that trick-or-treating guy, though I think most people call him Linc. I met him the other night—he’s the new neighbor in that crappy house up the road.” 
 
    Morgan’s jaw dropped. “Shut Up!” 
 
    “I will not.” I teased her. “Not until you have some gossip that I don’t already know.” 
 
    Morgan frowned and picked at her fingernails for several seconds before her head popped back up, “Okay, Miss Smarty Pants… who was our hunky new neighbor jogging with?” 
 
    “I don’t have the foggiest idea,” I replied. 
 
    Morgan squealed, hopped up and grabbed me by the hands. I waited for her to start jumping up and down, but mercifully she didn’t do that. 
 
    “I win! For the record, he was jogging with an equally hot guy, right down from our house. One for you, one for me. Unless you’ve finally decided to go pink from now on?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and dropped my hands like they stunk. She was probably right, I did need a shower. And as soon as my bubbly nanny left me alone I planned to take one hell of a hot soak. But first I had to defend my sexual preference, once again. 
 
    “No, I’m still firmly on the fence. I don’t know that I’ll ever pick a team again. I mean it’s like trying to compare peaches to bananas. On one hand you’ve got soft, sweet and juicy, and on the other you’ve got long, filling and creamy. I like both. I want both, and I don’t see anything wrong with that, do you?” 
 
    Morgan held up her hands in mock-surrender. “Joking! Geesh, you’re awful sensitive today.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” I pulled a pair of yoga pants and a t-shirt out of my closet and laid them on the chest at the foot of my bed. “I’m on edge about my never-ending food deficit. I can’t just run out to the store every time I need food like you can, and it’s not like I can bang-and-fang a random girl in a bar bathroom every other night.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” In her defense, Morgan did try to not laugh right in my face. 
 
    “Oh, but I did.” I shrugged, trying to keep my mind from wandering there; thinking about our bodies reflected in the oversize mirror, about how the flickering light had made our movements pulse in rhythm. 
 
    “So… tell me about her! What’s her name?” Morgan squealed, jumped around a little. 
 
    “She was pretty, nice too. The rest is irrelevant. It’s not like I plan on dating her or anything,” I said. 
 
    Sadly, I’d already had this conversation with myself. Under different circumstances, maybe we could have dated, maybe even fallen in love. But with my life as it was, it held no room for her. Alicia was innocent and I had no right to bring my brand of darkness to her doorstep. 
 
    Morgan frowned, “Why not? Are you planning on being single forever?” 
 
    “I have everything I need right here… you, Quinn, a few close friends.” I argued. 
 
    “No, no you don’t,” she replied. “You need more than that. Love, sex and food—which some would argue are extremely important.” 
 
    She had me there, though I wouldn’t admit it. I pursed my lips and checked the time on my phone. Morgan wasn’t buying it. 
 
    “Think about it: if you played your cards right, you solve two of your problems with one swipe. You’d have someone to scratch that itch occasionally and give up some blood every few days.” She brightened, like she’d just solved everything that plagued me. 
 
    Buggers. All she’d really done is sealed my coffin. 
 
    Of course, I didn’t want to bring a new person into my fold—it wasn’t exactly Sunday-School safe— but the real reason I didn’t want to “date” is because my ego was still far too wounded from Pete. I didn’t know if I could ever trust another person enough to give them the chance to hurt me like that again. 
 
    I’d never considered what would happen if I chose to love again, not until Morgan had said the words out loud. I could never willingly make someone my blood slave, and that’s what would happen if I ever got into a serious relationship. 
 
    So that settled that. I was to be alone for all of daylight-damned eternity. 
 
    “I don’t want to think about all that. You want to go shopping?” I said. 
 
    Morgan looked at the time, and back to me. “But it’s going to be light out for another eight hours.” 
 
    “I know. But I have a plan.” I put on my best mischievous look and continued. “Quinn’s Dad is picking her up from school this afternoon, and I happen to know that there’s a mall across the bay that not only has the best shops around, but it has a parking garage attached to it. So I’ll be fine. Now, give me a few minutes to shower and we’ll hit the road.” 
 
    Morgan jigged and high-tailed it out of my room squealing. I took that to mean that she was on board. I cracked a smile, despite my sour mood. I’d hate to think of the raging bitch I’d be if she wasn’t around to balance me out. 
 
    I took a quick shower, dressed in light-weight, easy to get out of clothing and found Morgan pacing in the kitchen. “Let’s go, we’ve got some money to burn.” 
 
    She snatched up her purse and beat me to the car. I smiled and followed her, glad that her mood could be a balm to my own. As we passed the ramshackle house where Linc and his dog lived, I told her the story of how I’d met him. To her credit, she didn’t make fun of me for my idiotic ways, she only studied me keenly. I reminded myself that there was more to meets the eye where Morgan was concerned. She wasn’t just a pretty face with nothing behind it. 
 
    Remembering the way her eyes had clouded over when I’d mentioned the strip club earlier, I made a mental note to try and get to the bottom of that story eventually. I’d had enough deep conversation for one day though, so that particular mystery would have to wait. 
 
    We spent the next half-hour singing along with songs on the radio (horribly) and outlining our plan of attack once we hit the mall. There was the Apple store, Crate and Barrel, Macy’s and so much more. I was glad for my vampire stamina, though I never imagined it would come in handy for a full day of shopping. 
 
    “How much longer?” Morgan said, turning down the radio. 
 
    “Forty-five minutes, maybe, or less.” I slowed the car down as I approached the toll booth. That part was going to hurt, I knew. I checked myself in the rearview mirror. Oversized sunglasses, check. Scarf draped around my neck, check. Sleeves pulled down so only my fingertips were exposed, check. 
 
    I sighed, knowing I’d done all I could, and it still wouldn’t be enough. “Once we get through the bridge tunnel, we’ll have just a short drive to the mall, I promise.” 
 
    I rolled down my window and did my best to smile at the toll booth cashier while she took my fifteen bucks and told me to turn my headlights on for safety in the tunnels. My fingers felt like I’d dipped them in lava while I thanked her, rolled the window up and started the car moving forward again. 
 
    “Son of a monkey-footed cock-gobbler!” I clamped my mouth shut after that creative bout of swearing and fought through the pain silently. Gripping the steering wheel so hard that my fingers made permanent impressions, I tried to get myself under control. 
 
    Morgan placed her hand on my arm, “You should have let me drive.” 
 
    I nodded, unable to speak without uttering something else equally profane. Or weird. 
 
    We drove the rest of the way in silence. Morgan looked out the window at the ocean rolling underneath the twenty-mile-long bridge and tunnel combination. She was probably looking for dolphins or whales. With any luck, she might actually see some. 
 
    Rude, by Magic! came on the radio and I found myself humming along. 
 
    I concentrated on driving the speed limit (I’d be no good if I was pulled over) and staying within my lane through the pair of two-lane tunnels. Even being undead didn’t keep me from tensing up while driving through those. Unlike the bridge portions, where each bridge held two lanes of traffic going in the same direction, the tunnels narrowed down to only two lanes of traffic, one heading south and one heading north, and the only thing separating the two was a yellow, painted line. It’s not like there was anywhere to go if someone suddenly strayed over onto your side of that line either. No, both lanes were squeezed in by the tunnel walls. 
 
    Thankfully, we survived the damned tunnels and made decent time to the mall. I parked in the lowest level of the parking garage, where any ambient light was tempered by the abundant landscaping and neighboring buildings. In no time at all, we were shopping our hearts out and not thinking a thing about blood supplies, love lives (or lack thereof) or anything else that burdened our minds. 
 
    Who says money can’t buy happiness? 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   Iwas so wrapped up in being normal for a few hours, that I almost missed the extra beats that punctuated the brief silences between our own footsteps as we made our way back to the car with bag-laden arms. 
 
    Click, clack, thud. Click, clack, thud. 
 
    I scanned the parking garage quickly, but without turning my head. To the sides and in front of us, I didn’t see anyone. Yet, the extra steps persisted. The part of me that was still human felt the urge to turn around or run, like danger was stalking us, but the monster in me knew a better way. 
 
    I opened my shields the tiniest amount and found the person following us with ease. His adrenaline and excitement oozed over me, laced with a feeling of sickness. He felt dark, twisted and his intentions could not be misconstrued. 
 
    A vision from him, much like the one I’d accidentally gleaned from Cassidy that night at the Strip Club, played through my mind with disgusting clarity. He was thinking of which of us he’d do first. Morgan flashed into his mind and the perversity of his thoughts made my steps falter. 
 
    “You okay?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Yeah, fine.” I pulled the car keys from my pocket and clicked the fob. Thirty feet ahead, my car’s lights flickered, signaling it was now unlocked. 
 
    The man drew closer, the images from his mind increasingly more vomit-worthy. 
 
    “Morgan.” I lowered my voice. 
 
    She looked up at me smiling. “Yeah?” 
 
    “When we reach the white car up ahead, drop your bags and run. Don’t look back. Get in the car and lock it.” I gave her my best trust-me look. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked, instinctively turning her head to look behind us. 
 
    I felt arousal leak from our stalker, as he locked eyes with Morgan. 
 
    She let out a yip and stopped, frozen. 
 
    Oh, bloody hell. 
 
    I grabbed Morgan by the shoulders and pushed her towards the car. “Go. Now” 
 
    I didn’t wait to see if she’d done as I asked. I turned to face the man, blocking his path to her, and came face to face with a monster of the human variety. 
 
    He stopped and appraised me, rethinking his earlier plan of attacking Morgan first. Instead, he imagined all the sick things the he was going to do to me and my body, which involved a rusty blade and lots of blood and screaming. Trust me when I say, he was pure evil and if I hadn’t been blessed with some serious vampire chops, he would have scared the shit out of me. 
 
    Instead, I relished the idea of ending his horrible life. 
 
    “Can I help you?” I said calmly. 
 
    Limp, dirty hair hung over his ruddy complexion, but not enough to mask the glint in his eyes or the sneer of his thin lips. He didn’t respond. Instead he flicked open a blade in his left hand and stepped closer. 
 
    I held my ground even though his scent made me want to run far, far away. 
 
    He eyed me from head to toe, his gaze landing on my spiked heels. He imagined raping me with my own shoe, before moving on to his knife. 
 
    Fuck that shit. 
 
    In one fluid motion, I closed the gap between us and grabbed two handfuls of greasy hair and twisted. The sound of his neck breaking echoed around the cavernous garage. I looked at his limp body, sagging between my hands and I started thinking about recycling. 
 
    Waste not, want not and all that. 
 
    I chowed down quickly, before his heart stopped altogether. 
 
    Then I hoisted his body up, carried him to the open sides of the parking level and looked down the five stories to the ground. Perfect. The ground was an overgrowth of untended landscaping. Aiming for the nest of bushes below, I chucked him over the concrete half wall and watching his body collide with the earth with a thud. It should have disgusted me, but it did not. 
 
    I turned to find Morgan standing behind our car, staring at me with wide-eyes and a trembling bottom lip. At her side in seconds, I ushered her back to the car and helped her in. I stuffed the shopping bags in the back seat. 
 
    “Buckle up, we need to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    Wasting no time, we peeled out of the garage seconds later.  It took much longer for Morgan’s heart rate to steady and just as long for my adrenaline spike to wear off. 
 
    For the next fifty minutes we drove in silence. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that Morgan was sitting just about as far away from me as she possibly could, and still be inside the car. She hadn’t made eye contact with me since we’d fled the scene of my crime. While wrapped up in that sick fuck’s thoughts, I hadn’t paused to consider the situation from her point of view. To her, it probably looked like I’d murdered a man for an after-shopping snack. 
 
    I shouldn’t be surprised. Up until that moment, Morgan could only take my word that I was a monster. She’d never seen the reality of my life up close and personal. The difference was a bit like swooning over the big screen version of Lestat and running into him in a dark alley during Mardi Gras. Big difference. 
 
    “You okay?” I finally spoke as we neared home. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I saw her nod, but she kept quiet. 
 
    “I know how that must have looked,” I started, “I wasn’t thinking… I should have warned you better, but there wasn’t time.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me an explanation. I guess I never really thought about what it is that you do.” Morgan kept her head turned, staring out the window and avoiding me. 
 
    I shook my head even though she couldn’t see it. “No, you don’t understand. That man was evil. He was going to hurt you. Well, he wanted to anyway. And I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? He was minding his own business before you ate him!” The anger in Morgan’s voice took me by surprise. 
 
    “Look, you know me.” I placed my hand on her leg and hoped the bond we shared would be enough to help me get through to her. She stiffened under my touch, but I didn’t pull away. “So you know I have other talents. I can feel the emotions of other people…” 
 
    Morgan gasped and I felt her panic rising. I must have forgotten to build my shields back up again. You’d think I’d remember to do that more often than I did. 
 
    I pressed onward, “Not all the time and I’m very respectful of everyone’s privacy. Really, I don’t want to know what everyone is feeling. But sometimes, it comes in handy. Like tonight when I could hear that we were being followed… and sometimes the emotions are so strong that I get a mental picture of what they’re thinking.” 
 
    Morgan relaxed somewhat, and I gave her leg a little squeeze. 
 
    “What that man wanted to do to you, to us, was unspeakable. I’m talking torture and pain and…” I shuddered recalling what I’d seen in his blackened mind. “It was him or us. Well, not really because I’d never let anyone hurt you. But even if I’d gotten us out of there before he made his move, I couldn’t just let him go. He was a predator. If not us, then somebody’s daughter or mother or sister.” 
 
    Morgan sighed, “I get it. I do, it’s just… It’s been a long day. Can we just talk about it later?” 
 
    I slowed the car and turned onto our lane. “Sure, okay.” 
 
    When we reached the house, the first thing I noticed was that we had a visitor. Our hunky neighbor, Linc was sitting on the tailgate of his truck drinking a beer and watching the sunset. 
 
    I parked the car and Morgan climbed out of the car and headed for the garage door. She wasn’t okay, not by a long shot. I mean, come on—Morgan ignored the man-meat sitting five yards away? Not normal. 
 
    I watched her enter the house and then got out of my car. Time to deal with Linc. 
 
    “Well, howdy neighbor. What can I do you for?” My attempt at humor, not so good I’ll admit. 
 
    Linc smirked and tipped up his beer bottle. “Dog’s fine.” 
 
    “Huh?” I stopped a few feet away, but I was close enough to know that he smelled delish—like manly sweat and earthy hops. 
 
    “The dog you hit? I thought you might be worried.” He stood and turned to get back into his truck. “Guess not.” 
 
    I caught him by the arm. 
 
    “Sorry, no. I mean yes. It’s been a rough afternoon.” I gave an awkward smile. “I’m glad he’s okay. Do you want to take him to the Vet just to be sure he’s fine? I’ll pay, of course.” 
 
    “Not necessary. I told you Rooster’s a tough bird. It would take a lot more than one dinky car to slow him down.” He smirked, but not in a creepy way. It was more like a you-know I’m-adorable type of grin, dimples included at no extra charge. 
 
    “Hey, my car’s not dinky.” I patted the hood of my current ride and he laughed. 
 
    “Sure, you keep telling yourself that. Whatever gets you behind the wheel each day.” 
 
    I threw up my hands. “Okay, you’re right. It’s a piece of tin-foil on wheels. I know. I’m working on it.” 
 
    He sat back down on the tailgate of his truck and patted the space next to him. 
 
    “Really? Let me guess, you’re moving up to a minivan?” 
 
    “Ouch, that was low.” I fake-punched him in the arm. “I know you don’t know me very well, but what the hell about me screams minivan?” 
 
    “You’re a mom, that’s what moms do, right?” He pulled another swig of beer through his lips. I wasn’t staring at them, I promise. 
 
    “Sure. And wear mom-jeans and pony tails and bake cookies.” 
 
    “Point taken. But I do like cookies,” Linc drawled out the last bit. 
 
    I was pretty sure we weren’t talking about baked goods anymore. I needed to steer the conversation back towards safer ground. 
 
    “Hey, after we met the other night, I realized we’d met before. Halloween night, you tried to knock me unconscious.” I instinctively rubbed my forehead. 
 
    It took him a minute, but I knew the instant he recalled the incident. His eyes lit up like two candles. 
 
    “Xena.” He said, putting out his hand. 
 
