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1.

Madison was at my motel last night. The tracker her mother hid under her car proves it. I didn’t meet her, didn’t let her into my room at one in the morning. She wasn’t there to meet me. She may have been there to watch me. Why I’m not sure, but I have a pretty good idea.

Cassandra’s arm clings to me as we walk the short distance from her bedroom to Madison’s. She’s in the silk robe she threw on when I woke her, cinched loosely at the waist, and I can feel the warmth of her body through the thin fabric where her breast presses against my arm. Her fingers tighten around my bicep, like she’s clinging to the hope that her daughter didn’t visit her boyfriend in the middle of the night. She didn’t, of course. But Cassandra needs to hear it from Madison, and I need answers of my own.

The hallway between Cassandra’s bedroom and her daughter’s is long and dim. At the far end, a sliver of warm light bleeds from beneath Madison’s door.

Cassandra raises a hand and then stops. I can see from her expression that it’s not because she’s afraid. She’s rehearsing. What to say, how to say it. I’ve done the same thing outside a hundred doors, except in my case the thing on the other side of the door was about to kill me. Unlike now. Probably.

Knock, knock! Two quick raps, soft enough to be maternal, firm enough to mean business.

“Come in,” Madison says, not a hint of worry in her voice.

Cassandra opens the door and we step inside. The room is spotless. Not teenager-clean, hospital clean. The surfaces are bare. The seamstress’s dummy stands in the corner, wearing nothing but a few pinned sections of fabric. The blackout curtains are drawn tight and the only light comes from a small lamp on the nightstand that casts everything in amber. No mirrors on the wall or on the dresser. Weird. An eighteen-year-old girl’s bedroom without a mirror is like a kitchen without a stove.

And the temperature. The room is cold, like she’s been running the air conditioning with the windows sealed. In October, in Oregon.

Madison is sitting cross-legged on her bed in a silk slip the color of bone, a book in her lap. The slip has ridden up past her knees, and the lamplight catches the pale skin of her thighs where they fold beneath her. She looks up at us over the spine of the book, her pale blue eyes catching the light. Catlike, those baby blues. Watchful, curious.

Those eyes. The first time I saw them, I couldn’t look away. They’re the palest blue I’ve ever seen on a person, nearly silver, ringed with lashes covered in heavy black mascara that makes them seem to glow. Her white-blonde hair falls past her shoulders, fine as spider silk. Everything about her is slender and cool and still. She’s the opposite of her mother in nearly every way except the bone structure. Same high cheekbones, same strong jaw.

She marks her page with a piece of red ribbon probably left over from her sewing kit and puts the book aside.

“Hi, Mom,” she says. Then, with a small tilt of her head: “Hey, Hunter.”

“Hey, Madie,” I say. Keeping it casual. Keeping the knife behind my kidney exactly where it is.

Cassandra releases my arm and crosses to the edge of the bed. She doesn’t sit. Neither do I. We’re standing over her daughter like a pair of detectives in an interrogation room, which incidentally is a position I was in myself not so long ago. Not a fun position to be in. Unless you’re clever and can get the upper hand.

Not wanting to let Madison have it, I decide to skip the warm up.

“So… what were you doing at the Royal Pines Lodge last night?”

She looks at me, and to her credit she doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t even blink. Most people, when they’re caught in something, their pupils dilate or their breathing changes. Hers doesn’t. Either she’s extraordinarily composed or she was expecting the question.

“Sorry?”

“Did we meet in my motel room last night?” I ask, smiling and giving a slight shrug as if to say, yes, it’s ridiculous but bear with me.

Her blues widen just a little, a faint smile forming at the corners of her lips.

“Who is—you and me? No,” she says. “We definitely didn’t.”

“But you drove there, didn’t you?” I say, my gaze passing from Madison to Cassandra.

“How do you know that?” Madison says, her posture becoming more defensive.

“You parked your car there. I woke up and happened to look out the window. I saw the car in the parking lot.”

Totally plausible, but also untrue. I don’t want her to know about the tracker Cassandra put on the wheel well of her car.

“I drove to the Night Owl,” she says. “I parked in the motel lot because it’s closer. Then I went inside and had dinner.”

“What did you eat?” I ask.

I feel Cassandra stiffen beside me. I recognize my mistake the second the words leave my mouth. Asking a young woman about her eating habits, especially one whose mother has been worrying herself sick over her daughter’s weight loss, is a serious no-no. A good interrogator reads the room. I just stepped on a land mine.

“Excuse me?” Madison asks, bristling with defensiveness that shows she knows how to press her advantage.

Cassandra rescues me, smooth as silk.

“Where did you sit, honey?” she asks.

“At the counter,” Madison says. “I was alone. I ordered the Cobb salad.”

“I’ve had the Cobb salad there,” I say, drifting helplessly from bad cop into bumbling good cop. “It’s, um… good.”

“Yeah.” Madison turns her attention to her mother again. “Is this a conversation that needs to include Hunter?”

“Don’t speak about him like he’s not here,” Cassandra says.

“I can see that he’s here,” Madison says. “Why is he here? I mean, I’m not trying to be rude. But we just met a few days ago.”

Cassandra swallows.

“Actually,” she says. “Hunter and I have decided that we’re going to move in together.”

Suddenly, Madison’s outward calm cracks and I can see full-blown panic in her eyes.

“Whoa,” Madison says. “What?!”

“I realize it’s sudden,” Cassandra says. “It’s fast for us, too.”

“So, now he’s moving in with us, then?” Madison asks. “You didn’t know him a week ago. When were you planning to tell me?”

“I’m telling you now,” Cassandra says. “This is us telling you.”

Madison looks truly rocked by this news.

“And Michie?”

“She’ll sleep downstairs,” Cassandra says. “In the guest room across from the garage.”

Madison practically leaps from the bed, the silk slip swinging against her thighs, and by instinct my hand moves to my belt, heart racing.

“And I’m just supposed to be fine with this?” she demands, pacing the floor.

She doesn’t look at me as she circles the room, the slip catching the lamplight each time she turns. I look down at my feet, because otherwise my eyes are going to wander.

I can honestly sympathize. If I were her, this isn’t how I would want to find out either.

“I’m not telling you how to feel,” Cassandra says, her tone patient but struggling to remain so. “I’m just telling you how it’s going to be.”

“What do you know about this guy?” Madison says, stopping to point at me. “He shows up out of nowhere and you invite him to stay with us? Where’s he from? What’s his story?”

“Those are fair questions,” I mumble.

“Hunter, I’ll handle this,” Cassandra says.

She opens her hands which up ’til now have been folded neatly in her lap.

“Madie, I’ve been alone for a long time,” she says. “And I don’t just mean since Dad passed. I’ve been lonely all alone in this house with you.”

“I never asked you not to have a boyfriend,” Madison says. “But why does he have to live with us right away?”