    “In the flesh,” I took his hand in mine and my insides got all gooey. He was warm, so warm. I wanted to crawl up into his lap and cuddle with him. 
 
    “And what sweet flesh it is.” He rubbed the pad of his thumb over my hand in little circles. 
 
    I broke our connection and scooted off the tailgate. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I backed away slowly. “Well, I’m glad your dog is okay. I’ve got to… you know, unload the car. And some other stuff.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll let you get to it.” He stood and walked to the cab of his truck, turning back to me right before climbing in. “See you tomorrow night?” 
 
    “What’s tomorrow night?” I asked, perplexed. 
 
    “Our date.” He climbed into his truck, started it, and drove away, leaving me standing there like an idiot with my mouth hanging wide open. 
 
    Date? When did I agree to go out with him? 
 
    I went inside a minute later, arms laden with shopping bags. Morgan looked up from her perch in the recliner, but didn’t offer to help me with the load. I dropped the bags on the kitchen table and went to take a long hot soak in my bathroom oasis. 
 
    I’d damn sure earned it. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   Your date’s here!” Morgan called from somewhere in the front of the house. 
 
    I checked myself one last time in the mirror, slipped on a pair of plum-colored ballet flats and threw an oversize oatmeal cardigan over my dainty peasant blouse. I grabbed a small purse from the closet and threw in the necessities: wallet, lipstick, and breath mints. 
 
    The last was probably more out of habit than necessity. I didn’t eat and pesky little things like bacteria and tooth decay were a thing of the past, so I didn’t have to worry about bad breath these days. Chalk another one up for Vampirism—pearly whites that stayed that way. 
 
    “Thanks!” I shouted down the hall to Morgan. 
 
    I ran into her in the kitchen. She didn’t even look up as I breeze in the room. 
 
    She seemed a little irritated about my date, but I couldn’t tell which one of us she was jealous over? Linc, because he was going out with me, or me, because I had a date with Linc? I didn’t have time to solve that riddle, so I gave Morgan a quick hug and let her know I’d be back within the realm of first-date appropriate. 
 
    I’m pretty sure I heard her mutter “whatever” as the door shut behind me, but I couldn’t be positive. There was a lot of background noise, after all. Linc had arrived all right; it’d be hard not to see or hear him in that rig. 
 
    He jumped out of the cab and met me around the front of the truck. 
 
    “How in the hell am I supposed to get inside of that thing? The tires alone are taller than I am!” 
 
    He rubbed the hood of the jacked-up truck like he was soothing a child. “Don’t talk about Mabel that way, you’ll hurt her feelings.” He gave me a devilish grin. 
 
    “Forget her feelings, I’m probably going to slip a disc if I try to climb up there.” 
 
    Of course I wouldn’t, but I’d forgotten for a minute that I wasn’t a normal person anymore. Seeing a big green truck in the driveway—one that could literally drive over my car without damaging it—scrambled my good sense for a beat or two. I could probably scale that baby in no time, but I couldn’t be showing off my freakish skills just yet. 
 
    It was only our first date, after all. That seemed like a third-date thing, minimum. 
 
    “Nah, you’ll be fine. I’ll give you a boost.” He flexed his fingertips at me and I got the distinct impression that he couldn’t wait to get his hands on my buns. 
 
    Good thing I hadn’t worn a skirt. 
 
    Linc opened the passenger door and pointed to a special handle mounted low on the inside of the door. Then he pointed at another mounted on the floor beside the truck’s bench seat. “Grab those and pull yourself up. You can step on the pipes if that helps—they shouldn’t be too hot just yet.” 
 
    I did as he said, stretching my body beyond what was polite for first-date etiquette. I only hoped Morgan wasn’t watching this spectacle. After a few awkward seconds and one deliberately ass-grab, I was sitting in the cab of the beast. Everything looked so small from my perch. 
 
    Was this truck even street legal, I thought? God, I was such a Mom. 
 
    Linc jogged around the truck, swung open the door and hoisted himself up and into the driver’s seat. He made it look so easy. 
 
    “So, what do you have planned?” I asked, dropping my purse in the floor. 
 
    “You better zip that shut; she rides a little bumpy.” He grinned and waited patiently for me to secure all my crap safely inside the bag. 
 
    “You like surf-n-turf?” He put the truck into gear. 
 
    “Sure, who doesn’t,” I replied. 
 
    “Good, first we’ll do the surf.” He laughed then, deep and rich. 
 
    I hoped that wasn’t his misguided way of saying we were going swimming. Besides the fact that getting half-naked and bobbing in the water beside a stranger was more of a second date kind of thing, I hadn’t spent forty-five minutes on my hair and makeup only to have it washed away in ten seconds flat. I was trying to be a normal gal, dammit. 
 
    It wasn’t too long before I figured out what he had in mind, and thankfully it wasn’t swimming. 
 
    We had only driven a few miles down the dark two-lane road when Linc hit the brakes and pulled into a dirt driveway. The entrance was blocked off by a rusty chain suspended between two rotten posts. After unlocking and dropping the chain, we ambled back to a large clearing hidden within the woods. 
 
    I prayed that his idea of a first date wasn’t making out in the woods. I may be a woman of looser morals, but I never said that I was easy. Hedonistic maybe, but not a push over.  Oddly enough, it never crossed my mind that he might be a serial killer looking for a great place to dump a body. 
 
    Linc stopped the truck and flicked on the high beams. 
 
    “Well, what do you think? You game?” His eyes sparkled in the shaft of moonlight cutting through the dirty back window. 
 
    He motioned to the pit below. It appeared to be a series of runs and hills, serpentines and dives.  I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. I furrowed my brow. “What is this place?” 
 
    He laughed, “Locals called it The Sand Pit. It’s been closed off for years now, but I found it a few months back while running and couldn’t help myself. I cleaned it up and bought this truck.” 
 
    Run? Most people I knew kept to the side roads; he must be a serious off-roader to end up all the way back there. Even with that info, I still didn’t have a clue why he brought me there. 
 
    “I don’t get it… you said something about surfing? I don’t see a beach anywhere.” I scanned the surrounding area, even the bits only my enhanced eye sight could pick up. Nothing. 
 
    “That’s because we’re gonna sand-surf.” He leaned in close and I stiffened just a bit, thinking he was going to kiss me. Instead, he looped a finger around the seat belt and drew it over my lap. He secured the belt and tugged it snug. “You’ll want to grab the oh-shit bar too.” 
 
    He pointed to yet another special handle, mounted in the ceiling over my right arm. 
 
    I didn’t even get a chance to ask him why. I found out about three-point-five seconds later as he barreled down a steep grade with his foot solidly on the gas. Before all four tires were level on the ground, we started to climb another dirt hill. 
 
    Up and down. Fast and faster. Little bounces and boob-shakers. After a particularly hard bottom-out, I bounced so hard in the seat that my head whacked the roof of the truck. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Linc stomped on the brakes. 
 
    “Oh…my…” I covered my face with my hands, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    He started muttering to himself (multiple “shits” and “fucks”) so I took pity on him and pulled my hands from my face. Tears were streaming down my cheeks—but the kind that came from laughter so deep that you run out of air long before the fit subsides. 
 
    “Fthuck…” I lisped. Damn, that had never happened before. Why the hell were my fangs down? I pressed my lips shut and held up one finger—the universal signal for “give me sec.” 
 
    “Woo hoo, you really had me going there for a second. Are you sure you’re okay?” He rubbed the top of my head and then looked at his fingertips. “No blood, so that’s something.” 
 
    He had no idea how true that was. It was a good day when I could say that. 
 
    I got a handle on my giggle fit. “I’m good, promise. I’ve taken worse licks than that.” 
 
    His face clouded over, and I wanted to take back my words. He was sizing me up as some sort of battered woman. I didn’t want the man thinking I’d made a lot of terrible choices in my life. I had plenty of skeletons in my closet, but at least they weren’t the kind he was thinking of. 
 
    “Have you ever tried to teach an eight-year-old how to paddle a canoe around the creek? Quinn’s hit me with that damn paddle more times than I care to count. Never even got it wet,” I volunteered, hoping to re-color his idea of me. 
 
    “All-righty then, if you insist.” Linc fired up the truck and we hit the pits again. 
 
    We spent the next hour giving ourselves a serious case of roller-coaster brain. But it was so worth it. I hadn’t had that kind of fun in decades, if ever. Pure silliness, it was. 
 
    When we’d finally had our fill of shaking the nuts and bolts out of the truck, Linc suggested skipping dinner (what was supposed to the “turf” part of the night—breaking into the local country club for an illegal picnic on the seventh hole). Instead we settled for beer and some potato skins at his favorite watering hole. I wasn’t too keen on the skins, but a drink sounded like a good way to settle the butterflies in my gut. 
 
    We’d only been in the bar—a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it kind of place that I’d never noticed—for under ten minutes when my old life ran into my new one. 
 
    “Claire! Hey!” someone patted me on the shoulder. I looked up and groaned inwardly. 
 
    My former boss, Ernie, stood at the end of our booth. 
 
    I introduced the two of them and they shook hands, all the while eyeing each other up. I hoped that things wouldn’t get weird, Ernie always did have a tendency to stick his own foot squarely in his mouth—most of the time without even realizing he’d done it. 
 
    “It’s good to see you out an about! I’ve been meaning to give you a call to pick your brain on the old Smithson account.” He smiled and shuffled a little on his feet. 
 
    “Sure, anytime. I’m around most afternoons. You’ve got my number, right?” I offered. 
 
    “Sure do,” Ernie grinned and stuck his meaty hand in his pocket, glancing around to survey the scene. 
 
    I turned to Linc, “I used to work for Ernie. When I left some of my clients were a little nervous; Old man Smithson was the worst of the bunch. But, I assured them that they’d be in good hands with ‘ol Ernie here.” 
 
    I slugged Ernie in the arm playfully. I tried to ignore the fact that he winced and rubbed his arm where I’d tagged him. Oops—guess my muscles weren’t feeling so playful anymore. 
 
    “Well again, I’d appreciated. You all settled in your new house?” He stepped closer to the table, giving a waitress carrying a large tray room to pass by.  If he took another step, he’d be sitting in my lap. 
 
    “Yep, all settled.” I played with the straw in my lemon water. Of course, I couldn’t drink it, but as luck would have it there was a potted plant sitting in the window of our booth, so I planned on dripping straws full of my water into the plant at the first chance. I’d already downed a beer and while my stomach tolerated it for the most part, I was smart enough to not push it. I was a one-drink date again, sadly. 
 
    Linc gave me a what’s-he-still-doing-here look and I shrugged slightly. 
 
    “We were just...” I started, before Ernie cut me off with another question. 
 
    “You must be feeling better, then?” Ernie tipped back his tumbler and took a long pull of the amber liquid, splashing some over his salmon pink shirt when the ice cubes decided to get a bit unruly in the glass. 
 
    Linc’s face developed a curious look. 
 
    Great, that’s what I was afraid of. I didn’t want Ernie skirting anywhere near my so-called health issues that necessitated me leaving the company. Not that I’d told him the truth, mind you. Instead, my ex-boss thought I’d left for a perfect storm of reasons. Namely a fresh divorce, excessive stress and a newly developed skin condition that didn’t tolerate sun or rigid daily schedules. 
 
    I needed to get rid of him, and fast. 
 
    “Um, I’m doing good, really good. Thanks for asking. How’s Janice?” I smiled sweetly. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I was fond of my old boss, but I really needed him to go. 
 
    The quickest way I knew to accomplish that was to remind him of his disabled wife. I knew how his mind worked; he’d think of Janice, then he’d feel guilty for stopping in for a few drinks, and then he’d worry about how it must look to everyone—out living it up while his wife was confined to her bed. Then he’d be out the door. 
 
    “She’s fine. Well… it was good to see you again. Take care! And tell Quinn I said hi.” He waved, downed the rest of his drink and sat the empty glass on the bar as he passed by. 
 
    “He’d an odd little man.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he’s basically harmless. Socially awkward though. For a minute there, I was worried he was going to pull up a chair and join us.” 
 
    “Well, you know I’m always down for a threesome, but that’s not quite what I had in mind.” He flashed a playboy grin my way and I kicked him under the table. 
 
    “Oops, sorry. Trick knee. Earned that bad boy in Normandy.” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Right. I’ll try to remember that.” He took a long swig of his beer, never breaking eye contact with me. 
 
    “Best you do, buckaroo.” I countered, plucking the lemon slice from my drink and popping the whole thing into my mouth. My expression remained one of amusement, despite the bitter bite of the fruit. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   Morgan woke me at eleven a.m. the next morning. I’m sure she did it on purpose, because there was no way she was making that much noise without doing it deliberately. I came out to the kitchen to find her slamming cookie sheets into the drawer below the stove. 
 
    I didn’t even know we had any of those, or where they might be hiding. Mother of the year, I was not. 
 
    I groaned, “Oh my god… what are you doing?” 
 
    “Just a little spring cleaning,” she replied, banging a muffin pan against a cake pan. 
 
    “It’s November. Either you’re way early or really late.” I sat on a bar stool, realizing this was going to take a while. 
 
    She ignored me. For another twenty minutes. 
 
    Great. I kind of wished that I could suffer from hangovers, so I’d have a reason to pop a few aspirin and go back to bed. For someone who wanted me to get out of bed so badly, Morgan certainly didn’t seem to have a need for me now that I was up. 
 
    “Do you plan on ignoring me much longer?” I asked, trying to spin an unfortunate orange on the tip of my finger like I had skills or something. All I ended up doing was shooting the soon-to-be-damaged fruit across the kitchen, almost popping Morgan in the back of the head. 
 
    She turned to glare at me but remained silent. 
 
    “If so, I can feel just as ignored by some of my clients and get paid for the time I spend dicking around.” 
 
    Morgan turned on the garbage disposal. Well, that was certainly an answer of sorts. 
 
    Pick your battles, Claire. 
 
    I retreated while I still could and took up an easy-to-defend position in my office. What the hell was up Morgan’s ass? It had to be my date with Linc, but I didn’t understand that any more than the more unlikely reasons. Wrap your brain around that one. 
 
    Hell, it’s not we were dating or anything. We had an understanding. And I sure as hell wasn’t wearing a chastity belt—we’d had conversations about my sex life and she didn’t seem bothered by any of that, so I just didn’t get it. 
 
    I might have to rethink the whole sleeping with women thing—they were too complicated. Ah, who was I kidding? That would be like turning down a dream vacation to Italy because it took too long to fly there. 
 
    I picked up my cordless and called one of my favorite customers. 
 
    “Dang, girl. Did you forget about the time difference again?” 
 
    I glanced at the clock. “Shit, sorry Vera. At least I called after eight this time.” 
 
    Vera chuckled, and I could hear sheets rustling in the background. 
 
    “Now you know,” her voice dipped low and sultry “I’d never mind waking up to you, but I’d definitely expect some spooning afterwards. You keep that in mind, Cookie, next time you interrupt my dreams.” 
 
    A smile split my face in two. I loved Vera, even if she never gave up trying to get in my pants. I knew it was never going to happen and so did she. It was just our thing, I guess. I laughed and rested my head back on the chair. 
 
    “I’m not kidding! I was having a good one too. I was trapped on a deserted island with Ellen and Portia. It was great—one kept my sides a ‘splittin while the other like to walk around in a coconut bikini—good times.” 
 
    I reminded myself not to encourage her. If she went into too much more detail, I’d end up hearing about the great sunscreen debacle or how they all feasted on sushi every night. Time to get down to the reason I called—business. 
 
    “So, have you had a chance to look over the proposals I sent over?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she replied. 
 
    I heard a toilet flush in the background and I laughed silently into my cupped hand. 
 
    “And… they’re good. I think you’ve captured exactly what we set out to do when we designed the Sheena.” 
 
    “Well don’t give me too much credit. It was kind of a no-brainer,” I volunteered. 
 
    “I see your point—for a guitar collection inspired by the 80’s riff queen herself, you could only go in so many directions.” Vera rattled some dishes in the background. 
 
    What was up with everyone being so damned noisy today? 
 
    “Ego, sufficiently checked.” I shuffled some folders around on my desk until I came up with the one I was looking for. “But give me some credit, I did manage to give you not one, not two, but three classy options. That was not easy when my inspirations were big hair, purple leather and legwarmers.” 
 
    “You got me there,” Vera agreed, while her herd of Chihuahua’s barked in the background. “I’m heading into meetings this morning, so I’ll give you a call later this afternoon to let you know what they decide. Oh, gotta run—Princess Buttercup is piddling on the carpet.” 
 
    The connection ended abruptly, somewhere between Vera shouting “Should’ve adopted the Shitzu!” and “No, no, no!” 
 
    I sighed and returned the phone to its cradle. 
 
    No sooner than I’d set the phone down, it rang. The caller I.D said it was dumber-than-rocks Ex calling. Peachy, just peachy. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered doing my best June Cleaver impersonation. 
 
    “Claire?” Pete asked. 
 
    God, he wasn’t the brightest. 
 
    “Yes, what do you want?” I drummed my fingertips on the desk a bit too hard, leaving crescent shaped indentations in the soft wood. 
 
    “I’m fine, thanks for asking.” He clearly didn’t mean that, not one bit. 
 
    I sighed, loudly. “I’m working, what do you need?” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” He said. 
 
    I wanted to throat-punch him through the phone. As long as we’d been married, he knew how I felt about the word “whatever”—it was the asshole equivalent to “fuck you” in my book. 
 
    I decided to be the bigger woman and ignore him. 
 
    “Two things,” he finally said. “First, can you or Morgan pick Quinn up from school today? I know it’s my turn, but a job interview just came up.” 
 
    Yes, ladies and gentlemen—my loser ex-husband was still just as unemployed as he’d been back when I took that fateful trip to the music convention in Florida, hoping to earn myself a bonus to keep food in the fridge for Quinn. Is it any wonder I was so adamant about hiding every bit of my vampy inheritance from him? 
 
    It was enough that I let him keep the house in the divorce and he paid no child support either. Every penny that Quinn needed, I covered. I’d earned every damn penny the hard way, and I’d be staked before I’d let him piss it all away. 
 
    “Fine. Are you going to get her after the interview, or what?” I waited, knowing what was coming. 
 
    “Well… I don’t know how long it will be. I’ll just get her another night,” he said. 
 
    And there it was. I sucked in a deep breath and counted to ten. Or at least I tried to. I only made it to three before my mouth opened all on its own. “That’s not how this works, Pete. That’s not how any of this works.” 
 
    I figured I had about twenty seconds before he hung up on me, so I wasted no time. “This is your night. It’s on the schedule. You know how important it is to keep to the schedule—Quinn needs a routine and stability. She’s not just some shift at a job you don’t want to go to; you can’t trade out for another day.” 
 
    “I know that, Jesus. Cut me some slack, will ya? The interview is up the road, I don’t know how long it will run and I’ll still have to drive all the way home afterwards,” he explained. 
 
    “Salisbury? That’s little far north isn’t it?” I didn’t see Pete’s little POS truck making it sixty miles to work each day. 
 
    “That’s where the corporate office is, but the job is all over the lower Shore.” 
 
    I didn’t want to know the details, not really. He could be applying to work at the Peace Corp, donating his hair to kids with cancer and walking old ladies across streets, and he’d still be a giant jackass, in my opinion. 
 
    “Whatever,” I said—see what I did there? Threw it back on him. Fucktard. “Did you say you had something else to ask?” 
 
    “Yeah… I’m going out of town for a few days and I was hoping to take Quinn along.” He was being positively polite. He must really be hoping I’d say yes. 
 
    “You’re going on vacation? Where? Uh, how long will you be gone?” And how the hell was he planning on paying for that? 
 
    “Uh… do you remember my cousin Merle and his wife Tish? Well they’ve organized an Adams family reunion next week in South Carolina. I got thinking that it would be great for Quinn to meet all her cousins. And the reunion is being held at this awesome campground—they have river tubing and zip lines and horseback riding.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” And dangerous. I wasn’t sure I could handle worrying about Quinn for a whole week. 
 
    “Great! Quinn’s going to be so excited when I tell her… I was planning on leaving Saturday, say around nine o’clock. That work?” 
 
    I didn’t remember saying yes. “This Saturday? Kind of short notice, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t know about it until a few weeks ago, and I didn’t think, um, it was going to work out, so… you know.” 
 
    Interesting. I think I had an idea of how Pete planned on paying for his holiday. 
 
    “So who all is going?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean? Just me and Quinn.” He was quick to respond, like he knew I’d ask. 
 
    Of course I would. And I’d find out if he was lying the minute Quinn got back home. It was an easy jump from there to conclude that his latest strumpet wasn’t tagging along, but she was probably footing the bill all the same. 
 
    “Fine, but can you pick her up any earlier, say like eight? I’ve got a thing…” This time of year, the light would still be pale enough that I would only feel like I was being burned at the stake and not melting from a nuclear apocalypse. 
 
    The line was silent for a beat while Pete tried to decide if arguing with me was worth the risk. He hated getting up early but didn’t want to piss me off. “Sure, I’ll be there at eight.” 
 
    Here’s where I tried to be a better person. “Okay. I’ve gotta go, but good luck.” 
 
    “Good luck?” he said. 
 
    “Uh, with your interview?” 
 
    “Yeah, right. Right.” Pete stuttered. 
 
    God, he couldn’t even commit to a ten-minute lie. I shouldn’t be surprised—he’d ended our marriage via text message when I was five-hundred miles away in another state. 
 
    I ended the call without saying goodbye. Apparently, I’d run out of fucks to give. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   Idon’t understand just what in the hell is going on with you.” Throwing up my hands, I groaned for extra measure. 
 
    I was just about at the end of my proverbial rope. It’d be one thing if I knew what I’d done to piss Morgan off so badly, but the fact that I had absolutely no clue what our problem was—well, that was driving me bonkers. 
 
    Morgan stared at me with such venom in her expression, that I took a small step back. Complete contempt was etched over her face as precisely as if it had been carved in limestone. 
 
    However, her lips betrayed everything. They trembled; Morgan was utterly terrified. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whimpered. “I think I’m going crazy. When I… when I look at you I just want to do sick, evil things to you. I feel so angry all the time. I need to go.” 
 
    She pulled away from me and started for the door. 
 
    I grabbed her by the arm easily. “Not so fast,” I said. “Let me help you.” 
 
    Knowing it was probably a bad idea, given her current state of emotions, I knocked a few bricks out of my mental shields and prepared to soak up some of what Morgan was putting off. At first it was a trickle, but soon enough I felt the magnitude of her troubled mind. 
 
    Holy shit. I was not prepared for that. 
 
    Here’s the thing… by watching enough television, anyone with half a brain knows that criminals get caught due to unique identifiers. Sometimes it’s a physical clue like a fingerprint that does them in. Other times, it’s not such much as one clue, but the collection of actions as a whole—sometimes called a signature—that connects the dots all the way back to the criminal. 
 
    I was willing to bet that this was going to end up like that. 
 
    Not only did I feel a pervasive rage that clung to Morgan like a layer of second hand smoke, but I recognized it, you see. Call it a signature or whatnot, but I had experienced this feeling before and I now understood several things. 
 
    First, whoever this rage originated from was one sick fuck. The amount of negativity needed to build this king of hatred—well, I’m pretty sure one doesn’t come back from something like that. Like that saying, once you go black, you never go back. Except in this case I’m not talking about a big ‘ol wanger. 
 
    Second, whatever was going on was personal. Someone hated me with a fiery passion, though I didn’t have a clue who that might be. Pete was too lazy to muster up this kind of rage, so that left me a candidate list of nobody. It couldn’t be a coincidence that I’d experienced this same brand of darkness on the dock a few nights ago and now Morgan seemed to be under its influence as well. 
 
    I had to help Morgan, but I didn’t know how. 
 
    Until I was able to figure something out, I needed to send her out of the house and away from me. Fairly confident that she wasn’t a danger to anyone else (only me), I figured she’d be fine and feel more like herself once there was some distance between us. 
 
    “Stay here,” I said, and I ran off to grab the car keys. I came back and pressed them into her hand along with a fifty. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, I promise.” 
 
    She couldn’t meet my eyes, but instead kept her gaze on the floor. 
 
    I pulled her into a quick hug. “Go out for the day. Buy some ice cream, walk along the harbor, go browse one of the art galleries in town— anything that will take your mind off me for a few hours. When you come back later tonight, I will have some answers.” 
 
    I released Morgan and she nodded and backed away quickly. She didn’t even take a minute to put on her shoes. She just grabbed up the first pair of sneakers she came to, which happened to be mine, and ran out into the garage. I heard the mechanical door lift and the car back out seconds later. 
 
    I wasted no time getting down to business. In my office, I fired up my ancient desktop and waited for my email program to load. If anyone had an idea of what I could do to help Morgan, it would be my best friend, and guru of-all-things-weird, Cassidy. 
 
    I just hoped she was going through one of her sociable phases. Over the last few months, I’d noticed that Cass tended to drop off the radar for a few days at a time. On those rare occasions, she’d been unreachable by phone, email and messenger, but she always popped back up a few days later like everything was fine. I knew better though—because she could never give me a square answer about what she’d been up to. 
 
    About everything else, Cass was a straight shooter, so by being evasive she’d all but admitted she was hiding something. But it wasn’t the time to worry about things outside of my little bubble. I had enough to deal with in my own tiny world. 
 
    Once my computer woke up enough to limp along, I fired off a quick email to Cass and prayed. 
 
      
 
    Riddle me this: 
 
    What can affect my sweet little Morgan and turn her against me, but no one else? Seriously, it’s like she’s been brain washed… to hate me with a passion so bottomless that I’m scared to sleep under the same roof with her. It’s not natural. I didn’t ruin her Jimmy Choo’s or anything. My sponge is soaking up some serious negativity. What can I do? 
 
    ~Desperately Seeking Answers 
 
      
 
      
 
    While waiting, I seriously considered praying for real, but I knew it was no use. 
 
    I’m not that type of person anymore. Now, my idea of worship was limited to sitting on the dock and taking in the sounds of nature while my man-made troubles evaporated like early morning fog. Since that’s where this mess started, I’d have to settle for distractions. 
 
    I rumbled around my office for a bit before stopping in front of the closet where I hid most of the crap I’d accumulated over the years. The door was ajar, and I could just make out the corner of the box that housed that damned violin. I wondered briefly if that had anything to do with it. 
 
    That wasn’t possible. As far as I knew, the instrument didn’t have that kind of power. Not that I’d considered it much after my initial experience with it, but I’d certainly take a moment to consider it, given the circumstances. 
 
    What did the violin actually do? It made beautiful music, I knew that for sure, even with a person who had no musical abilities. I felt drawn to it that fateful day, and it was only after encountering it that my mysterious (and unreliable) powers had started to bloom. I hadn’t realized that before. 
 
    I’d assumed it was the V-day transformation that kicked everything else off, but my assumption was flawed. Sure, the other powers had emerged near the time I became a vampire, but that’s only because I became undead just a few hours after playing the violin for the first time. 
 
    I could see that now. Before I’d ended up in the hotel room with Bette for my so-called date with destiny, weird things had already started happening. So the violin either caused my strange abilities, or it flipped some a switch to the “on” position inside me. 
 
    No, no. Something niggled in the back of my skull. That didn’t quite fit either. 
 
    I’d been using my gifts to a limited extent all my life, but I just hadn’t known it until the Florida trip... so the violin wasn’t a trigger or a switch, but an amplifier of sorts. It recognized my gifts and turned the damn volume up as far as it could go. But how could that have anything to do with what was happening to Morgan? 
 
    It couldn’t—not unless her gift was nuclear rage a’ la Carrie-style. By the Gods, I hoped that wasn’t even close to the right answer. 
 
    My computer screamed “NARWHALS!”  in a child-like voice— that was Quinn’s idea of a joke to announce incoming messages—and I slammed the closet door and crossed my fingers, hoping the new mail was from Cass. 
 
    It was. In fact, I had three new emails from her. 
 
    The first one read: 
 
      
 
    A few things came to mind when I read of your problem. 
 
    A witch’s curse. A faery’s flight of fancy. Early Adult Onset Schizophrenia (hers, not yours. Probably.) Or an act of persuasion by one of the few beasties capable of that skill.  I will research and get back to you. 
 
    XOXO, Cass 
 
      
 
    What the hell? I sure hoped the other two emails held more answers than the first one. All I had after reading that was more questions. 
 
    Faeries? Witches? Or the less-disturbing Schizoid disorder? I didn’t even want to think about the type of he-who-shall-not-be-named creature that was capable of persuasions. The thought had briefly crossed my mind already, but I wasn’t prepared to consider that angle; it was too close to home. 
 
    Like it or not though, it was the most plausible. 
 
    The possibility that Morgan was under the persuasion of a fellow vampire made my cold blood run even colder. Mostly because that suspect pool was fairly small. Out of the three fangers I knew, only one of them would be capable of trying to harm me for mere sport. 
 
    Clive, that pompous fuck-twat. I’d kill him and not feel one second of remorse. 
 
    I tried to not think about the million ways I’d make him suffer while I slogged through Cass’s other emails. It was easy to do, considering she’d managed to send enough research to keep me busy for the next two hours. 
 
    How Cass had enough time to dig up that much research in less than thirty minutes was another mystery all to its own. I shelved that one to think about later, much later, after things calmed down around my house. 
 
    Most importantly, I had to fix Morgan, and fast. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   Bye, Bug!” I waved and blew Quinn a kiss as the car pulled away. She had her face pressed up against the window, looking like an adorable little monster. Chip off the old block, she was. 
 
    When Pete’s car finally got far enough away that I couldn’t see it anymore, I hot-footed it back inside. Once the pain had subsided, I realized one very sad thing—with Quinn gone for over a week and Morgan who the hell knows where, I was at a loss as to what to do with myself. 
 
    I pulled open the fridge for no good reason. Really, what was I thinking? When I shut the door a piece of paper broke free from the magnet that had been holding it in place. I picked it up from the floor. It was a note from Morgan, sort of. 
 
    It said: Yoga at the gym – M. 
 
    I wanted to be happy that she’d finally taken up a hobby, but at the moment I was irritated that her life was shaping up to be more interesting than mine. I knew how petty that was, given Morgan’s currently cursed state. 
 
    What can I say? I was in a shitty mood. 
 
    I thought back and realized that I hadn’t eaten in a few days. I was hoping to stretch it a little further, because I didn’t have the stomach (pun intended) for feeding right then. 
 
    So I was stuck being cranky. And it didn’t help that after hours of research and reading, I’d finally come up with a plan to try and help Morgan, only she hadn’t come home last night. 
 
    At least I knew she was safe—she’d come home at some point while I slept to change into her yoga clothes and leave the note—so I couldn’t be too worried. 
 
    I grabbed the TV clicker and plopped on the couch. I was just in time to catch the news and a little break.  Finally, something was going my way. 
 
    The weatherman had finished his predictions (really, it was like Russian roulette… they never got that shit right) and handed the spotlight back over to the anchor. 
 
    “In other news, we’ve been keeping an eye on a developing story over on the Eastern Shore. Thirty-four-year-old Dennis Dean, the man admitted Bay Memorial several days ago with an unknown blood disorder, has been upgraded to stable condition according to the hospital’s spokesperson.” 
 
    I exhaled the breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Thank the gods—one less stain on my sooty soul. I’d take it. 
 
    The anchorwoman continued, “Upon admission, Dean had no apparent signs of trauma to explain his severe anemia and initial testing ruled out typical medical conditions. At that point, the CDC was called in to rule out pathogens and the hospital operated under level four precautions for several days. Myrna Rogers, a liaison from the CDC has confirmed that all tests were negative.” 
 
    I tuned out as soon as they flashed the picture of Dean with his (now dead) wife and two young children on the beach. I already saw their faces when I closed my eyes, I didn’t need any more help searing the image in my mind. 
 
    What I needed, it seemed, was a hobby. 
 
    I turned off the television and went into my office. I browsed the bookshelf looking for something that I hadn’t already read, but I should have known better. I was in serious need of a lazy, bookstore-browsing outing. That and a freaking life. 
 
    Maybe I could take up gardening?  Now that was a laughable idea. I could see myself, out tending the plantings under the nuclear light of the sun. No, if I had to have an outdoor hobby, I’d best make it a nighttime one. 
 