Cassandra takes a deep breath. I don’t envy her. It’s not an easy question to answer.

“It’s my decision,” Cassandra says. “You don’t have to agree with it, but I hope you’ll respect it.”

“Don’t I get some say?” Madison asks. “Couldn’t you have at least told me first?”

“It was… sudden,” I say, forgetting Cassandra’s instruction not to interject.

The dreamy, ethereal Madison is gone. Now she’s a teenager who’s understandably pissed.

“You’re not a child anymore, Madie,” Cassandra says. “This is me making the best choice for me. I’m sorry if you think that’s—”

“Mom, this is crazy!” Madison says. “He’s a stranger. I don’t even know his last name.”

“It’s Deacon,” I say.

Both of them turn to stare at me.

“Okay,” Madison says. “How much do you make in a year?”

“Madie,” Cassandra snaps. “That is not an appropriate question.”

“Ball park estimate? Best guess?” Madison says. “It’s worth knowing, Mom.” And she’s kinda right. “Okay, how about this,” she says. “Mr. Deacon, are you planning on marrying my mom?”

“I… uh,” I stumble. “Okay, first question, it varies. And, second question, I think we would have to get to know each other better.”

“Oh, well that’s a relief,” Madison says. “Wouldn’t want you to rush into anything!”

Maybe it’s just the fact that she’s the only teenage girl I spend time around, but it’s eerie how much she’s starting to remind me of Michie in this moment. Michie, I’ll bet she’s polished off a half rack of ribs since I’ve been upstairs.

“You don’t get to be sarcastic with me,” Cassandra says. “That’s not how I raised you.”

“Stop telling me how I’m allowed to react!” Madison snaps. “This is weird, Mom! It’s really weird.”

Cassandra nods, like she’s taking this in. Then, she stares at a point on the floor.

“You know what’s weird?” Cassandra asks. “You never come out of your room. You stay up all night. You go out on your own and don’t tell me where you’ve been.”

“I just told you where I’ve been!” Madison protests.

“You don’t eat with me anymore,” Cassandra continues, refusing to match her daughter’s volume. “You’ve given up on all your aspirations. It’s like you’ve become a… ghost.”

This lands for her, I can tell. Madison doesn’t sulk or try to evade the accusation. Instead, she switches tacts—

“You could have told me this in private,” she says softly.

“I have,” Cassandra says. “I’ve tried to get through to you, but you keep shutting me out. I know there are secrets you’re not telling me.”

“I’m just going through something, okay?” Madison says, starting to pace again. “But I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” Cassandra says, her voice betraying more emotion than she probably wants it to.

“Please, just leave me alone,” Madison says. “You can have the whole rest of the house. Give it to whoever you want. But let me have my space, okay?”

“Fine,” Cassandra says. “Do you want some dinner?”

“No. Thanks,” Madison says. “I’m careful about what I eat.”

Cassandra moves to the door. I hesitate before following her. There’s something I have to clear up first.

“Did you put a GPS tracker on my van?” I ask.

She turns on me, her crouch suddenly becoming defensive. We stare at each other, our eyes studying each other.

“Yes,” she says. “I did.”

Huh. I wasn’t expecting her to admit to that one.

“Why would you do something like that?” Cassandra asks.

“I’m worried about you, Mom,” Madison says, her tone pleading. “And I don’t trust this man you’ve suddenly invited into your life.”

“When did you put it on?” I ask.

“Two nights ago,” she says. “At dinner.”

“How?” I ask.

“I snuck outside and slipped it under the wheel,” she says.

“When? You were upstairs the whole time,” I say. “You didn’t have the opportunity.”

Boy, those blue eyes can turn cold when she wants them to.

“Believe what you want,” Madison says. “If I were lying, why would I admit I put it there at all?”

“Well, that was a very… invasive thing for you to do,” I say.

“I’m not sorry,” Madison says. “I was protecting my mom.”

“Well, there’s a tracker on your car too,” Cassandra says.

“What?!” Madison shrieks.

“I put it there and I’m not sorry,” Cassandra says. “I was protecting you.”

“What kind of a…” her voice trails off as she tries to think of a way to finish her sentence without sounding hypocritical. When no response comes, she just growls. “Grrrrr!”

“Since you won’t be honest about where you go at night, I need some way of keeping track of you,” Cassandra says.

“I’ll find the bug you put on my car and take it off,” Madison says.

“No, you won’t,” Cassandra warns, a subtle threat in her tone. “As long as I pay for your car, I’m going to know exactly where you’ve been in it. You were honest about Hunter, which is why I’m telling you the tracker is there. But if you remove it without me, you’ll lose that car.”

“How can you trust him and not me?” Madison demands.

“Show me I can trust you, and you’ll earn it back,” Cassandra says.

Madison’s face is vulnerable, wounded. But her face has none of the outrage of her tone.

“Fine. Now, would you please leave my room? I don’t trust you—” she says, glaring at me “—and I don’t appreciate being surveilled.”

Surveilled. Good word. That’s a test prep word. No wonder she got into Stanford.

“All right,” I say. “Thank you for being honest with me about the tracker.”

Madison won’t look at me, choosing instead to stare at a point on the other side of the room. But she gives a little half shrug, raising one shoulder very slightly the way she did the first name I came to dinner.

Cassandra leaves and I follow her out. But I stop at the door, turning to Madison before I go.

“For what it’s worth,” I say. “I don’t blame you for being suspicious. You don’t know anything about me, and I can’t promise that we’ll be fast friends. Just know, I don’t want to be your enemy. I want the best for you and your mom.”

Madison approaches me, close enough that I catch a faint scent of something floral on her skin. Her eyes are pointed at my chest. She tilts her chin up slightly, her lips pressed together, her expression colder than I remember, and closes the door in my face.

I turn to see Cassandra descending the stairs. I follow her. At the foot of the stairs, she takes a right instead of the left that leads to the dining room and kitchen. She opens the first door on the right and we step into an unused office that I think must be mostly used for storage.

Once I’ve stepped in, she shuts the door and wraps her arms around me. Her robe has come loose and the warmth of her body presses against my chest through the thin nightgown underneath. She holds on like she’s trying to push herself inside me.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her mouth warm against my chest through the shirt. “I shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions about you and Madie.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” I say. “How could you think I was meeting your teenage daughter in my motel room just because less than a day ago you caught me in the same motel with another teenage girl I claimed was my daughter?”

She smiles, and I’m just glad that I’m the one that can chase that look of doom that was hanging on her face, even if I can’t shake off all her doubts.

“You really aren’t upset?” she asks.

“Of course not,” I say. “I’m concerned about you. Are you okay?”

I rub her back as I squeeze her, kissing her cheek. She takes a breath and lets it out.

“I don’t know,” she says. “Do you think she was telling the truth?”