    I could take up knitting. Or line dancing. Or maybe I’d join a book club, learn a foreign language, or even take up computer gaming. Maybe I should just stake myself now and save myself a lot of embarrassment, I thought. 
 
    Then something occurred to me, something so depressing that I sank into my window seat and stared at the back of the black-out curtain. Well, it’s not like I could gaze out at the hummingbirds flitting from flower to flower. But that wasn’t even the depressing part. 
 
    I had realized that I was still a baby vamp, hardly out of my fanged-infancy. I had eons of time ahead of me, and if having a day to myself was about to make me flip my wig, then what the hell was I going to do with a hundred or more years on my hands? 
 
    I was still pondering that question ten hours later when Morgan finally came home and found me sitting in the middle of the living room, surrounding by a full circle of research papers. 
 
    “That only works if you’re Sam or Dean and have a devil’s trap hidden under all that crap.” She snapped, depositing her gym bag in the middle of the kitchen floor and cracked the refrigerator for a cold bottle of water. 
 
    I winced at her insinuation that I was a demon who needed trapping by a blood circle of the Winchester’s finest ancient symbols. 
 
    “That was harsh,” I muttered to myself, even though I was impressed at her burgeoning level of fandom. She’d come a long way since we’d started having Supernatural marathons several months ago. 
 
    I took a deep breath and leapt to my feet, then went to confront Morgan. 
 
    It was time to fix her problem with me, or look for a more plausible long-term solution. There were a lot of sharp wooden objects in my home and none of them were meant to be sticking out of my chest. 
 
    Several of the papers fluttered away in my wake. I was moving faster than I should. I tried not to do that around Morgan (and never around Quinn) but desperate times can make a gal jump the gun a bit. 
 
    Seeing that I was coming at her, Morgan’s eyes widened, and her pupils constricted. There was a noticeable uptick in her breathing and her heart started beating so loud that it sounded like my ear was pressed up against a snare drum. She held her hands up in a weak attempt to stop me, but I captured them within my own. 
 
    She shook visibly, but I kept my singular focus. I nudged a brick out of my shields and sensed the air around her. The hatred was still there, but it was currently being overrun with a more pressing emotion—the urge to escape, to survive. That was exactly what I’d been hoping for and for lack of a better word, it gave me hope that my plan might work. 
 
    Before Morgan could relax even the tiniest bit, I let my fangs drop and pressed my bottom lip against the sharp points. As my own blood filled my mouth, I gathered up every bit of love and kindness in my soul and held it there, right at the opening of my shields. 
 
    And then I moved in for the kill— by which I mean a full-on, lips-parted smoocher. 
 
    A blood kiss, infused with all the goodness that my soul had to offer. With that bit of my blood and the love flowing behind it, I hoped to bind Morgan to me once again, to reinforce my tenuous connection with her. From there, I hoped the binding would be enough to help me fight fire with water, so to speak. 
 
    My plan was to extinguish the flames of hatred with the soothing aloe of love.  Corny, I know, but it was all I had. 
 
    I broke the kiss and pulled her into a tight embrace. It was the best damn hug I’d ever given anybody, and I poured my freaking soul into it. With absolute intentions, I showered Morgan with love—the kind a woman has for her sister, a mother has for her child, and a daughter has for her mother. 
 
    Maiden, Mother and Crone. 
 
    That made me smile, even though I’m not sure where the thought had come from. I’d begun to accept those little gifts from the universe and this one was no different. It just felt right. 
 
    After several long minutes hugging the ever-loving crap out of her, Morgan relaxed and returned my embrace. Wrapping her arms around me, she started to cry. Silently at first, then louder until her body shook with the sobs. It cleaved my stone heart in two. 
 
    I carried her to the couch and pulled her into my lap. Rocking her like a baby, I smoothed her hair and patted her back, but nothing consoled her. It seemed that she had to get it all out, which made sense. If I had walked around for days with that much darkness in my heart, I’d need a good purging too. 
 
    It was like a spiritual enema—no holy water needed. 
 
    I held Morgan for hours, long after she’d fallen asleep, completely exhausted. She looked so peaceful that I didn’t have the heart to wake her. But I must admit, I did have an ulterior motive. Holding her in my lap was like wearing an electric blanket. I hadn’t felt that warm in a very long time. 
 
    Which reminded me… I had a date with Linc. 
 
    A quick glance at the clock in my kitchen told me that I had exactly an hour before he arrived to pick me up. Craptastic, I thought. 
 
    Which was followed by another thought: I sure didn’t feel very excited about my date. That wasn’t a good sign, not at all. Linc was hotter than a two-dollar pistol and any sane woman would sacrifice her left tit to go out with him. So why did I feel like giving up? 
 
    No action, that’s why. 
 
    I considered calling to cancel on him, but I wasn’t a quitter by gods, and while things hadn’t heated up to the expected levels yet, I wasn’t ready to stop trying. 
 
    I flex my vampy muscles and carried Morgan to her room, tucked her in bed and was standing in the shower in a flash—all with fifty-nine minutes still left before my date. 
 
    See… not a quitter! 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   After playing a couple of games of pool, evenly split by the way, we called it a night. Linc was toasted and I was getting my panties in a bunch, and not in a good way. We’d laughed and joked plenty, and occasionally he’d flirted a little, but nothing I could take seriously. He was acting like my brother’s best friend or something. 
 
    I didn’t get it and I damn sure didn’t like it, but I wasn’t going to be that chick throwing myself at anyone. Not now, not ever. I had standards, dammit. Well, some anyway. 
 
    I excused myself to the ladies’ room in a huff. No, not to use the facilities—one of the perks of being a vamp is that I’m no longer a slave to that particular throne. Instead, I wanted to freshen up a bit before climbing back into the dark truck for more of the same ambivalent flirting. Just in case, you know. 
 
    Leaning into the mirror, I checked my teeth. They were clean, and pretty sparkling if I did say so myself. I don’t know what I expected to find there… a piece of broccoli from a year ago? Some habits are hard to break. 
 
    “Don’t waste your time,” a voice said over my shoulder. “There’s not enough Mary Kay in this state to make him think of you as anything other than his Mother.” 
 
    I looked into the mirror at the stupid twat that was calling me old, my mouth pulling into a tight line. The bitchy Barbie’s reflection made me want to pound the mirror into a thousand pieces and stab her in eye with the largest of the shards. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and fought back the red tide threatening to obscure my vision. A bloody brawl in a bar bathroom would not be the best way to lay low in a small town. Even if it would be fun. And tasty. 
 
    I turned to look the woman in the face. “You got something to say, lint licker?” 
 
    She scrunched her nose, obviously confused. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” I flashed my fangs and pushed past her towards the door. When I was almost by, she grabbed me by the arm and spun me around to face her. 
 
    She flashed her own set of fangs and hissed, “Don’t bring them out if you don’t have the balls to use ‘em, Grandma.” 
 
    I was so surprised that I took a half step back and crouched, prepared to fight. So much for keeping a low profile. She laughed, her voice high-pitched and annoying. She stepped around me slowing, like a panther, until she reached the exit. 
 
    “Watch your back, hag.” And then she was gone. 
 
    What in the flying hell was that all about? One thing was sure, I was not at all happy to discover another vampire in my territory. Not at all. Especially a cunt like that one. 
 
    Someone pounded on the door, hard. 
 
    Linc’s voice echoed through the flimsy door. “Claire, you okay in there?” 
 
    “Yeah, um sure. I’ll be out in a minute!” I put on my best cheery voice. 
 
    That was rather hard to do, considering she’d struck exactly the right nerve in my psyche. Linc wasn’t busting a move on me, and I was beginning to think the problem was with me. 
 
    Maybe I was too old for him? I didn’t know his exact age, but there had to be at least a few years difference between us. Perhaps five, or even seven if I was honest. And I was a mother—and as far as he knew, a boring old one at that. I was old and had baggage; I wasn’t exactly a prize catch, I knew. 
 
    I sighed and gave one last look in the mirror before going out to find my date among the short-skirt tartlets circling the bar like piranhas. I suddenly felt very tired of everything. 
 
    “Ready when you are,” I stopped beside Linc at the bar and waited while he paid. 
 
    The ride home was eerily quiet. 
 
    Linc drummed his fingers on the steering wheel to the beat of the new Theory song and I pretended to gaze out into the black night. My mind was elsewhere, and I realized that I wasn’t in the mood for some good old fashioned, back-road nookie, even if he finally decided I was hot enough for my age. I was so far out of the game that I felt destined to ride the bench from there on out. 
 
    As we came down our road, Linc nodded to his house just up ahead.  “Looks like we’ve finally caught my brother home. Want to meet him?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, somewhat distracted. 
 
    I gave myself a pep talk. I didn’t understand his lack of interest, but I also didn’t seem to mind too much if I was being honest with myself. I didn’t have a lot of friends, especially not ones that pulled me into having fun, and I’d been having a blast with him the last few days. 
 
    Maybe being in the friend zone wasn’t so bad after all. 
 
    Linc parked the truck and we both got out. 
 
    It was an unusually balmy fall night. Even the crickets were busy chirping their creepy little heads off. The leaves crunched under our feet as we made our way from the truck (no, not the big one—his other, normal sized truck) and toward the back patio. 
 
    As we turned the corner of the house, I saw a man standing over a board he had suspended across two sawhorses. He was shirtless and sweaty and bent over with a circular saw in his hand. I could see the family resemblance—in his spectacular ass, that is. 
 
    “Hey, Bro…” Linc called over the whine of the saw as it cut through the wood. 
 
    “Hey, Rooster!” Linc tried again. 
 
    The saw stopped and spun down with a screech. Linc’s brother stood up to face us, with a cocky smile spread over his rugged, lickable face. I didn’t drool… much. 
 
    Then a thought hit me, and I scrunched up my forehead. “Rooster? I thought that was your dog’s name?” 
 
    Linc chuckled and Rooster elbowed him in the ribs. 
 
    “What the hell man?” Linc sputtered, rubbing his chest. 
 
    Rooster held up his hand and stepped closer to me. He smiled at first, the kind where a guy sizes up a girl to decide if she’s bangable or not, but as he drew closer his smile faded. He walked a circle around me, his nose leading the way. What the hell was he doing? 
 
    Rooster backed away and chucked his brother in the arm, hard. 
 
    “Brother of mine, I think we need to get your sniffer checked out. You’ve been on how many dates with this… woman, and you didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was being insulted or not. So help me, I thought, if he calls me old I was gonna throw down. I looked to Linc for some clue, but he wasn’t even looking at me. Instead, he furrowed his brow at his brother. 
 
    Linc shifted from foot to foot, clearly uncomfortable. “A few… but I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    It was the most serious that I’d ever seen him look. Something bad was about to go down, I just didn’t know what. And I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like it. 
 
    Rooster clucked his tongue and stopped face to face with me. His eyes flashed gold and a low growl rumbled up from his throat. His teeth elongated—not the quick pop-out that mine did, but more like a slow eruption of bone through gums. 
 
    I stood with my mouth wide open. I wasn’t terrified, but I wasn’t exactly comfortable standing there either, in front of what I assumed was a werewolf. That didn’t prevent my fangs from dropping though. 
 
    Rooster tipped his head toward the sky and let loose a spine-straightening howl. 
 
    “What the f-thuck?” I gasped, taking a step back from the brothers. 
 
    Practically laughing in my face, Rooster pointed at my mouth and shouted, “See! She’s a filthy bloodsucker, dumbass!” 
 
    That just pissed me off. 
 
    I felt transported back to kindergarten when the playground bully had punched me in the stomach and I threw up all over my special dress reserved for picture day. Not mortified quite enough, the fat little bastard had called all the kids over and teased me mercilessly. It was the worst day of my innocent little life. 
 
    It wasn’t going to go down like that again. I put on my best Ice Queen smile and stepped closer to Rooster. I poked him in the chest with one finger and he stumbled backwards. “What’s so funny? You think I’m something to laugh at—you’re just a stinking dog for god’s sake.” 
 
    Linc stepped closer and I turned my wrath on him too. “What does that make you? His groomer?” 
 
    Two sets of golden eyes blinked back at me and I realized Linc was one of them too. I’d stumbled into a tiny pack of wolves. Hell, I’d sort-of been dating one of them. 
 
    I just shook my head. 
 
    Right, of course I was. I was the halfway-lesbian vampire dating a man-wolf, but not really. Could life get any more fucked up? 
 
    I didn’t even want to know the answer to that. I was done with everything and everyone for a while. People suck—that’s what life kept trying to tell me, obviously. 
 
    “You know what, fuck you. I hope you both catch a nasty case of mange. And fleas.” I turned to make the grand exit only a pissed-off vamp chick can do—I stomped off until I was out of their sight line and then I broke into a run. I ran so damn fast that I may have actually reversed the earth’s poles for a brief second. 
 
    When I reached my yard, I stopped abruptly in a cloud of dust and let my body settle from the time-warp feeling. 
 
    That wasn’t supposed to be there, I thought. 
 
    A car was parked in my yard and I didn’t recognize it. There weren’t too many jet-black Ferraris on the Shore, so I was confident whoever was driving it wasn’t from around there. The plates were from New York, which was another giveaway, of course. I didn’t know anyone who lived there and even if I did, who the hell shows up at someone’s house uninvited after midnight? 
 
    Little tingles snaked around my spine, making me uneasy. I had a strong suspicion that my night had just gone from I-hate-everyone to fucked-beyond-belief in the space of time it had taken me to run my grumpy ass home. 
 
    Fabulous, just fabulous. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   What in the hell are you doing here?” I tossed my purse on the kitchen counter and cracked my knuckles, looking around for things that were easily breakable or irreplaceable. 
 
    I was pretty sure there was about to be a room-destroying fight. 
 
    The oppressive feeling that had paralyzed me on the dock and later plagued Morgan for days—it was back with a vengeance. It enveloped me like a bank of fog rolling in, only it was much stronger now. The source had to be close… so close, I’d hazard he was standing in front of me. 
 
    Clive gave me a smug smile before making himself at home on my couch, hanging his arms over the back of it like he was settling in to watch a movie or something. I was just about to personally wipe that smile off his face when another voice broke the silence. 
 
    “You will watch your tone. You forget who you are speaking to,” the clipped voice was coming from over by the bookshelf. 
 
    I turned and locked eyes with the bitchy vamp from the bar earlier. Aw, hell no. 
 
    I squared my body to face hers. I’d been right, I was about to start breaking shit. I’d start with her perfect little plastic face. A low growl came from my throat and I crouched, ready to spring. She matched me in stance, but I had one thing on my side. 
 
    This was my house and I’d do anything to protect what was mine—at all costs. 
 
    “Ladies, there’s no need to fight,” Clive mocked, “There’s enough of me to go around.” 
 
    “Get out of my house and take Slut Barbie with you.” I said, not worrying that Clive was in my blind spot. I’d be able to feel it if he made a move toward me—our connection hummed strong between us, that damned tether vibrating like a plucked chord. 
 
    Clearly offended, Barbie’s fangs dropped and she stalked closer, circling to place herself between me and Clive. Interesting. What was she, his bodyguard or something? 
 
    “That, I cannot do.” Clive sighed. “This is tiring. I thought it would be fun to watch, but it’s not. Crystal… go wait outside.” 
 
    I wasn’t surprised by her name. Not at all. I was surprised that she listened to Clive immediately. It was like he’d flicked a switch and Stepford Barbie had come on out. She left the house without giving me another thought. 
 
    I barely had time to register that the oppressive feeling eased up the minute she went outside. Maybe I’d pegged the wrong vamp? Crystal certainly seemed to have it out for me, though I still had no idea why. 
 
    “Nice trick,” I said, turning my attention to the ass-hat on the couch. “If I had known she was that easy to get rid of I’d have done it the first time I met her.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and waited for Clive to get to the point of this impromptu visit. 
 
    He furrowed his brows. “You’ve met before?” 
 
    “Sure, earlier at the bar. I assume you had her follow me? You know, since being a creepy stalker seems so like you.” 
 
    Clive gestured to the sofa beside him, suggesting that I take a seat. I chose the wing chair out of arm’s reach instead. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m here?” he countered. 
 