“It’s totally plausible,” I say. “Forty-two minutes, the timing matches up.”

She nods.

“But why does she have to go out when she doesn’t even touch the kitchen full of food we have here?”

“I’ve gotten pretty friendly with the staff at the Night Owl,” I say. “I could go there and ask if anyone remembers Madison being there last night.”

“No, that’s okay,” Cassandra says. “Let’s just drop it and move on.”

I get the sense there are limits to how deeply she wants to probe, questions she doesn’t even want to ask until she has to.

“Thank you for being so supportive,” she says. “I don’t know how I was expecting her to react to the news that you and Michie were moving in.”

“It’s sudden,” I say. “You can’t blame her for being concerned about the idea.”

“Do you think we’re rushing into things?”

“Maybe,” I say. “Believe me, I want to be here. I really want to be. But if you’re in any way uncomfortable–”

“No,” she says. “I wanted this. I knew that it was a selfish decision, but I made it for myself anyway.”

“If you have any regrets,” I tell her, “you don’t need to hold back. You can be honest with me. Michie and I can always go back to the motel.”

She slides her fingers under my arms and up my back until they come to rest between my shoulder blades.

“Stay,” she says. “I need you here. As hard as that was, it would have been so much harder if I hadn’t had you there.”

I tilt my head down and our noses brush against each other as our lips meet. We kiss and nuzzle each other, our hands traveling over each other’s bodies. I cradle the small of her back with my arm, letting her lean back while I nuzzle her neck.

“Oh,” she sighs. “Why didn’t I choose a bedroom for us to hide in?”

“Yeah,” I whisper, “why didn’t you?”

My cock stirs just a little as I admire the indention at the base of her neck, just above the twin slopes of her breasts.

“You had me this afternoon and you already want more?” she asks.

“I’m just following your lead,” I say. “Guess I got caught up in the moment.”

She kisses me again and then lets go of me.

“We’ll have plenty of time for that later,” she says. “For now, I’m starving.”

“Bad news on that front,” I say. “Michie’s probably polished off our dinner by herself in the time we’ve been gone.”

“Well, let’s go see if there’s anything left,” Cassandra says.


2.

I follow Cassandra into the living room. Michie’s sitting on a stool at the kitchen counter in a cropped tank top and cutoff shorts, her bare legs crossed at the ankle. Her mouth makes a wet smacking sound as she pulls her thumb out of it. Her lips are slick with sauce and she looks obscenely pleased with herself.

“Hey,” she says, before sticking another sticky finger covered in barbeque sauce in her mouth. “What took you so long?”

“Nothing,” I say. “We were just upstairs talking to Madison. She’s not hungry.”

“Hey, Michie!” Cassandra says, hurrying over to throw her arms Michie in welcome.

“Hey!” Michie says, smiling. “I’d hug back, but I don’t want to get barbeque sauce on your shirt.”

“How about I get you a napkin?” I say.

But Cassandra is already reaching across the counter and grabbing a napkin dispenser. She holds it out to her and Michie snags a few, wiping her fingers.

“Are you excited?” Cassandra asks,

“Yeah!” Michie says, basking in Cassandra’s warmth. “When Deac—I call him Deac—told me that you invited us to stay here I was like, what? What’s happening?”

“I know,” Cassandra says. “It’s crazy, right?”

“Crazy generous, yeah,” Michie says, picking up her White Claw. She stops herself before tilting it back. “Sorry, I just helped myself. Is that okay?”

“From now on, help yourself to anything in the fridge,” Cassandra says.

“Thank you!” Michie says. Then her voice changes, softening in a way that I haven’t seen often. “I… I don’t wanna screw this up. But I kinda can’t believe you don’t hate me.”

“Hate you? Why?” Cassandra asks, rubbing Michie’s back in little circles.

“Well, after what happened the last time we saw each other?” Michie says. “I’m really sorry, and embarrassed, about that.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” she says. “Hunter explained what happened. We’re good.”

Michie smiles, almost giddy.

“Can I hug you?” she asks, dabbing her fingers on the napkin.

“Of course!” Cassandra says.

Michie swivels on the stool, her bare thighs catching the kitchen light as she shifts posture, and both women wrap their arms around each other. Cassandra’s hand settles on the small of Michie’s back, just above the waistband of her shorts, and Michie leans into it.

“How insanely lucky are you?” Michie asks me, her arms still locked around Cassandra.

“How insanely lucky are we, you mean,” I say, leaning against the opposite counter and watching them. Something stirs in my chest watching them. Cassandra’s dark hair falling against Michie’s blonde, their bodies pressed together, Michie’s tan arms around Cassandra’s waist. My two ladies. I can’t believe how quickly the two are bonding, especially after that dinner. It’s helping me forget the drama that we just left upstairs.

“I need a beer,” Cassandra says once she breaks off the hug.

“I’ll get you one,” I say, since I’m nearer to the refrigerator.

I open the fridge and find some bottles of Miller High Life on the top shelf. I grab two and then set them on the kitchen island in front of me. Cassandra points to a drawer at my side before I even have time to ask where the bottle opener is. It’s there along with a few takeout menus and rubber bands. I pick it up and open her bottle and then my own.

We clink bottles.

“Cheers,” I say, taking a healthy swig.

“So, Cassandra,” Michie says. “Can I call you Cassie?”

Cassandra swallows her beer and rests a hand on her hip.

“I’ve never gone by ‘Cassie,’” she says. “It makes me think of boys who used to tease me. ‘Cass’ is even worse. I don’t really like ‘Sandra,’ either. But since ‘Cassandra’ is such a pain every time, why don’t you call me ‘C’?”

I chuckle.

“What?” she says, her cheeks starting to redden. “What’s funny about ‘C’?”

“Nothing,” I say. “You’re just so—confident and impressive. It’s just adorable to me that you’re sensitive about a nickname.”

“I don’t know how impressive I am,” Cassandra says, rolling her eyes.

“I’ll call you whatever you like, C,” Michie says. “As long as you’re letting us live here, it’s you who’s calling the shots.”

“Thank you, Michie,” she says. “But make yourself comfortable. It’s your house now, too.” We take seats at the kitchen island, me in the middle with each of my girls at one side. Cassandra’s knee touches mine under the counter. On the other side, Michie leans against my arm as she reaches for the cornbread, her breast brushing my elbow. Michie hasn’t succeeded in completely demolishing the pulled pork, although she has dug a very big depression in the pile. We make sandwiches, divvy up the half racks of ribs and unwrap corn on the cob wrapped in tinfoil, enjoying a proper feast.

“So, Michie,” Cassandra says. “I know that Hunter’s not your dad.”

“Yeah, sorry about lying to you about that,” Michie says.

“It’s fine, dear,” Cassandra says, resting a hand on Michie’s. Then, in a conspiratorial whisper. “I don’t mind. But maybe we don’t share that fact with Madie right away. What do you think?”