    “What are you, my shrink? Answer my question or get out.” I reminded myself to dial it down a notch. It wouldn’t do any good to let Clive know how much he got under my skin. 
 
    “Still have that charm, I see.” He regarded me with amusement for a long moment. “Why am I here? We have a few things to discuss. Also, Bette asked me to check on you. She wanted to do it herself, but I couldn’t allow that. At least not before coming to see you myself.” 
 
    “Allow it? Since when do I need your permission to have a visitor, or for that matter to do anything?” 
 
    “Since you are living in my territory. Regardless of whether you like it or not, I am responsible for you at the end of the day. And I couldn’t have a member of the Triad getting staked on my turf. Most would assume I was behind it and that would cause a war. So, I had to be sure you had gotten over your little tantrum in Florida before letting Bette into the country.” 
 
    “Ah, I get it. Bette figured if you came to see me and I let you live, then she should have no problem knocking on my door. Seeing as how I hate you so much more.” I sat straighter in the chair, trying to make myself appear stronger, more in control of the situation. 
 
    Clive smoothed down a crease in his expensive pants, but didn’t respond. That was fine, I had plenty to get off my chest and I could carry the conversation alone for hours if need be. 
 
    “So… this was just a test to see if I’m still pissed at you guys? You know, you could have just called. Why come all the way here for a thirty-minute conversation?” I wasn’t buying it. 
 
    He had to be working a plan, an agenda. Coming to my home was the best way to intimidate me and to get inside my head. As a side benefit, the Triad now knew the strengths and weaknesses of my little haven, should they ever need to take me out. 
 
    Looking around at my house that felt so perfect only hours before, with the original Boogey Man sitting on my couch, my home felt like a death trap. Instead of spending gobs of money and time on my bathroom sanctuary, I should have invested in a panic room, or at least made plans for how to keep Quinn and Morgan safe when, not if, the bag guys showed up. 
 
    Little too late, it was. At least my daughter was with her dad for a few days, so I didn’t have to worry about her well-being, but I did have to worry about Morgan. 
 
    I needed to get her out of the house, but how in the hell was I going to pull that off? 
 
    Clive seemed oblivious to my internal monologue. “Like I said, we have other things to discuss. But business can wait. Let’s have small talk. Not enough people do that anymore.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” I scoffed. “Like you give a flying fig about the trivial details of my life.” 
 
    He clutched his chest, mocking me. “I’d be offended if I was capable, I assure you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I forgot that your heart turned to stone more than two hundred years ago.” 
 
    “You think me a monster, but I’m not.” His trademark smile faltered just a little. “I can behave like a monster, as I’m sure you can under the right circumstance, but I am not the Devil Incarnate. Eventually, after more years have passed than you care to count, you’ll realize that you and I are not so different.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” I quirked an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Clive’s cell buzzed in his shirt pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the caller I.D, “Will you excuse me? I have some business to attend to.” 
 
    I flicked my hand in his direction and stood. “Fine, I need to swap laundry anyway.” 
 
    While he took the call, I scurried down the hall, grabbed some clean towels from the linen cabinet and tossed them in the dryer to add a little bit of sound protection for the conversation I was about to have. 
 
    I gingerly turned the handle to Morgan’s bedroom and eased open the door. Even in the complete darkness I could make out her form sprawled across the bed. It’s a good thing she’s cute, because she slept like a lumberjack. 
 
    “Morgan,” I shook the foot of her bed, “Wake up. Come on… get up!” 
 
    No response. I poked her in the arm, once, twice, before she roused. 
 
    She rolled over and cracked one eye open, squinting up at me. “What time is it?” 
 
    “Around three a.m. Clive is here. You need to get up and you need to leave. Now.” 
 
    She looked confused, and I really didn’t have time for her to get with the program. 
 
    I tried again. “Seriously. Get dressed, hurry.” 
 
    After a brief hesitation, Morgan wasted no time in planting her feet on the floor. While she dressed, I threw some clothes into an overnight bag for her. “Take the car and go somewhere, anywhere, for a few days. Maybe Ocean City. Use that credit card I got you and lay low. I’ll call you when it’s safe to return home.” 
 
    I pulled my keys out of my back pocket and pushed them into her hands. “The car’s in the garage. Bitchy Vamp is outside somewhere, so get in the car, lock it and once the garage door is clear, haul ass. Don’t stop for anything. Got it?” 
 
    She gnawed on her bottom lip and nodded. “I don’t like leaving you.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I kissed her on the forehead and hugged her tight. “I’ll call you when the coast is clear. Go relax, get a massage, and do some shopping. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Just be careful. Clive’s one scary dude.” She attempted to smile, but I saw through her bravado. The trembling hands gave her away. But at least she cared about me again. So, there’s that. 
 
    “I will. Now, give me a minute to distract him or something.” 
 
    “But how are you going to do that?” she started. 
 
    I interrupted her with a well-placed finger to her lips, “I’ll take him on a tour of the house, wait until you see us go into the basement.” 
 
    She nodded and I stepped back into the hallway. It sounded like Clive was still on the phone, so I made my way into the kitchen area and pulled down two wine glasses and a bottle of Electra Moscato. Since discovering it a few months back, I’d ordered a whole case—the stuff was that good, even to my undead taste buds. 
 
    I poured us each of glass and carried them into the living room. Clive disconnected the call just as I stopped in front of him, peace offering in hand. 
 
    “I’d say something about my mama raising me to be a better hostess, but that’d be a lie. So here… wine. Drink.” I flashed a smile his way and hoped he bought it. 
 
    Clive took the wine and stood when it was obvious I had no intention of seating myself. At least I could count on his old-world manners to help a gal out in a pinch. 
 
    He sipped the wine, “This is pretty good. Who’s the maker?” 
 
    “A boutique vintner out of California. You’ve probably never heard of them. Technically, it’s a desert wine, but since I can’t eat my desserts anymore, I figured I could at least drink them.” I held up my glass in a mock-toast. 
 
    He clinked his glass with mine, his eyes twinkling with mischief. He wasn’t sure what I was up to, but it looked like he was going to play along, at least for the time being. That was good enough for me. 
 
    Clive nursed his wine and glanced around the living room, probably judging me on my lack of classical designs features. I bet he lived in a Masonic dungeon somewhere in the beating-heart of America. 
 
    “How about a tour? You’re my first blood-sucking guest, so I’d like to get your thoughts on what would make the house even better for my, uh, condition.” 
 
    “Of course, lead the way. I’m interested to see what you came up with, left to your own devices.” He said. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to take that. Was he insulting my baby-vamp intelligence, or sincerely irked on my behalf that I’d had no one showing me the ropes all these months? Clive, as usual, was unreadable, so I’d probably never know. 
 
    “Well, we can start here. If you’ll notice the inset light-blocking shades. I can remotely close them without ever entering the room and in the event of a power failure or something, there is a manual override.” 
 
    “Clever,” he said and looked up to the light fixtures. “And the lights?” 
 
    “Sunlight replicating bulbs. Those took some shopping around to find, but it helps me to feel like I’m living in a house, not a cave. You know?” 
 
    He nodded. “I do. Caves are a dark and depressing situation. I do not recommend them if you can help it.” 
 
    “O-kay. I’ll keep that in mind. Moving on… down the hall here is the laundry room, guest room, my office and the other two bedrooms. Nothing special to see there. They all have the same blinds and lighting.” 
 
    I pushed open my bedroom door. “My bedroom…” 
 
    Clive wandered over to my king size bed and gave the mattress a test bounce. 
 
    I grabbed him by the wrist and pulled him into my oasis. “This is my bathroom.” 
 
    His eyes grew wide as he took in the skylights, the elaborate stonework, the waterfall and soaking pool. “You did all of this?” 
 
    “Of course not. I had a contractor do all the work. I just told him what I wanted, and he made it happen. And then I ate him, of course.” 
 
    Clive’s mouth dropped open. 
 
    “Kidding. Who do you think I am… you?” I joked. 
 
    His jaw clenched at the insult. 
 
    I may have gone a little bit too far there. And for some stupid reason, I felt a little bad about that. Not something I wanted to consider, given my predicament. 
 
    “It has been said that an insult is just a mirror cast upon the speakers own dark shadows,” Clive’s expression had turned back into stone. 
 
    I didn’t care to examine the truth behind what he said, so I ignored him completely. 
 
    “All that’s left is the basement, this way,” I ushered him out of my haven, down the hall and to the basement door. I held the door open, “After you.” 
 
    He shook his head, “No, ladies first. I insist.” 
 
    There was no way that I was walking in front of him down a dark flight of stairs. He’d probably push me down for the sport of watching me trying to piece myself back together. 
 
    “Age before beauty,” I smiled sweetly at him. That was probably my mistake. He was probably thinking I was going to stake him from behind or something. I wasn’t nearly as good at playing nice as I wish I was, so I’m sure it made him suspicious. 
 
    Finally, he sighed and stepped into the darkness. I followed, feeling like I had ants marching around in my skull. It was not a pleasant feeling and I only wish I hadn’t seen it for what it was. 
 
    A warning. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   Iflicked the switch and the pale glow half-illuminated the open space. And the cobwebs. As well as the piles of crap and boxes I still had to deal with. 
 
    “I haven’t done much down here yet. Just bought a freezer…” I shrugged. 
 
    He flipped open the box that should have been protecting my life force and frowned. 
 
    “It’s empty. Where do you keep your blood?” 
 
    “In my veins. Duh.” I deflected. 
 
    He gave me a stern look and I felt a lecture coming on. I was so not in the mood, but I did need to keep him downstairs for a while longer to give Morgan a chance to run. 
 
    “I know, I know. I need to find a source. Believe me, I’ve been trying. It’s easier said than done around these parts.” 
 
    “I know. More than you think. That’s one of the reason for my visit.” 
 
    Change of topic, coming right up. Thank the gods. 
 
    “Aside from the freezer, what else should I do down here? I’ve been thinking of having a hidden door to the outside installed. I mean, what if we’re under siege and its noon on a bright summer day? We’d need a way to get out, right? Or maybe turn it into a safe room with two-inch thick steel plates and a biometric locking system?” 
 
    Okay, so I was talking out of my ass for the most part. Though some of the nonsense that fell out of my mouth made sense on a certain level. Especially given the fact that I had no real security to speak of. 
 
    “I can have Crystal work up some ideas for you, if you’d like?” Clive offered, an amused glint in his eye. 
 
    “Hell no. How dumb do you think I am? Certainly not stupid enough to give her the keys to my castle just so that she can come back and slice me up in my sleep.” I was stunned that he’d even suggest such a thing. 
 
    “If you’d rather not, that’s fine. But she’s been my head of security for over fifty years and you have no idea how many people would relish the chance to “slice me up” as you say. She’s good at what she does. You don’t have to like her. She’s never going to be your B-F-F, but she’d never do anything to raise my ire.” 
 
    While he was making a certain amount of sense, my brain was still stuck on him awkwardly trying to throw the BFF lingo at me, then turning around and using a word like ire. The combination had me fighting off a giggle fit like I hadn’t had in a very long time. 
 
    “What’s so funny? Catch a glimpse of yourself in the mirror?” Said a whiny voice behind me, one I’d know anywhere. 
 
    Crystal stood at the base of the stairs looking like a petulant child. 
 
    “God, what are you… twelve?” I asked. 
 
    “Can I borrow your phone Clive? Mine seems to be dead.” She ignored me. 
 
    What a bitch. 
 
    Clive pulled out his cell and tossed it over to her. 
 
    “The reception down here is horrible. Fastest way to kill a battery is to leave it on. That’s why I keep mine turned off when I’m here. Hell, it usually stays in my purse the whole time I’m at home.” I just couldn’t seem to shut up. 
 
    Why the hell was I being so helpful? Probably because it was either keep talking, or suck the twat dry. I quickly counted on my fingers the number of days since I’d last fed. The count, too many. Thanks for nothing, iVamp. 
 
    Crystal glanced in my direction. “So you don’t have your phone on you now, then?” 
 
    I shook my head. Sadly, I didn’t catch her meaning quick enough for it to matter. 
 
    She turned and walked away without acknowledging me. I hated her with a flaming passion. Maybe more than Pete. I’d like to stab her in the eye with a Spork. Or maybe give her a thousand paper cuts, followed by a lengthy bath of lemon juice. 
 
    Just when I thought I couldn’t hate her anymore, she stopped half way up the stairs and addressed Clive. “It’s been about a week for you right? Since you’ve fed?” 
 
    “If you say so…” he answered her. “You’d know better than I would these days.” 
 
    To me, he finished, “Crystal coordinates with my assistant on trivial things like that.” 
 
    “Perfectly sensible,” I responded in a proper British voice. Leave it to Clive to make so little out of something I considered to be the bane of my existence. 
 
    Crystal turned back to me, “And you’re getting all twitchy and pale, so I’d say you’re about due too. Oh, and I know the freezer’s empty. Thanks for giving Clive a tour of the house so I’d have time to double-check. Have fun you two.” 
 
    And with that she was gone. I heard her slide the deadbolt on the door, sealing us in. 
 
    “What the…” I sprinted up the stairs to check, and sure enough the door was bolted from the outside. I turned back to Clive, who stood still in the middle of the room. “What…have you… done?” 
 
    I stomped down the stairs and stopped five feet from him. I didn’t trust myself to get any closer. This stunk worse than the marsh at low tide. 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.” Clive looked around the room, suddenly nervous. He was right to be nervous. My anger was beginning to radiate off me in waves. 
 
    “Why did she lock us in here?” I gritted my teeth. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure, but I think I can take a few educated guesses.” 
 
    “Well?” I crossed my arms over my chest and waited. 
 
    “She took my phone, asked us how long it had been since we’ve both fed and locked us inside of the basement in an otherwise empty house. I presume she thinks this is going to turn into some sort of cage match.” 
 
    “I don’t follow.” 
 
    “At some point, we will get hungry enough to turn against each another. I don’t know what you did to piss her off, but clearly this is her way of making me kill you.” 
 
    “As if. And I didn’t do a damn thing to her. I don’t even know her.” I scoffed. “What makes you think I won’t kill you first?” 
 
    “I’m older, stronger and more cunning.” He smiled smugly. “You, baby-vamp, don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “Okay, for arguments sake, let’s say I manage to blunder my way into killing you. What then? She finally lets me out and I inherit your kingdom, snazzy cufflink collection and all?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best. The first thing I’d do is stake that bitch and then I’d have to interview a bunch of people for the open security position, and all of that sounds awfully boring.” 
 
    He chuckled at that and looked around the room, focusing on a large pile of crap I’d never unpacked after the move. He pulled a bunch of boxes aside and stacked them neatly along one wall. Unearthing a threadbare sofa I’d forgotten about, he sat on one side and patted the space next to him. 
 
    “So, what do we do now? I don’t feel like killing you just yet.” 
 
    “Now,” he said, “we get comfortable and wait.” 
 
    “You do realize that it could be days before anyone comes looking for me, right?” I hopped to a seated position on the top of the freezer. “My daughter is on vacation with her dad—they won’t be back until next weekend. And Morgan…” 
 
    “You sent her away.” Clive finished my sentence for me. 
 
    “How did you know that?” 
 
    “Vampire ears, Claire. You should know that background noise will not keep someone as old as myself from hearing your conversations.” 
 
    Ah, and there I thought I’d been a clever little vamp. 
 
    “Anyway, Morgan won’t come back until I call her, which I can’t do because I don’t have my phone.” 
 
    “What about your little dog man?” His face was blank, but I detected a wicked glint in his eyes. 
 
    “He’s not my… wait, how do you know about Linc?” 
 
    My mind flashed back to my last date, where I’d run into Crystal in the restaurant bathroom. “You had me followed?” 
 
    “I told you we’ve had to keep an eye on you. How else did you think we’d been doing that? By crystal ball? I admit, I prefer the old ways for most things, but I’m not that dusty.” 
 
    “Whatever, he won’t be coming around either. And I’m done talking to you right now.” I leaned back against the concrete wall and assumed a meditative position. 
 
    I knew I should have joined Morgan at her medi-yoga-laties classes. I could have used a big dose of inner tranquility right about then. 
 
    Clive kicked his shoes off and stretched out on the love seat. His legs hung over one end, but he didn’t seem to mind. He closed his eyes and I looked away quickly. Appearing to be sleeping made Clive look too human, too vulnerable. And that wouldn’t do at all. 
 