“Oh, yeah,” Michie says. “Whatever you say, C.”

“It would just confuse things, I think,” Cassandra says.

“So, I guess PDAs are out, huh?” Michie asks. She doesn’t quite hide her disappointment. “I mean, we wouldn’t want Madie walking in and thinking dear ol’ Deac belongs on a watchlist.”

“That would be tough to explain,” I say.

Especially if she made the call straight to the Creeque County Sheriff’s Office. Of course, there’s no actual crime being committed. Michie isn’t my daughter, and she’s a legal adult who’s free to do whatever she wants. But if I had my choice, I’d much rather that Farah didn’t have to answer a call about a guy cohabitating with one woman and sleeping with another one he claimed to be his daughter. She probably already thinks I’m weird after what happened with “The Case of the Missing Penis.” I don’t need her adding any more evidence to the “pervert” file, even if it ends up in the “redacted” section.

“Oh, honey,” Cassandra says. “I’m sorry. I know it’s really not fair to you.”

“I get it,” Michie says. “It makes sense. This is an unconventional relationship, so we need unconventional rules, right?”

“Wouldn’t want Madie any more reason to distrust us,” I say.

“I hope the two of you will be close,” Cassandra says. “She really seems to like you.”

“Yeah,” Michie says, her tone hopeful or at least trying to sound that way. “I’m sure we will be.”

“She’s not thrilled about you two moving in,” Cassandra says. “But I know she’ll come around.”

“Yeah, we’re not jerks, or anything,” Michie says.

We’re just vampire hunters concealing silver knives which we might be forced to use. Nothing she has any reason to worry about.

“If she’s not friendly right away, please don’t take it personally,” Cassandra says.

“Of course we won’t,” I say. “It’s normal for a young woman who’s used to her own space to feel—threatened.”

The word feels heavier than I want it too, and both women understand why.

“She’ll come around,” Cassandra says again, nodding a little to herself as if she’s trying to tamp down her own doubts.

“I—I don’t really know her,” Michie says. “But I think that Madie is really adaptable.”

“You think so?” Cassandra asks.

“Yeah,” Michie says. “She’s capable of anything.”

It’s a compliment, but it reveals a lot more than Michie wants it to, and I think she knows it. We really have no idea what Madison is capable of.

“Mmm,” Cassandra hums, chewing a big bite of pulled-pork sandwich. She wipes her mouth with her napkin as she swallows. “I’m in heaven!”

“Yeah, I haven’t had pulled pork like this in forever,” Michie says.

It really is delicious, and this from someone who avoids junk food like it’s got fangs. Steak and pulled pork in one day? I’m gonna have to start the day with some veggies tomorrow. I’m in serious danger of getting stopped up.

“So, Michie,” Cassandra says, leaning in close, “has anyone asked you about your first time with Hunter?”

Michie swallows hard, coughing a little like something didn’t make it all the way down.

“Sorry!” Cassandra says, giggling. “I’m not asking for graphic details. I just want to know about your feelings. It’s a big deal, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” Michie says. “It was pretty big. His cock, I mean.”

“Michie,” I say.

“Hey, the girls are talking,” Michie says. “You’re not involved.”

“It’s my anatomy you’re talking about,” I say.

“But it was my first time,” Michie says. “And my feelings about it.”

“We could talk about it later, in private, if you want,” Cassandra says. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even think about having him here in front of you would make you uncomfortable.”

“No, it’s fine,” Michie says. “Where’s the fun in being in a harem if you can’t share everything like sisters?”

“Really?” I say. “A harem?”

But Michie blows right past the question, turning away from me and toward Cassandra.

“Did he ask you to wear a diaper?” Michie asks.

“Michie!”

“Sorry, slip of the tongue,” Michie says. “Did he ask you if he could wear a diaper?”

“Michie, come on!” I protest, but I’m already chuckling as I picture it.

“No, actually he was very grown up,” Cassandra says with a little wink at me. “But we’re not talking about Hunter, or his performance.”

“Thank you.”

“We’re talking about you and your feelings,” Cassandra says. “You had an experience that was really personal and special, and I think that should be acknowledged.”

“Thanks, Cassandra,” Michie says. “Actually, it was great. He was really sweet and tender, and… I know we said we wouldn’t make it about him, but it’s kinda hard not to when he was the experience, ya know?”

“Of course, dear,” Cassandra says. “I know what you mean. You don’t need to say anything more. I just thought your milestone should be acknowledged.”

“Thanks, C,” Michie says. “I know you’ve had a few go-rounds already. But how was he for you?”

“Michie,” I say for what feels like the tenth time, “Don’t ask that.”

“Hey, I’m not your daughter, remember?” she says. “I just pretend I am while her daughter is around.”

“It’s really alright, Hunter,” Cassandra says. “This is what I want. We’re learning about each other. To be perfectly honest, I was really nervous.”

“No way!” Michie says, putting a hand on Cassandra’s hand the way Cassandra did with her earlier. “What were you nervous about?”

I lean forward without trying to. I realize that this conversation isn’t really about me, but it just took a very interesting turn. Was that dominant goddess actually nervous underneath? Or is that just what she needs to say to get Michie to open up?

“Well, it wasn’t my first time, of course,” Cassandra says. “But in a way, it was. Every first time you have with someone is new and special in its own way.”

Michie nods, taking back her hand and using it to rest her chin in her palm.

“And you know, I’m not as young and pretty as I used to be,” Cassandra says. “And here was this man who told me he’d just had a much younger woman. What if I didn’t measure up?”

“There was never any danger of that happening,” I say.

“Yeah, C,” Michie says. “You’re a dime piece, seriously.”

“Is that the same as ten out of ten?” Cassandra asks with a smile.

“Totally,” Michie says. “You’re a smokeshow, don’t worry.”

“That’s right,” I say. “As long as smokeshow means something good.”

“It does,” Michie adds.

“Well, thanks, darling,” she says. “Anyway, mostly what I felt was relief. It just had been so long, and I’d just needed it so badly.”

“Yes!” Michie says, throwing her head back as she says it. “Exactly, I felt like I was going to burst! And I’m not talking about during. I mean after. Well, during too. It was like, finally!”

Cassandra giggles and takes Michie’s hands in hers.

“That’s fantastic, sweetie!” Cassandra says.

“You’re so cool for talking about this with me,” Michie says, her cheeks turning pink. “I mean, who else could I ever talk to about this?”

They’re still holding hands, Cassandra’s gently running along Michie’s knuckle.

“I’m happy to,” Cassandra says. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

Michie lets go of Cassandra’s hands and turns away from her. I can see tears glistening in the corners of her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I ask gently.

“Nothing!” Michie says, her voice cracking. “I just feel so stupid.”

She wipes away a tear but the grin is still fixed on her face.