    Each time I forgot that Clive wasn’t a total monster, it ended badly. I wouldn’t be making that mistake again, no way. 
 
    I fumed on my perch for what seemed like a very long time, lost in my own thoughts. 
 
    Why, whenever the Triad was involved did things always turn to crap? I mean seriously, you’d think I would have learned my lesson before that moment. I should have kicked Clive out the minute I realized he’d broken into my home. 
 
    And that bitch Crystal would get hers. She was trying to kill me after all, albeit via Clive, but that was splitting hairs. Bottom line: she wanted me dead and that was a threat. If this plan of hers didn’t work, who knows what she’d try next. 
 
    She’d probably try to use Quinn to get to me. I couldn’t let her get that far. 
 
    Close to coming unhinged, I caught myself giggling. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Clive didn’t bother to open his eyes. 
 
    “I can trust her, huh? Crystal would never do anything to piss you off, you said.” I flicked a spider off my pants leg and watched it fly across the room. 
 
    “Tell me Clive, is your ire raised now?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   Hours passed. Many, many hours, and Clive stayed powered down for most of them. That was a blessing, really. I was having enough of a discussion inside my own head, I didn’t need to add aimless small talk in there too. 
 
    Mostly, I thought about my conflicting feelings about Clive. I hated him one minute, and I understood him the next. Out of the three Triad members, Clive was the only one I acted like myself around. 
 
    When I was with Gregor, I’d felt like a silly little school girl, doodling his name on a scrap piece of paper. And honestly, he’d not shown any interest in getting to know me outside of the bedroom. I’d also been around him before I’d learned to block other’s emotions, so the odds were good that my feelings hadn’t been my own. 
 
    The same went for Bette. It was impossible to separate my true feelings for her from the overwhelming tide of her vamp glamour. I probably wouldn’t know how I really felt about her until we met again. And worse, she held most of the control where I was concerned, so I felt like I was walking on eggshells with her. She was well-traveled and dazzling, powerful and direct—all the things I was not. I didn’t see myself as her equal, so if I ever managed to get past my anger towards her, any relationship we might have would always feel lopsided to me. 
 
    I did know one thing—that I was comfortable living in the land of bisexuality all on my own. Bette may have shown me the other side, but she hadn’t used her powers of persuasion to get me there, which was some comfort. 
 
    A noise made me look up. My roomie was trying to get more comfortable it seemed. 
 
    Clive… well I didn’t care what he thought of me. I said what I wanted to, when I wanted to and if he didn’t like it, well then, he could kiss my alabaster ass. You have no idea how freeing that was. 
 
    Also, he was also the only one out of the three Triad members that hadn’t tried to use persuasive gifts to influence me. It was like Clive wanted me to see the real him, fangs and all. (Sorry, sorry. Bad pun, I know. But accurate.) 
 
    The drawback to giving him a little credit in the likability bank? Clive the Terrible was the one I was most comfortable around. How messed up was that? 
 
    Rolling my neck, I stretched out my legs, flexed my fingertips and cracked my back. Boredom had long since set in. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my cropped blazer, hoping to find something, anything, to occupy my mind for the next few dreadful minutes. And what do you know, I found it. 
 
    I pulled out the creamy, expensive envelope and wondered, how’d that get in there? It was the envelope that had come with the violin—Bette’s letter that I’d pocketed and then forgotten about. 
 
    I let the weight of it settle in my hand, steeled my nerves and slipped a fingernail under the flap. Pulling slowly, so as not to wake Clive, it took me a full minute to get the darn thing open. Freed from its wrapping, Bette was only seconds away from being in my head. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I was ready for that, but it’s not like I had anything better to do. I unfolded the letter and began to read. 
 
      
 
    My Dearest Clara, 
 
    I hope this letter finds you well and that you are settling into your new home. From all accounts, you seem to be doing just fine with the transition despite my absence. For that, I do apologize. I truly want to earn the chance to make it up to you someday. 
 
    You may be wondering why I’ve sent you the violin and I am unable to answer that question with ample clarity. I apologize for that as well. 
 
    Upon return to my home, the instrument has given me nothing but grief. Every day since we’ve parted, it has begged for my attention. No, that’s not quite right; it has demanded my attention. It makes music in the dead of the day, pulling me from the deep, dreamless slumber of our kind. It refuses to stay put; I’ve returned it to the display case on numerous occasions, only to find it later resting throughout the villa in the most absurd places: in the library on top of a stack of books, under my bed covers, inside my walk-in cooler, and nested between my orchids in the greenhouse. 
 
    The harassment has been unrelenting. Finally, it has pushed me to my limit. I ask it, what is the problem? What do you want from me? 
 
    And do you know, it answered me in a fashion. Not with words, no, but with an overwhelming knowledge that it wanted to be where you are. And so you see, I had to send it to you. I’m positive once it is in your care, it will be no further trouble. And perhaps, it will be a beautiful reminder for you, one from the story of how we first met—the beginnings of our relationship. 
 
    I’ve said more than I wanted to, so I will leave you for now. Just know this: I think of you often and a part of me is there with you, even now. I’m including my contact information as well, in case you have need of anything. 
 
    Until Someday, 
 
    Bette 
 
      
 
    I folded the letter and tucked it back into the envelope. I couldn’t bring myself to put it away. Instead, I stared at the script of my name, tracing it with my eyes, over and over again. Studying the flourish of the letters, the little curl at the top of the “C” and the slant of the “I” in my name. It was as if by examining the way Bette scripted my name, that I would be able to glean her true feelings. 
 
    I sighed at the absurdity of my line of thinking. 
 
    “What do you have there?” Clive said. 
 
    I shook my head and dropped the letter in my lap like it had bitten me. 
 
    He sat up and straightened himself out. I had to look away while he fussed with the material pulled too-tight over his hips. By the gods, I’d been cooped up for far too long in the basement for sure, if Clive and his bunched trousers were making me all twitchy. 
 
    “Nothing, just keeping myself busy with the contents of my pockets.” I hopped down from my perch on the freezer, stuffed the letter back into my pocket and paced the length of the room. My legs felt spindly and I hoped that was from sitting in one place for too long, but I was starting to suspect it had something to do with my rising hunger. 
 
    A stabbing pain to my gut confirmed my suspicions. And it was a doozy. I’d never gone this long before, which was scary enough on its own. Coupled with the fact that my only hope at a decent meal sat on the couch, eyeing me cautiously, and I had a strong feeling that the odds would not be ever in my favor. 
 
    Clive stood and watched me circle the room, occasionally pressing a hand along the concrete block wall for support. The bricks were cool under my fingers and grounded me somewhat—the room didn’t feel like it was going to go spinning apart so long as I kept contact with it. Kind of like the ol’ foot off the bed, drunkard trick. 
 
    “Come here,” Clive stepped into my path and pulled me into an embrace and placed a fingertip on my forehead. Tapping twice, he asked, “You have a shield up here for blocking, right?” 
 
    I bit my lip and nodded. 
 
    “Here’s what I’m thinking,” he wrapped both arms around me and my legs felt like they were ready to give out completely. We swayed together for a moment before he continued. “You can borrow talents; I’ve seen this first hand. And you soak up emotions like a chamois, so there’s a chance that you can...” 
 
    My stomach felt like a super-heated cannon ball had been dropped into it. I fought to focus on what Clive was saying, it seemed important. “Can what?” 
 
    “Well… I have to wonder if you could use that ability to take one thing and turn it into something else.” He stared at me expectantly, like I should be following his logic. 
 
    I didn’t have enough neurons firing to make the connection. “Now’s not the time to be obtuse. I’m shriveling up here.” 
 
    “More direct then, right.” He pulled in a deep breath and spit it out. “I think that you could feed on something other than blood. Things, actually.” 
 
    That piqued my interest. “No more bloody mishaps. No more blood, period? I’m in.” I slurred. I sounded like a diabetic on the verge of a sugar crash. 
 
    Clive pulled me over to the couch, sat and pulled me into his lap. “Mind you, I don’t know that it will work, but we are out of options here. Now would be the time to go out on a limb.” 
 
    He brushed a strand of hair out of my face and lowered his voice. “I could last another day, maybe two… but you, I fear, do not have nearly as long. At some point—maybe in five minutes or two hours, who knows—the desire to feed will overcome you. At that point, you will leave me with few choices. I don’t want to hurt you, but I might not be able to avoid it.” 
 
    “Well,” I gripped my abdomen and waited for the pain to subside. “Let’s try. Tell me what to do... before it’s too late.” 
 
    It’s what I left unsaid that hung in the air. 
 
    Sure, I didn’t want to flip my lid and go all raging-bitch-vamp on Clive, not this time. And I’d rather not have to fight for my life with a serious case of jelly-legs. Ending up as Clive’s snack was not an option either. I’d pretty much do anything he told me to at that point. Anything. 
 
    “Okay, you need to let your shields down a bit. Then install…” he started. 
 
    “Install? I’m not a computer.” 
 
    “Sorry, right. Well, what do you do in there? Just picture something and it appears?” 
 
    I nodded, “something like that.” 
 
    “Okay, then picture a net, or a box—anything that you can use to contain a powerful feeling. The idea is you use my feelings, let them in, and put them in that box. Then you can let it out a little at a time to sustain you. Think of it like recharging your batteries with your own portable generator.” 
 
    “Mm, okay. What exactly am I going to be harnessing? 
 
    “Any strong emotion—rage, anger, fear, love …” he paused and averted his eyes. “…and lust.” 
 
    I took a minute to let that sink in.  “So, does that mean we’re going to fight until I get you mad enough to eat me, then try to avoid getting actually eaten by you while I suck your jou-jou?” 
 
    My inner twelve-year old sniggered at the last bit. 
 
    “I think there are far less dangerous ways to do what needs to be done, but you can suck my jou-jou if you’d like.” 
 
    I gave him a that’s-not-funny look. 
 
    “Sorry, moving on. Drop your barriers and get ready.” His voice dropped an octave and it shot tingles up my spine. 
 
    I popped a few bricks out of my protection shield, dropped in the prettiest cobalt blue bottle with a cork stopper and sat a little straighter. His face drew nearer to my own, his lips parting slightly. 
 
    Oh, god. He was going to kiss me. Right then. 
 
    “Wait!” My heart thudded once in my chest. “Forgot to uncork the brain-bottle.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   Don’t worry, I’m not going to bite.” Clive helped me out of my jacket and dropped it to the floor once my arms were free. He trailed his fingers over my collar bone, leaned forward to plant a kiss on my neck. “At least not in the beginning.” 
 
    Goddess help me, I actually wasn’t repulsed by the contact. Not enough to make him stop, anyway. Clive nuzzled my neck and I closed my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know if I could do it; sleep with Clive for a chance at a cure for bloodlust. I mean, it felt cheap and wrong. And I’d be using him—not that he’d mind at all. Still, I’d never had sex with anyone based on something other than desire or love. I didn’t love Clive. Hell, most of the time I didn’t even like him, but I needed to get us out of this situation. 
 
    I would not fake it; I would not go through with it at all if my own libido didn’t get on board. I’d fight him before I spread my legs like a common whore looking to get a payday. So it was down to this: fuck or fight. 
 
    Which one would it be? I still wasn’t sure myself. 
 
    Clive’s hand moved to my hip and pull me a little closer to his core. Realigned, I could feel a hard lump squarely under my ass as it grew and grew. He touched my knee lightly, drawing little circles through the fabric. His other hand slipped under my shirt and pressed against the small of my back. The skin-on-skin contact sent little zaps firing over my body. 
 
    “What are you feeling from me right now?” Clive whispered into my ear. 
 
    I paused to consider the question. From Clive, I felt… tenderness, with an underlying current of desire. My own abdomen tensed in response. 
 
    His fingers grazed the sensitive skin on my back, around to my sides and finally to the outer-swell of my breast. My skin grew warm and tingly. 
 
    “I feel,” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it. “I feel safe.” 
 
    Not the obvious answer. I could have said anything, but that’s what slipped off my tongue. Clive nodded and squeezed my thigh with his other hand. Pushing up further between the apex of my legs, his hand stopped somewhere between almost-there and oh-hell. 
 
    He kissed my shoulder, my neck, nipped at my ear. It tickled, and I instinctively turned by face toward his, avoiding the feathering kisses on my ear. His lips were right there, inches from my own. 
 
    I could have kissed him easily. He wanted me to, I could feel it. My brain tried to rally a logical protest, but I shut that shit down hard. 
 
    Gingerly, I leaned in, letting my lips graze his. I pulled back just a fraction and felt his hot breath mingle with my own. His lips were soft, but firm. It was nice, something I never thought I’d say. 
 
    I kissed him again, reveling in the red spark that glowed between us briefly upon contact. My lips parted, holding his bottom lip between them. 
 
    What was I doing? 
 
    I sprang to my feet and put some distance between us. My legs felt like cooked spaghetti noodles, but I soldiered on. I paced away, conflicted. 
 
    I was woman enough to admit it: I wanted Clive, and bad. 
 
    Clive, really? I never, in a million years, would I have predicted that. Now one question remained; did I have big enough balls to go through with it? 
 
    Of course I did. Florida had taught me that. And that gave me an idea. 
 
    I focused on the blood connection we had, the cord stretched between us always. It hummed like a plucked guitar string. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear. I’m doing this because I want it, not because you’ve seduced me into it, or because I’m starving. I’m not a blood whore.” 
 
    “Doing what?” his eyes sparkled with amusement. 
 
    Instead of answering right away, I undressed quickly. He watched while my tank top and pants hit the floor. I stopped when I stood only in my bra and panties. I was nervous sure, but teasing him was a way to work up my nerve too. As a bonus, it appeared to be driving him mad. 
 
    “Doing this.” I unhooked my bra and tossed it in his direction. It flew several feet above his head. Thankfully, I had better aim with my panties. 
 
    Those he caught in his fist and—my god— he pulled them to his face and inhaled deeply. It was the most primal thing I’d ever seen. I waited for him to say something, do something, before I decided how I felt about it. 
 
    “Intoxicating,” he growled with a predatory grin. 
 
    That was a relief. No embarrassment necessary. Instead I went with my initial reaction—hot as fuck.  Liquid heat pooled in my pelvis and my heart thumped a couple of times. 
 
    Clive stood and undid the buttons on his shirt. He removed it and unfastened his belt. The clang of the metal buckle did something to my resolve and I melted just a little. He opened his fly, pushed the pants past his hips and let them drop to the floor. He wasn’t wearing any underwear. 
 
    He stood there, naked in all his glory. And boy, glory never looked so good. Strong upper body, narrower at the waist… and muscular thighs—something a gal could hold on to. And that package… let’s just say that was one delivery I was looking forward to receiving. 
 
    I tugged at the connection between us, pulling Clive to me, and me to him. Our bodies met with enough electricity to power the Hoover Dam. Spontaneous combustion, and all that. 
 
    I’m pretty sure blue sparks leapt from my body to his, right before I let my eyes drift shut. He kissed me again, tentatively. Tenderly. I wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    I crushed my lips to his. There was nothing tender in the way he responded. 
 
    Clive lifted me like I weighed nothing, and I wrapped my legs around his waist, savoring the fact that his erection was pressed between our bodies. I squirmed against him and he growled, deep and low. The friction set my body on fire, lapping at my very core. 
 
    We slammed against the wall with enough force to shake the foundation, our mouths a tangled mass of lips and tongue. He breathed out and I sucked in his bottom lip, nipping it slightly. The tang of his blood danced over my tongue. 
 
    “None of that for you,” he grunted. “Don’t forget to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    I sighed, realizing I’d almost forgotten what was really going on. 
 
    “And none of that either,” he ran his tongue up the side of my neck. “Here, let me distract you.” 
 
    Clive pulled back slightly, released his hold on me with one hand and used it to position himself at my entrance. He nudged it in a fraction of an inch, and then another. My hips twitched of their own accord. 
 
    Without warning, he slammed into me. Impaled by his cock, I cried out and grabbed a handful of wall. Bits of concrete busted loose in my hand, but I didn’t care. At that moment, the whole house could have crumbled down around us and it wouldn’t matter one bit. 
 
    It was wild, it was feral. And it was fabulous. 
 