“There’s nothing stupid about your feelings,” Cassandra says.

“I know,” Michie says, still choked up. “Just, thank you. You’re so nice. Way more than I deserve.”

Cassandra reaches over and touches Michie’s bare shoulder, her thumb tracing a slow circle on the skin.

“That’s not true.”

“I acted like a total skank,” Michie says. “And you’re still so nice to me. That’s like—nobody does that.”

Cassandra just keeps rubbing Michie’s shoulder. Michie sniffs, and clears her nose. Then she smiles.

“Okay,” Michie announces. “I’m good now.”

“Thank you, Cassandra,” I say. “This is a warmer welcome than either of us have had for a long, long time.”

“I’m glad you’re both here,” Cassandra says.

She pivots on her stool, sliding off it and collecting her beer bottle and napkins on her plate.

“No, let me clean up,” Michie says, holding out her hands.

“That would be lovely, dear,” Cassandra says. “The dish sponge is that little wand by the sink. There’s a recycling bin in the pantry.”

Cassandra hands off the plates and Michie sets to work collecting them. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her voluntarily do any kind of housework. And I’ve definitely never seen her do it with a smile on her face. She puts the bottles and her seltzer can in the recycling. Watching her work in those little shorts, padding barefoot across the kitchen, her hips swaying as she moves between the counter and the sink, I feel a swell of something that isn’t quite lust and isn’t quite tenderness. It’s closer to gratitude.

“How about we watch a movie?” Cassandra asks.

“Yeah, sounds perfect,” I say.

Cassandra goes to sit on the big leather sofa. Michie sets the plates in the sink and then comes to take my plate, bending at the waist so I get a view straight down the front of her tank top. I grab her and give her a quick kiss on the cheek. She reaches down and grabs my cock with her free hand.

“Don’t make your woman sit alone,” Michie teases, squeezing me through my pants. “Go sit with her. Hold her hand.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She takes the plates and clears everything. I stand and stretch. These stools look nice, but they aren’t the best thing for my back.

“C” scrolls through the on-demand movies and I listen to the sound of Michie rinsing our plates. It feels like the perfect domestic scene, except for who’s missing. I push in the stool Madie would have sat in if she had eaten with us and join Cassandra on the couch.
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About an hour in, I’m starting to fade surprisingly fast. I yawn loudly, covering my mouth with my hand.

“You’re yawning during Top Gun?” Cassandra says. “Tom Cruise is gonna bust through that window and jump all over my couch.”

“I had no idea this movie existed,” Michie says. “The old guy who was dying in the first one, in this one he’s young and hot! And he’s got a serious hard-on for Maverick.”

“This is the first one,” I say. “The one you saw is the sequel.”

“Well, whatever that was, this one’s better,” Michie says. “In this one, the boys play beach volleyball.”

We’re all nestled together on the couch. I’m cuddling with Cassandra, her legs curled under her and her hand resting on my thigh, our fingers laced together. Her perfume has faded into something softer, just her skin and the warmth of her neck against my jaw. Michie sits under a blanket in one of the recliners, her bare feet poking out from one end. It’s cozy, so cozy that I’m feeling my eyes getting heavy even before the credits roll.

Madison hasn’t come downstairs all night. Even after Cassandra went up to check on her, she still hasn’t appeared or even left her bedroom. But just knowing that she’s home and could be lurking in some dark corner reminds me I can’t let my guard down completely.

Yawn!

But it’s not easy keeping my guard up completely when it’s movie night with both my girlfriends. Cassandra places her head on my shoulder. Her hair smells like the lavender shampoo in her bathroom, and the weight of her against me is the kind of comfortable that makes everything else in the world feel distant.

“Sleepy, already?” she asks.

“Yep,” I say. “I still have to get into a normal rhythm.”

Usually, I’d be just hitting my stride at ten p.m. I still haven’t adjusted to this whole “staying awake during the day” thing.

“Why don’t you sleep with Michie tonight?” she says. “The bed’s already made up in the guest room.”

“Sure,” I say, giving her hand a little squeeze.

Outside, it’s raining steadily, and my attention drifts from the screen to the windowpane, raindrops sliding and colliding with each other. The rain gives the darkness outside a texture, obscuring the pine forest that dominates the landscape.

When the movie’s over, Michie gets up and stretches, letting the throw blanket slide to the floor. She stretches her back, jutting out her chest. Her breasts jiggle as she throws back her arms and sighs deeply. Then she lets her shoulders slump, a satisfied grin spreading across her face.

“I can’t remember the last time I’ve spent a night like this,” she says. “I mean, the recliner and the big screen. You really know how to live, C.”

“I’m glad you’re comfortable,” Cassandra says, using the remote to switch off the TV. “I’m already used to everything in this house. It’s fun experiencing it vicariously through you. Here, let me show you the guest room.”

We follow Cassandra out of the living room, through the foyer collecting our stuff and carrying into the hallway on the first floor. Past the empty office, there’s a room at the end of the hall. The room isn’t huge but it’s spacious enough, with a queen-sized bed decorated in a forest green comforter. There are two big windows on adjacent walls, the blinds open.

“There are clean towels on the top shelf in the closet,” Cassandra says, pointing at the door in the corner. “If you need anything else, I’m right upstairs.”

I go over to her and wrap my arms around her.

“Thanks for everything,” I say.

“Sleep well,” she says, craning her neck to plant her lips on mine. “I usually wake up early, and I want you well-rested for tomorrow, in case I need you for something.”

“Housework?” I ask with a smile.

“Well, now that you mention it, the gutters do need cleaning,” Cassandra says. “But I have something else I plan to use you for.”

“Whatever you want, I’m yours,” I say.

“Don’t worry,” Michie says. “I’ll keep him in one piece for you.”

Cassandra crosses over to Michie, who throws open her arms to offer a hug. Cassandra squeezes her tightly, the two of them rocking back and forth.

“Goodnight, sweetheart,” Cassandra says.

“Goodnight!” Michie says, her voice sweet and childlike.

“Just in case I need to get up at some point, where’s the nearest bathroom?” I ask.

“There’s one upstairs, opposite Madison’s room,” Cassandra says. “Or you can use the little half bathroom next to the pantry. It’s through the kitchen. You’ll see it.”

I nod and Cassandra crosses over to the door, pausing to rest a hand on the knob.

“Have all the fun you like together,” she says. “Just don’t forget to be discreet, okay?”

Her eyes shoot toward the ceiling. Michie makes an “okay” sign.

She gives me a parting wink before exiting and quietly shutting the door behind her.

“Better lock that,” Michie says.

I’m already moving toward the door, waiting to listen for footsteps before gently turning the lock closed. The lock wouldn’t slow down a determined vampire much, though it would at least give us enough time to reach for our knives if she did decide to burst through it.