    He pumped into me with a delicious rhythm that had my hips rolling, my hands roving all over his body, and a low keening sound coming from my mouth. It was almost too much. 
 
    The passion coming from him was intense, almost blinding to my inner eye. It flowed from him to me, in a flickering ribbon of color. I felt awake, alive and overflowing with need. 
 
    I pushed us away from the wall. “Couch,” I muttered. 
 
    He obliged and walked us backwards, keeping himself firmly planted within me. When we reached the couch, he sat, and I pushed him backwards until he lay flat on the hideous floral fabric. I leaned over his body, my hair cascading around my face and kissed him hard and long. I rocked my hips until I felt the delicious drag of his engorged cock against my softer bits. 
 
    He groaned into my open mouth. 
 
    Sitting up, I arched my back and pumped him harder. My breasts bounced in symphony with the dance of our two bodies. I held them close to my body with one arm to stop their motion. Busty girl problems don’t go away no matter what, it seemed. 
 
    “So beautiful,” Clive murmured and pulled my arm away, “I want to watch you completely. You don’t need to hide anything. Not from me.” 
 
    Before I could process the depth of that comment, Clive threw me off the trail. 
 
    With his hands on my hips, he pushed further into me, setting off tiny quakes throughout my body. His hands roamed over my skin; the curve of my ribs, the swell of my breasts, the nape of my neck. It was like he wanted to touch every part of me and couldn’t settle on just one. 
 
    He sat and flipped us over, making the couch glide several feet across the floor. Leaning on one elbow, he pulled one of my legs up over his other arm, opening me wide. He looked down at the place where our bodies connected. I followed his gaze and watched him disappear again and again inside me. 
 
    I moaned and retreated inside my own head to check on my little blue saving account. The bottle was full now, so I replaced the stopper and watched as the extra emotions swirled around in my own mind. Semi-transparent clouds of white and red drifted around the outer edge, swirling like a lazy tornado. It was a beautiful site. 
 
    I felt the prick of pain on my neck and opened my eyes. Clive looked at me and smiled, the sheen of my blood coating his lips. I felt myself tighten around him. Just a little at first, then a bit more until the heat and longing pooled into molten desire and I almost couldn’t bear it. 
 
    “More, please.” I begged. 
 
    Clive answered my call with renewed vigor and before long that old couch was groaning right along with us. We were loud, but not loud enough to cover the giant cracking noise that echoed around the room as the couch broke and landed us in the floor. 
 
    The cold tile floor pressed against my back and my nipples hardened further. Clive noticed and sucked each one in his mouth, flicking the pebbled buds with his tongue. When he pulled away, my own blood was smeared over each breast. I don’t know why, but that was a serious turn-on. As he kissed down the midline of my stomach, he left more little prints there too. It was like he was following a treasure map. 
 
    And X, that definitely marked the spot. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
   Istood naked in my dirty basement, trying to figure out the best way to retrieve my clothes and cover myself without giving up how awkward and conflicted I felt. On one hand, I felt better than ever, like a new woman. Power coursed through me, every cell in my body buzzed like I was made up of a million bees. But I was at my most vulnerable and up until a few days ago, I had considered Clive my mortal enemy. 
 
    The reversal of roles was enough to give a gal whiplash. I won’t even start on how much I’d enjoyed our little “feeding” session or what that might mean going forward. 
 
    Clive, however, seemed perfectly comfortable in the buff. He stood and bent to grab his pants. I watched him slip them over one foot and then the other, only pausing to glance at his wristwatch. 
 
    “Why do you keep looking at the time? Are you expecting someone?” I joked, attempting to make light of our current situation. 
 
    I almost didn’t catch the flicker of unease as it crossed Clive’s face, it was so fast. But I did see it and I damn well couldn’t leave it alone. There I went, poking the tiger again. 
 
    Before he could register the change in me, I was on him, my hand around his throat, holding him against the wall with his feet a good six-inches off the ground. He didn’t even have time to pull up his pants, for cripes sake. Not that it mattered; I was still completely nude. 
 
    “While I… appreciate a girl with… a short fuse…” he grunted out, “I cannot explain…very well… like this.” 
 
    I knew I’d have to let him down to get my explanation, but before I released my iron grip, I surveyed the junk in a nearby pile. Spying what I was looking for, I released Clive and grabbed the nearby wooden chair before he’d even hit the ground. I snapped off one of its legs and spun on Clive, crouching slightly in case I needed to drive my makeshift stake through his withered, twisted heart. 
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact, I am expecting someone. Crystal should be here in the next hour or so… to let us out of this dreary place.” Clive pulled up his pants, threw on his shirt and buttoned it, then tucked it neatly into his pants. Those he zipped and buckled his belt—all without taking his eyes off me. 
 
    I gripped the stake in my hand a little bit tighter, just in case my common sense failed, and I dropped it before I was ready to. I wasn’t picking up what he was laying down. 
 
    Why would that bitch be coming to let us out, when she was the one who locked us down there to kill each other in the first place? The dots were there, they just weren’t connecting. 
 
    Until suddenly everything lined up… and my head just about exploded all over the shitty basement floor. 
 
    “What the fuck? You have got to be kidding me!” My eyes must have been shooting daggers, because Clive backed away from me, further into the shadows of the basement. “This was all trick? Why would you do this to me? Fanging me in Florida wasn’t enough, you just had to be like the others and bang me too?” 
 
    His gaze raked up and down my body. “If you expect me to have an intelligent conversation while you stand there looking good enough to eat, you’re thinking too highly of me.” 
 
    I blushed a vibrant shade of red (in my head, of course—my body had forgotten how to do that since the change.) I dressed quietly, pulled on my clothes slow and deliberately. Arching my back here and swiveling my hips there. I wanted to give Clyde a good show since he’d never have me again. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I watched him squirm during the entire spectacle. Good, I thought. Serves his duplicitous ass right. 
 
    I finished covering my body, then stood with my arms crossed over my chest. “Well, what are you waiting for? Explain.” 
 
    “Yes, this has all been an elaborate set up,” Clive held his hands up in front of him in an uneasy surrender. “But, it’s not what you think. We’ve been watching you and felt that your appetite is too unpredictable, especially given the recent news headlines. You’re forgetting that you live in my territory, so your problem is my problem. Make too big of a mess, and there’d be no saving either of us.” 
 
    He took a small step toward me, his hands still held out in contrition. “You almost killed that widowed man; it has been all over the news. I won’t even bring up the body you so unceremoniously dumped outside that mall less than an hour from your home. I’m assuming he at least had it coming?” 
 
    I nodded. “Serial killer.” 
 
    “Well done, but irrelevant to this discussion.” He paused and seemed to consider his next words carefully. “Left to your own devices, how many more bodies would pile up over the next few months?” 
 
    The answer that popped into my head: too many. 
 
    The stake in my hand dropped to the floor with a clatter and I paced from one cinderblock wall to the other. My brain flipped back and forth between understanding what he was saying, and back to not giving a shit, so long as it led to the fact that he’d screwed me under false pretenses. 
 
    The realization that I had liked it really stuck in my craw too. I shook my head to clear my mind. Clive was talking again. 
 
    “I considered sending a truck shipment of blood, but where would you have been when that too ran out? So… I thought it better to teach you, to help you master the hunger so you could provide for yourself indefinitely.” Clive snapped his fingers, drawing my attention. “At the same time. I wondered with your ability to borrow talents and absorb emotions of others, if you could maybe feed off things other than blood. This was all done for you. But I won’t deny that I enjoyed it immensely—I am a man, after all.” 
 
    I tried my best to ignore the thrill I felt at hearing him admit the sex had been good. Hell, even I had to admit it had been very, very good. 
 
    And what’s better, feeding via sex had left me sated in a way that no amount of blood had been able to do yet. My mental bottle was brimming full—I could see it perfectly in my mind, the elixir of life swirling within it. Time would tell how long that would last, but it was a start and more than I’d had a few hours ago. 
 
    Bonus: It would be hard as hell to kill someone by screwing them to death. Probably. 
 
    “And I’m supposed to thank you then?” I was not ready to forgive the ruse. I couldn’t let him off that easy. 
 
    Clive leaned back against the wall, a bit of his swagger shining through. 
 
    “One would think so. It’s been a while since I gave a woman a proper shagging. The past few decades I’ve been more of a lay-back-and-wait sort of vampire.” 
 
    I shot him an incredulous look. 
 
    “What? There are a finite number of ways to accomplish sex. After a few centuries, even reverse-cowgirl gets boring.” 
 
    “Well if sex is boring, you haven’t been doing it right; or doing it with the wrong people.” Snarky-me was making a comeback. 
 
    “Obviously.” A faraway look crossed his face and I wondered what he was thinking about, right before I realized the conversation was taking a too-personal turn. It was bad enough I’d screwed him, I’d be damned if I’d start to like the bastard. 
 
    I had to distance myself from the damned Triad, yet again. So what if their meddling had proved helpful this time. Every time I got involved with them things got so convoluted that I didn’t know which way was up. 
 
    Thanks to my unknown empath abilities, most of the decisions I’d made over the course of my life were in question, but now with my abilities harnessed, I did not like feeling indecisive. Ambivalence had no place in my current life. 
 
    “Well, what do we have here?” Her voice broke the silence, grating on my heightened senses. 
 
    Fabulous, the bitch was back. 
 
    Crystal stood at the base of the stairs with her hands on her hips, pouting. She lifted her nose into the air and inhaled. “Idiot! You were supposed to kill her, not fuck her!” 
 
    It was clear then, that while Clive and Crystal had conspired against me—there had been two plans in the works, not one. While Clive wanted to help me (and screw me, yes) I’d be willing to bet that she’d been counting on my demise. 
 
    Why did she hate me so much? Until a couple of days ago, I didn’t know she existed, so how in the hell had I pissed her off bad enough to warrant my own bloody death? 
 
    I felt the connection with Clive flex and he stood at my side before I had time to register the cord pulse. With my shields still down, I felt every ounce of emotion coming from the two of them. From Crystal, pure, un-cut rage boiled toward me, like lava rolling down a mountain. Oddly enough, it felt a lot like the crippling feeling I’d experienced out on the dock that night. 
 
    It had been her, watching me. She’d been right there and could have fed me to the sharks or whatever. Danger had been seconds away and hadn’t known. I rubbed my arms with that knowledge. 
 
    Next to me, Clive put off a mix of things. He was angry, sure, but under that he was disappointed and sad. 
 
    “Why?” was all he said, looking at Crystal with a face that belied no emotions. She gave him a look back and I had to wonder if I was missing something. Were they speaking telepathically? Bette had done that with me once upon a time, so it wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility. 
 
    My suspicions were confirmed when a spike of disgust leaked from Clive’s thoughts. 
 
    “I don’t know how I missed this,” he ran his hand back through his hair. 
 
    “I can tell you how…” she spat. “For months, all I’ve had to listen to is Claire this and Claire that. It’s like you came home from that stupid trip a different man. Or human man, weak and pathetic. Whatever this tramp,” she flung her hand in my direction. “Whatever she did to you, you are not the same vampire that I’ve served for the last seventy-seven years.” 
 
    I started to step forward, but Clive grabbed my arm, holding me back. I hissed at him, baring my fangs. She had to go. 
 
    “Easy, you don’t want to do that,” he said. 
 
    I turned to face him and ignored the smug look on Crystals face. “Yes, I do.” 
 
    Well, I didn’t want to do it, but I knew it had to be done. Granted, the only life I’d ever taken was that psychopath at the mall. And while it had been a necessary evil, the moment made my stomach roll even now. Still, I knew what was in Crystal’s heart—not that she had one, but you know what I mean. She would kill me at some point and she was just twisted enough to try and torture me first—probably by hurting my family and friends. 
 
    So you see, I didn’t have a choice. I’d do what had to be done, regardless of the impact on my dwindling soul. I shot Clive a deadly look. Back off, it said. 
 
    He released my arm and put his hands up in contrition. “Okay, have it your way. But first…” 
 
    I hesitated for one split second, to see how Clive was going to finish that sentence, and fuck. One second, he was standing in front of me, and the next I was looking at an empty wall. Where the hell did he go? 
 
    A wet noise drew my attention to the stairs. I turned and gasped. 
 
    Clive stood there over Crystal’s body. In his outstretched hand was a bloody lump, her heart I assumed, judging by the giant hole in her chest and the blood pooling around her body. 
 
    My fangs twitched at the crimson stain as it spread. It wasn’t hunger, but habit. 
 
    “What? Why?” I stammered. 
 
    Clive was silent and still as a statue. He stared at the heart in his hand like he expected it to start beating again at any second. Finally, after an uncomfortable silence he tossed the heart beside the body and picked up a rag from the nearby workbench. 
 
    “Because it had to be done.” He wiped at his hands and positioned himself between me and the body, blocking my view of it. 
 
    “But why did you do it?” I asked. 
 
    Clive’s face tightened, “For you, so you wouldn’t have to. My hands are already stained from years of living this life.” 
 
    He stepped close and took my hands in his own, “You deserve a chance to remain unblemished as long as possible.” 
 
    I was stunned by gesture. 
 
    What he’d done, for me… I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. I wanted to protest. I was far from innocent, that much I knew. But I supposed there was some difference in what I’d done so far and what I’d been about to do. It was a small line, but one that he’d kept me from crossing—at least for a little while longer. 
 
    Nodding a thank-you of sorts, I backed away. I could see the body again and I pointed at it. “What am I going to do with that?” 
 
    “Forget about her. I’ll take care of it.” He crossed to the base of the steps and waved me over. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    I took his hand and let him guide me around the body at the base of the stairs. I wasn’t sure I’d ever forget seeing it there. No chalk outline needed. So much for my unmarred haven of a home. 
 
    We reached the landing on the main floor and I slammed the door to the basement shut. Standing awkwardly in the hallway, I felt my two worlds collide—the normal with the dark and dangerous. It was not a pleasant feeling. 
 
    Clive shuffled from foot to foot, clearly uncomfortable as well. I’m sure he didn’t spend much time in a normal house with pile of laundry and children’s toys scattered about. 
 
    I checked the clock on the wall, not sure what time of day it was. “Come on, I need some fresh air.” 
 
    I led the way outside and over to my favorite spot for thinking—the tree that came down during a storm within the first month after we’d moved in. After a particularly self-depreciating mood, I’d stopped to brood by it early one morning and had been using it as a retreat whenever I had the need. It was the perfect vantage spot to gaze out into the creek and beyond, to the mouth of the bay. I needed that brand of solace at the moment. I took a seat and Clive joined me. 
 
    “I know why you did it, but not why you did it.” I finally said. 
 
    He sighed beside me. “She was with me for a very long time. Early on, we had a thing, but that waned decades ago. I thought she was well over it, but she was not, apparently.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what that all had to do with me, but my lack of a response kept me silent. Instead I watched a pair of bats swooping over the mosquito-filled marsh grasses. Their black bodies were a blur against the inky night sky. 
 
    Clive cleared his throat and continued. “I’d grown so used to her calculating, cold personality that it didn’t occur to me that underneath that was another layer she kept hidden from everyone. To her, you were a threat that she would eliminate at all costs. She wouldn’t listen to me on that, even under direct order. She would have hurt you eventually and I could not allow that, however much the alternative pained me.” 
 
    His voice was raw and dark, so much emotion contained within each word that it broke my heart just a little to listen to him. This was a road that should have been left untraveled. 
 
    “Well, what’s done is done… and I’m sorry that you had to,” I stood and thrust my hands in my pockets. “You know, do that.” 
 
    “Right.” Clive stood and looked around. “I’ve got a few calls to make. If you’ll give me a few hours with your house, I’ll have it good as new. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll just grab my purse and be out of your way.” I saluted him and started walking back to the house. About half way there, I turned and saw that Clive’s back turned to me. He looked out over the sparkling dark water in silence. I was going to thank him again, but instead I decided to grab my keys and put some quick distance between myself, Clive, and the bloody mess downstairs. 
 
    Somehow, I knew that when I returned home in the morning he’d be gone, as would any evidence of the past few day’s activities, and I had my suspicions that it would be a good long while before I saw him again. You’d think those thoughts would have comforted me, but they didn’t. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
   Most of my life is spent exercising bits of irony. Take for instance, the amount of time I spend washing dishes each day, despite that fact I never use any of them myself. That’s what I was doing a few days later when Morgan breezed into the great room announcing I had a visitor. 
 