Michie goes into her purse and I tiptoe toward her, stalking her. She takes out the little silver dagger as I grab her and pull her close to me. She sticks me in the stomach with the blade, still safely in its scabbard. I give a little pretend groan.

“Got ya,” she teases.

“I got something I could stab you with,” I say.

She puts the dagger down on the end table and then turns to me, her fingers moving to touch my chin and neck, rubbing my stubble along the jawline. Her nails are painted a chipped coral pink and her touch is light, exploring, like she’s memorizing the topography of my face.

“Momma said you’re mine tonight,” she says, eyes sparkling. “So, don’t tell me that you’re tired, old man.”

I chuckle.

“You’ve certainly warmed up to this arrangement fast,” I say. “Before we got here, you were the one warning me not to get too comfortable.”

“With good reason.”

“What was it you said? Something about how I’d better be careful because Cassandra might not actually be the kindest woman on earth?”

“Well, that was before I realized she actually could be,” Michie says.

“You really like her, don’t you?” I say, looking straight into Michie’s big blue eyes as I ask it.

“Yes,” she says, her tone is reluctant as those blue eyes travel upwards. “She’s great. But I haven’t forgotten what I said, and you shouldn’t either.”

“You’re right,” I say, pressing my forehead to hers. “You just looked awfully comfy on that couch.”

“I was alert and ever-focused on detecting danger,” she says. “It takes a lot of work to do that while appearing so cozy.”

“Fooled me.”

“It’s not that hard,” she says.

I chuckle, hugging her and squeezing her to me.

“So?” she says, after I’ve released her from the hug.

“So, what?” I ask.

“What were you two talking about upstairs for all that time?”

I can’t believe that I forgot about the whole episode so quickly. I guess I was so blissed out, that it slipped my mind.

“Oh,” I say. “You have to hear this. You remember the tracker I gave Cassandra?”

“Obviously.”

“Well, apparently Madison went to our motel last night.”

“What?!” Michie whisper-shouts. “She was stalking us?”

I shrug.

“Cassandra thought she was meeting me,” I say. “Which, considering what she saw earlier, is pretty understandable.” “Yeah, it is,” Michie says, eyeing me suspiciously.

“I was with you,” I say. “And you were the one who left earlier, if you remember.”

“So, what happened?” Michie asks.

“I told her we should go talk to Madie,” I say.

“What did she say?”

“She said she was at the Night Owl,” I say. “She ordered the Cobb salad.”

“You think she was lying?” Michie asks

I scratch an ingrown hair on my chin.

“Not sure,” I say. “But I don't know what other explanation makes any sense.”

Michie’s playful demeanor has suddenly turned serious.

“How would she even know we were staying there?”

“That was the other thing,” I say. “She put the tracker on the van. She admitted it.”

“I fucking knew it!” Michie says. “Why would she try to track us unless she is the vamp?”

“Well, according to her, she was suspicious of me because of how quickly things are moving between me and her mom,” I say.

“Kinda makes sense, doesn’t it?” Michie says. “I mean, if I were Madison, and not a vamp, I’d be suspicious of you, too.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Except Cassandra didn’t even bring up moving in together until this afternoon.”

Michie goes over to sit on the bed, taking the sheathed dagger and resting it on her thigh.

“How did she look when she told you?” Michie asks. “Did she seem like she was telling the truth?”

“She seemed hostile and defensive,” I say. “Which doesn’t really tell us much of anything.”

“Right,” Michie says. “She would be.”

“It is pretty convenient,” I say. “She already admitted that she was tracking us. How plausible is it that she just happened to go for a late night snack at the one restaurant within spitting distance of where we were sleeping?”

“Especially since we still haven’t seen her eat anything.”

Upstairs, there’s a sound like the floor shifting. It’s not an old house, so there are no floorboards creaking. Still, it sounds like someone is moving around above us, and both me and Michie freeze to clock it. The sound stops after a moment and I go to join Michie on the bed.

“You think she was scoping us out?” Michie asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “If she was, she spent a long time doing it. She was there almost an hour.”

“Fuck me,” Michie says. “That’s freaky.”

“Of course, if she didn’t try to get in our rooms last night, I don’t know why she’d try tonight.”

“How do you know she didn’t try to get in?” she asks.

“Door wasn’t going to stop her if she was really determined,” I say. “And we’re still here.”

“That’s true,” Michie says. “Still think she may not be the vampire?”

“Well, her alibi is pretty flimsy,” I say. “But still, nothing definitive yet.”

Michie plays with the dagger in her hands, fidgeting nervously.

“I think you can put that away for tonight,” I say. “If she has been turned, she seems interested in preserving her normal life with her mom as much as she can. Killing us now would blow up everything forever.”

“I hope you’re right,” Michie says, setting the dagger back on the table. “’Cause if you’re not, we’re dead.”

She falls back on the bed, lifting her feet off the floor and tucking in her knees as she turns onto her side. She looks adorable, clutching her knees and staring up at me.

“You gonna tell me a bedtime story?”

“Yep,” I say. “It’s about a very naughty girl who lived happily ever after in a big house and got everything she ever wanted.”

“You’re not supposed to give away the ending before you’ve told the story,” she says. “You’re bad at this.”

“I’m good at other things,” I say.

She unfolds her legs, letting them dangle off the bed. The shorts have ridden up almost to her hip bones, and the lamplight catches the smooth inside of her thigh. She props herself up with one arm, her tank top pulling tight across her chest, and touches her cheek with the other hand.

“Like what?” She’s got that coy look I’ve seen in her eyes a thousand times. Now that we’re lovers, and there’s no reason to deny her pleasure, especially when it’s fun for me too, I’ve got an idea for how to indulge her.

“Okay,” I say, my voice low and confidential, “You can’t make any noise.”

“What are you gonna do?” she asks, her eyes bright.

I run my tongue along the outside of my lip and her hips bounce reflexively.

“That?” she says, an excited giggle escaping.

“Yes,” I say. “The thing is, it can be a little, well… stimulating.”

She gives a little nod, a grin forming on her lips.

“And you may find it hard to control your reactions, especially audible reactions,” I say. “But you have to. If you don’t, Madie could hear us, and that would be hard to explain. Understand?”

“You’re really hyping your skills, old man,” she whispers. “You sure you’re not setting me up for disappointment?”

“Well, hey, it’s not like I have to do it, if you’re not—”

“No, no,” Michie says. “You’ve already offered. You can’t hold out on me now.”

“Okay,” I say with a smile. “Just don’t forget—”

I press the tip of my pointer finger to those luscious pink lips. She rolls her eyes at me, falling backward on the bed as if knocked dead already. Oh boy, am I going to have fun wiping that cheeky little smirk off her face.

Minutes later, as I’m rubbing the inside of her naked thighs, my tongue running along pink folds glistening with arousal, she can’t contain herself.

“Ohhhaaaa,” she moans, loud enough to be heard upstairs.

I’m focused on alternating my rhythms, but I have to tear my face from between her legs to shush her.

“Don’t stop,” she begs, “It’s not fair!”

“You’re too loud!” I whisper, gently but firmly.

“Fuck you!” she whispers back. “You don’t know how good that feels.”

I just give you an I-told-you-so grin and get back to work, my fingers pressing and squeezing her thighs as I lower my head to slide my tongue inside her. She thrashes in the bed, limbs moving wildly as the pleasure courses through her.

“Uhaaaaa,” she moans again.

I pause again.

“Use the pillow,” I tell her.

“It’s fine,” she snaps, irritated that her ecstasy has been interrupted again. “She’ll think I’m getting myself off.”

I give a little shrug and get back to work. When I start pressing my nose against her clit, her hip buck up against me. When I keep going, she grabs the pillow and puts it over her face. Then, I use my fingers and my tongue on her clit at the same time. She groans, pulling the pillow over her face to stifle it. I keep going, sensing that she’s close by the way her thighs clamp against my chin. She’s almost there, I can feel it.

Then I hear something else. A tiny scratching at the door.

I stop, raising my head to turn and look at the source of the sound.

“What?!” Michie whisper-shouts.

I put a finger to my lips, still wet with her juices.

Michie’s eyes are afire with pure anger mixed with lust, viscerally enraged that I’ve brought her so close to the edge, only to pull her back before she could take the plunge. I brace myself against the mattress and put my feet on the floor.

I go to the door and press my ear to it. There’s no sound in the hallway on the other side. I wait a few moments. Then, when I’m satisfied—

“Okay, sorry,” I say. “Let’s go again.”

Michie reaches for the pillow beside her and launches it at my head with all the force she can. It bounces off my head and falls to the floor.

“What was that for?” I say.

“What was that for?” she repeats, incredulous.

“I thought I heard something,” I say, a little sheepishly.

“Every cell in my body was about to erupt into a supernova of orgasmic pleasure thanks to your tongue,” Michie says. “You couldn’t have waited ninety damn seconds to go check?!”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “It could have been Madison. I was thinking of our safety.”

Michie’s hands tremble, as if she’s holding herself from strangling me or gouging my eyes with her round-tipped nails.

“You think you’re safe in this room?” she rasps. “You’re wrong!”

I smirk as I sneak back to the bed, climbing on top of her. But she pushes me away, half-playfully as I try to kiss her neck.

“I can do it again,” I say softly, hoping to pacify her. “I’ll get you off this time even if I let the house burn down.”

“Forget it,” she says. “It’s not the same with girls as it is with you guys. It’s harder to come back from an interruption. Being so skilled, I figured you’d know that.”

“Mea culpa,” I say.

She crosses her arm to cover her naked breasts and turns away from me, pouty.

“Can I spoon you?” I ask.

She jerks her head towards me and narrows her eyes.

“Fine,” she says. “But don’t ever do that again.”

“Okay,” I say, sliding my naked body next to hers and pulling the duvet over us both. “I promise, I’ll never go down on you again.”

She elbows me hard just below the rib. I wince but I’m smiling. When she does it again, I block her and she giggles as I finally grab her arm and press it to her side.

“Was it worth the hype?” I ask, “I mean, besides the let down at the end?”

“Yeah,” she says softly. “You were good, Deac. Real good.”

Then I hear it. Unmistakable this time. Not the house settling. Not the furnace. Something with weight behind it, movement deliberate and close.

I stop. Michie’s body goes rigid beneath me. She heard it too.

We stay perfectly still. I count to five. There’s a sound like someone shifting their weight from one foot to the other. Someone’s right there. Inches from the door.

Michie’s eyes find mine in the dark. I can barely make out her face, but I can see the question in it. I give a small shake of my head. Not me. If Madison is standing on the other side of that door, the last thing she can see is her mom’s boyfriend and possible future stepdad emerging from a room that’s supposed to be his daughter’s, with his shirt untucked and his chin wet with the taste of her. That wouldn’t be a good look. Michie has to be the one.

She understands instantly. She rolls off the bed and lands on her feet without making a sound. It’s a skill you learn when your whole life has been spent clearing rooms where any noise can get you killed. She tugs the t-shirt down, rakes her fingers through her hair once, and crosses to the door.

I press myself flat against the wall on the hinge side, out of the sight line if the door swings open. My pulse is hammering. I’ve faced uppers, vamps, and men with guns, but the thought of being caught in this particular position in this particular house makes me feel like a teenager hiding from someone’s father. Which, in a sense, I am—except the father is me. Or I’m not a father, but I’m pretending to be.

Michie opens the door.

“Hey,” she says, her voice pitched perfectly. Casual, a little sleepy, like she just rolled out of bed because she heard something.

“Oh.” Madison’s voice, low and surprised. “Hey, doll. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“You didn’t,” Michie says. “I couldn’t sleep. Your house is huge. It’s like a mausoleum.”

Through the crack between the door and the frame, I can see a sliver of the hallway. Madison is standing in it, and even in the low light I can tell she’s not dressed for bed. The shape of her is different. Fitted, dark dress with boots. She’s going somewhere.

“Are you heading out?” Michie asks, and I hear eagerness in her voice. Not calculated eagerness, but something warmer, younger. Like a little sister who’s been left behind one too many times.

“I was just—” Madison starts, then stops herself. I can hear the hitch in her sentence, the moment where the explanation she’d prepared runs into the wall of Michie’s unexpected presence. If she says she’s going for a drive, Michie will want to know where. If she says she can’t sleep, then why the boots?

“Can I come?” Michie says.

The silence stretches. I hold my breath. Through my tiny angle of vision, I see Madison’s weight shift. She’s calculating. She doesn’t want company. I can feel that much from here. But she also can’t say no without answering a question she doesn’t want asked.

“I don’t know,” Madison says. “It’s kind of a nothing thing.”

“I could do nothing,” Michie says. “Together. With you.”

The pause that follows is long enough for me to hear my own heartbeat in my ears. Then Madison takes a step toward the door. Not toward Michie, but toward the gap where I’m hiding. She’s moving with that unsettling fluidity I noticed the first time I saw her, a smoothness in her limbs that doesn’t match a eighteen-year-old girl’s typical gait. She reaches for the door, her fingers extending toward the edge of it, and I realize she’s about to push it open.

I tense. My knife is in my pants, six feet away. My body is pressed against the wall like a coat hanging from a hook. If she opens this door and finds me standing here in the dark, the cover story detonates and there’s no putting it back together.

Madison’s phone chimes.

She stops. Her hand drops away from the door as she looks at the screen, and her posture changes. She straightens up, sharpens like a dog catching a scent. Whatever that message says, it’s pulled her attention away from me and toward wherever she was going in the first place.