    I grumbled under my breath. I’d had enough of people dropping in for a while. Lately, the odds of visitors bringing trouble were astronomically high. I needed to get a guard dog or something. Or I could just hire my neighbors. 
 
    Yeah, that’s where my mind was—squarely in the land of Bitchville, population: one. 
 
    “Uh, Claire?” Morgan snapped me out of my stupid, petty thoughts. 
 
    I turned with a scowl on my face, but as soon as I saw the person standing at the end of my island, I squealed like an honest-to-goodness teenager. And yes, I am ashamed of that fact. 
 
    “Cass!” I dropped the dish I’d been scrubbing back into the soapy water, grabbed a towel to dry my hands and scurried to greet her. 
 
    “Oh my goddess, I’ve missed you!” I hugged Cassidy with a touch too much joy. 
 
    “Umph. Easy there, tiger,” she grunted as I twirled her in a wide circle. “Too tight!” 
 
    Oops. It wouldn’t do to break my best friend, no, not at all. 
 
    I set her back down and held her out at arm’s reach. “Look at you. Showing up at my house out of the blue. Not that I’m not glad to see you, of course.” 
 
    She was the same ginger-haired goddess I remembered from the trip to Florida. So wholesome that she practically glowed. Her skin was smooth and pale, her eyes were greener than any field in Ireland and her hair was a fiery mass of ringlets. She was dressed in a free-flowing sundress covered in intricate embroidered symbols. 
 
    Runes, my inner-mind supplied. I briefly wondered how I knew that, but dismissed the errant thought quickly.  Because Cass was in my house! 
 
    Her eyes sparkled with things unsaid. “Well, you know I’m a free spirit. Going where the wind blows and all that.” 
 
    I wasn’t buying it, but I decided to give her time. Cassidy was nothing if not up-front. Whatever had brought her to my house would be said soon enough. 
 
    “Where are your bags?” I smiled and changed the subject. 
 
    “In the car,” she smiled, free and easy. “I’ve already reserved a room at a fabulous sounding B&B in a town nearby. I think it’s called Onancock?” 
 
    I giggled at her pronunciation of the quaint little town about ten minutes away. She’d done what most people did, called it Ah-nan-COCK. Emphasis on the cock. 
 
    “Nope, that just won’t do.” I shook my head and smiled. “How will we ever catch up if you’re holed up in a room, miles away? Nope, you’ll stay here.” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Morgan’s face twist. She was thinking it was a bad idea, I’m sure. I couldn’t blame her. It probably wasn’t the brightest idea, having a houseguest who’d be privy to my little predilections. 
 
    I winked at Morgan to let her know it would be fine. She shook her head slightly and volunteered to bring Cass’s bags into the guest room. As soon as she was gone, I asked Cassidy if she was hungry or wanted something to drink. 
 
    “Nope, I’m good. I could use the restroom though, if you’ve got one?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I usually make Morgan and Quinn go in the bushes outside, but this being a special occasion and all, I could make an exception for you.” I deadpanned. 
 
    “How big of you,” Cass laughed. 
 
    I pointed toward the hallway. “First door on the left.” 
 
    She slapped me on the arm and I went back to my constant pile of dishes. 
 
    The absolute moment the notes echoed through the house, my blood ran colder than it already was. I dropped the plate in my hand and ran down the hall toward my office, reaching the door before the ceramic shards ricocheted around the kitchen floor in my wake. As I pushed open my office door, I froze. I was not prepared to deal with what I saw. Not at all. 
 
    Quinn sat cross-legged in front of the open closet door. A large box lay empty beside her and she cradled the cursed violin. Holding it under her chin carefully, the tiny bow vibrated over the strings under the guidance of her perfect little hands. 
 
    She was playing the damned thing. 
 
    And like fateful moment when I’d been entranced by the violin in Florida, Quinn’s song was dancing around the room in ribbons of colors. Pale pink, lavender, baby-chick yellow. The room smelled of daffodils. 
 
    “Quinn! What are you doing? Put that down!” I crossed the room and snatched the instrument away from her, my thoughts only on the violin and what playing it did to me. Not my Quinn. No, over my dead body would she be pulled into the disturbed world I’d landed in. 
 
    I instantly regretted my knee-jerk reaction. 
 
    Quinn flinched away from me and her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Mama.” 
 
    Her voice trembled as she stood, keeping her gaze on the floor. “I was looking for my ball and I heard something. Like talking. And I heard my name, so I walked around and listened, and then I found the box and I had to open it. I just had to. And it was so pretty I had to touch it, and then I played it. I just played it. I’m… sorry.” 
 
    Quinn flopped on the floor in a heap, crying her little heart out. Given my life-status, I already knew I wouldn’t be winning mother of the year any time soon, but in that moment. I felt crappier than pig poop on a white carpet. 
 
    I put the violin on my desk. I’d deal with that thing later, most likely by boxing it up and sending it back to Bette with a nasty message, but for the moment Quinn was the priority. 
 
    Gingerly, I sat beside my heartbroken child, gathered her in my arms and held her tight. I smoothed her hair and rocked her back and forth until her wails turned to quiet, uneven sobs. 
 
    “Shhh, baby. Don’t cry,” I whispered into her ear. “I’m not mad, not really.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, timidly. 
 
    “Well then, why are you crying, silly girl?” I responded. 
 
    “Because,” Quinn said, looking up to me with big blue eyes. “I want to cry.” 
 
    I quirked my eyebrow up, confused. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Her eyes brightened, then she looked up. “It was just so beautiful. Didn’t you see it?” 
 
    “I did,” my own eyes misted over, and a few tears slipped down my cheeks. Pink ones, no doubt. I wiped them away quickly, before Quinn noticed. 
 
    I did see it, those colors dancing above our heads. And I’d seen it before. It was beautiful, and haunting, and could mean so many things—none of which I wanted for her. I cried for myself. I cried for Quinn. 
 
    And then I cried some more for the scary unknown of things to come, for both of us. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
   What was that all about?” Cassidy said as I made my way back to the kitchen some twenty minutes later. She’d taken a seat at the breakfast bar and was snacking on an apple so bright-red that it looked fake, like a prop from a movie. 
 
    “What? Oh, my daughter was playing with something in my office that she shouldn’t have.” I joined her at the bar and sighed, drumming my fingertips as I glanced around. 
 
    “Captain Obvious, care to elaborate? I saw you two as I came out of the bathroom and it looked like a bit more than that.” She finished her apple, stood and threw the core into the trashcan. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” I surveyed the mess I’d made in my haste to reach Quinn. Shards of the broken dish lay everywhere, and I needed to get it cleaned up while Quinn was napping. Spying the broom leaning on the wall beside the pantry, I snagged it and went on a hunt for the dustpan. Why was the stupid thing always missing? 
 
    “Everything with you, Claire, is complicated. Now spill it.” Cass bent over in front the breakfast bar and emerged again with the dustpan in hand. She held it out to me and I took it. 
 
    “Thanks.” I started sweeping up the mess, my mind running circles around itself to figure out how much I should tell Cassidy. I mean, she knew the weird magic bits, but how I got there was still a mystery to her. I’d also conveniently left out any mention of Bette’s involvement and the biggest lie of all—the fanged one. 
 
    A quick glance at Cass told me she was willing to wait out my internal monologue, so I offered a half-grin and resumed sweeping. 
 
    It’s not like she won’t figure it out at some point, I thought. 
 
    Might as well get it over. But maybe hold back a little, like the fangs, for now? 
 
    “Before meeting Bette in Florida, I didn’t have any of these freaky little talents you call “gifts” and… I’m still trying to work out what happened, but everything changed the moment I picked up one of Bette’s antique violins and played it.” 
 
    I looked Cass square in the eye. “I don’t play anything, no lessons, no talent. Nothing. But I played the hell out of that violin and from then on out, all this weird stuff started happening to me. Bette sent it to me, though I don’t know why. So, I stashed it in the closet until I could figure out what I was supposed to do with it.” 
 
    I grabbed the trashcan and pulled it over to the pile of shards I’d collected in the middle of the floor. When I started to throw the largest pieces in the can by hand, Cassidy stooped to help. 
 
    “But why are you so upset?” Cassidy reached for a large shard under the counter. 
 
    “Because Quinn found it and played the stupid thing. Just now. She shouldn’t have been able to, but she did. And I’m scared…” 
 
    “Ow! Fudgesicles!” Cassidy jerked her hand back to her chest. She paled and wobbled, and I rushed to her side. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, but I didn’t really need to. 
 
    I could see for myself. She cradled her hand in her lap like an injured bird; blood leaked from a large gash in her palm. She looked positively green at the sight of it all. “Oh!” I said. 
 
    She looked up at me with a faraway look on her face. Then, her eyes opened wide and she screeched while scuttling backwards across the kitchen floor, leaving a trail of bloody handprints across my kitchen. 
 
    Shit, my fangs were showing. 
 
    Guess we’d be having that conversation sooner than I’d wanted. Like now. I stood and backed away from Cassidy and her bloody hand. She smelled amazing by the way (more so than usually)—like orchids and rainbows and cinnamon bun icing. 
 
    “Are… you going to… bite me?” Cass whimpered. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a nano-second, fought back the desire to slurp her blood and shook my head. “No, I’m not going to bite you, dummy. I don’t eat my friends.” 
 
    She visibly relaxed and I offered her my hand to help her stand up. With just a bit of hesitation, she took it and gave me a weak smile. 
 
    “For a second there, I wasn’t so sure,” she said. 
 
    “The last few days have been a little crazy and you surprised me. And girl, I don’t know if you know this… but damn, your blood smells different—better than most.” I sighed. “With all that, it just took me a minute to get my shit together. But I would never hurt you, you know that, right? I’m not a monster.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince more, her or me. I threw a dry washcloth at Cass so she could put some pressure on the cut to slow the bleeding. 
 
    “I know you’re not.” Cassidy’s eyes twinkled. “It was part of what brought me here. While I was digging around, I found out a few interesting things about your friends— Bette and Gregor and what was the other one’s name?” 
 
    “Clive.” Of course she’d make me say the name of that one, right then, when I was doing my best to kick him out of my head. 
 
    “Yes, Clive.”  She pulled back the cloth a little and inspected her hand. The bleeding had stopped altogether it seemed. She must be a quick healer, I thought. 
 
    “Anyway, I’ve got some dirt on them and a notebook full of research and… I know some of what you are.” 
 
    “Some?” I was almost afraid to ask what she’d figured out about me. 
 
    She nodded and smiled with buttoned-up lips. 
 
    I threw the wet dish towel at her. “Don’t make me come over there and squeeze it out of you.” 
 
    “Well, I know more about what you’ve told me, of course—the empath abilities, the telekinetic events, all of it. But I’ve always thought you were too all-over-the-map. But then I suspected… you know,” she pointed to her own, less pointy eye-teeth. “And that’s when it all clicked.” 
 
    I took a seat on a bar stool, pretty sure that I need to be sitting down for whatever Cassidy was about to say. 
 
    “I’d heard rumors over the years,” she lowered her voice and looked around for Morgan. “About a vampire that was something else before she was turned. And that when she was turned, she became both and neither at the same time. She was more than the sum of her parts.” 
 
    “That’s great and all, but it doesn’t tell me much.” I scoffed. 
 
    “You’re wrong. It tells us everything. This woman, she became the most powerful, coveted woman of her time. If she’d not dropped off the map over two-hundred years ago, she probably still would be.” 
 
    Cassidy sat beside me and placed her hand over mine. “Claire, her name was Venna, the last name varies according to who was telling the story, but I believe you are her direct descendant.” 
 
    “I already know that. Well, not about her abilities. I just know the name and whatnot. Bette told me right before I left Orlando.” 
 
    As soon as the words come out of my mouth, I realize what was in the other package—the one still tucked away in my office. 
 
    “Wait here,” I said. I retrieved the box and sat back down beside Cass before she’d had time register I’d even left the room. 
 
    “Whoa. Slow down there, Roadrunner. You’re making me carsick,” she joked. 
 
    “Sorry.” I tore open the package wrapper and the plain box underneath. Inside of the box was a book wrapped in linen, but nothing else. I’d expected a note from Bette, like with the violin, but there was no indication that she’d sent the book to me. Who else would have done it, though? 
 
    “What is that?” Cass peered over my shoulder. 
 
    “I could be wrong, but it appears to be the journal of Venna, who I’ve been told was a powerful Strega with ties to the Medici family in the early 1500’s.” I brought the book closer to my face and inhaled. 
 
    It smelled like leather and dust and frankincense. The cover was made of worn leather the color of coffee grounds, and inlaid with a flourish of golden script pressed into the cover. Intricate designs had been tooled into the corners, painstakingly by hand it seemed. Buried in the ornate marks were hidden symbols, like a chalice, a trio of moons, a conch shell and various marks that resembled the runes on Cass’s clothing. 
 
    “Get out!” she squealed. “How in the world did you get a hold of that?” 
 
    “No idea.” I shrugged, not taking my eyes off the book. I could feel it sucking me in just like the violin had, but I wasn’t afraid. “It just showed up in the mail a few days ago.” 
 
    She grabbed the torn wrapper and read off the return address. “Don’t suppose you know anyone in Romania?” 
 
    “Nope.” I flipped the book over to inspect the back. More embossed details graced the back corners and edges as well, along with a beautiful willow tree in the center, roots spreading out only to fall off the bottom of the cover. 
 
    “Well, what are you waiting for? Open it!” 
 
    I ran my fingers over the well-worn cover. I wanted to open it, but at the same time, I didn’t. This journal was older than all of America and the weight of that felt huge to me. Also, I was sure that whatever lay within its yellowed pages was sure to change everything. I hated changes—I hadn’t experienced one yet that didn’t smart like hell, at least while I was in the thick of things. 
 
    Cass nudged me with her elbow, “Do it.” 
 
    I pried open the book, sucked in a breath and braced myself for the things to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    **Want to read more of Claire’s story? Grab the next book in the Shadow Vampire series today! 
 
      
 
    Never miss a new release—sign up for Alex’s mailing list here. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    About the Author 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Born in the Deep South and raised right over the Mason Dixon line, Alex grew up feeling unsure where she belonged. That is, until she met up with a traveling Freak Show one fine day. Now she celebrates the unusual and appreciates how interesting life can be when you (ahem) open yourself to unique situations. 
 
      
 
    Residing in coastal Virginia, Alex spends her days wrangling words and children, and on occasion a sassy cat (or three), a bull-headed Labrador, or her old, cantankerous horse. Her husband has figured out that towing the line is easiest in the long run. He’s a smart man. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Books by the Author 
 
      
 
    Shadow Vampire Series 
 
    
    	 Something Chosen 
 
    	 Something Hidden 
 
    	 Something Taken 
 
    	 Something Bound 
 
   
 
    Daughter of Darkness Series 
 
    
    	 Trick of Shadows 
 
   
 
    Keepers of the Dark Series (co-written with Heather Marie Adkins) 
 
    
    	 Rising Night 
 
    	 Casting Shade 
 
    	 Breaking Light 
 
   
 
    Animus 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    End of Book Stuff 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this novel, please consider leaving a review for it on Amazon, LibraryThing or Goodreads, etc. Any artist, or in this case an author, is only as successful as her fans deem it, more so without the publicity budgets of The Big 6 publishing houses. It makes the success that much sweeter though—when an author gains fans based on merit alone, instead of the deck being stacked with blitzkrieg advertising campaigns. So, how can you support an indie book or author? 
 
      
 
    You could: 
 
    • Post a review. Reviews are golden and can make or break a book. Also, most advertising sites won’t accept a book unless it meets a minimum number of reviews and/or star ratings. 
 
    • Mention the book via Twitter using the #amreading or similar hash-tags. Or post the cover to Instagram. Every little bit helps! 
 
    • Post a link to the book or review on Facebook. 
 
    • Mention the book to your fellow readers. 
 
    • Visit the author’s website and leave a comment. (Authors are an insecure bunch, you just don’t know how much it means to hear that someone enjoyed your novel.) 
 
      
 
    How ever you chose to show your support, just know that it is greatly appreciated! 
 
    ~Alex 
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