“Meet me in the car,” she tells Michie. Then she’s gone, opening the door that leads to the garage. It closes soundlessly behind her.

Michie shuts the door and spins to face me. In the darkness, her eyes are wide and bright.

“Well done,” I whisper. “She knows about the tracker, but it’s still on her car. I’ll follow in the van.”

“Don’t forget to take yours off,” she says. “She can track your movements too.”

“Good thinking.”

“I’m gonna turn on the light,” she whispers.

A second later, a lamp clicks on. Michie goes over to the backpack she tossed in the corner and digs through her clothes. It’s not like she has a big wardrobe as we’ve recently replaced all her belongings. She pulls on the same slutty black outfit she wore to dinner. I have to admit that it definitely says “going out.”

“Wear sneakers,” I say. “You don’t know where she might take you.”

She rolls her eyes but goes to the bed and pulls them on her feet.

“I can handle myself,” she says.

“I know you can.”

I pull her to me and kiss her. She tastes like White Claw and toothpaste. She kisses me back hard, fast, then breaks away.

“You taste like pussy.”

“Guess why.”

She goes over the lamp and flicks it off again.

“Be careful,” I whisper.

“Be fast,” she says back.

She opens the door, checks the hallway, and slips out. Her footsteps pad toward the garage, quick and light. I hear a second set and then the sound of the garage door opening below. Madison’s, already ahead of her.

I stand in the dark room, alone, listening. Two car doors closing in quick succession. The engine turning over, catching, idling. The garage door opens. Then the crunch of tires on the gravel drive, and the sound diminishing as it reaches the road, and then nothing.

Silence. Once the house is still, that’s when I move.
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I take the stairs two at a time, my socks sliding on the hardwood as I round the landing. Cassandra’s door is already open. She’s sitting up in bed with her phone in her hand, wearing a thin robe that’s slipped off one shoulder, exposing the strap of her nightgown and the curve of her collarbone. Her hair is loose around her face and her lips are still swollen from sleep. Even frightened, even half-awake, she’s stunning. The kind of woman who makes you forget what you came upstairs to do.

“I heard the car,” she says.

“Madison left,” I say. “Michie’s with her.”

“Where are they going?”

“That’s what I need to find out. Do you have the tracker app set up?”

She stares at me for a beat, then looks down at her phone. “I haven’t installed it yet.”

I cross the room and sit on the edge of the bed beside her, close enough that I can see the screen. She opens the App Store and types in the tracker company’s name, misspelling it twice. Her fingers are shaking. I want to take the phone from her and do it myself, but I know that would be the wrong move right now. She needs to feel in control of something, even if it’s just downloading an app.

The app installs. She enters the login credentials from the tracker’s packaging, which she has to retrieve from the nightstand drawer. Then there’s a loading screen. That little spinning wheel is going to give me an aneurysm.

“Come on,” I mutter.

“I’m going as fast as I can, Hunter.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

The map populates. A blinking blue dot, moving. It’s already past the Route 91 junction, heading northwest on Shasta Creek Road, which according to the map turns into a fire road that dead-ends somewhere deep in the Creeque National Forest.

My mind runs the possibilities, all of which feel bad. A secluded cabin. A prearranged meeting point. A kill site. The thought of Madison driving Michie out into those woods to feed on her drops into my chest and sits there like a cold stone.

Okay, it’s not the likeliest possibility. Just the worst. Killing Michie would blow up Madison’s entire world. There’s no way she could get away with killing the girl living in her house, even if she has no idea about who Michie and I really are. But unlikely is not impossible, and the distance between those two words is a knife’s edge.

“Stay here,” I tell her. “Keep watching the dot. If it stops, text me the location.”

“Hunter—”

“I’ll just observe,” I say. “Make sure they both make it home safe.”

She opens her mouth to say something else, the robe slipping further down her shoulder, but I’m already moving to the door. I rest my hand against the door frame before I go.

“Everything’s okay,” I say. She nods. “I love you.”

“You too,” she says with a brave smile.

Downstairs, I pull on my boots and then I’m out the front door. The van sits where I parked it on the roundabout driveway in front of the house, the painted snake on the side panel grinning at me in the fluorescent light.

I drop to one knee at the front wheel well and feel for the tracker Madison planted. There it is. I peel the little black rectangle off and hurl it into the trees beyond the driveway. If Madison has the app on her phone and gets curious about why the van is moving at two in the morning, I’m finished. Can’t risk it.

I start the engine, turn on the roundabout, descend down the steep driveway that leads eventually to the highway.

The drive takes twenty minutes, most of it on two-lane blacktop bordered by Douglas firs so dense that the headlights seem to stop six feet past the shoulder. I’ve got Cassandra’s texts coming in, guiding me. The dot stopped moving a few minutes ago, which means they’ve arrived wherever they’re going. The pin sits on a stretch of fire road with no structures, no buildings, nothing but forest on the satellite view.

I make the turn onto Shasta Creek Road and kill my headlights, driving by moonlight and instinct. The road narrows, gravel popping under the tires. A quarter mile in, I see other vehicles, a lot of them. Trucks and sedans and beaters parked nose-to-tail along the fire road for a hundred yards in both directions. Through the trees, I catch the amber flicker of a bonfire.

Then the sound hits me. Music, bass-heavy and thumping. Hundreds of voices laughing and shouting. It’s the unmistakable chaos of a kegger.

That’s where Madison went at two in the morning. Not a secluded cabin but a normal teenage gathering. I think I can put this in the “not a vampire” category.

I park the van at the far end of the vehicle line, backing it into a gap behind an F-150. Then I get out and stand in the dark for a minute, assessing.

The clearing is about two hundred yards ahead, visible through the trees as a shifting orange glow. The bonfire is big. The flames are eight-to-ten feet high, sending sparks into the canopy. Around it, I can make out the mass of the crowd. College-age kids, mostly. Red Solo cups. A keg on a stump. The music is some kind of electronic bass that I can feel in my teeth.

I’m a forty-six-year-old man alone at a college (high school?) party in the middle of the woods at two in the morning. I look creepy in this scene, and I know it. Better not to look like a predator. But since blending in isn’t an option, I have to skulk around like a predator no one detects.

I stay at the treeline and move along the perimeter, keeping the bonfire to my right. The shadows are deep out here, and the firelight doesn’t reach more than thirty feet into the woods. As long as I stay in the dark, I’m a silhouette among silhouettes. Plenty of kids are drifting in and out of the trees anyway to take a piss or make out. One more shadow doesn’t register.

I scan the crowd, searching for Michie and Madison. The firelight makes faces difficult at this distance. Features flatten into orange masks, eyes disappearing into sockets of shadow. I work the crowd systematically, left to right.

There. Near the far side of the bonfire, half-lit by the flames, two girls dancing. Michie’s dancing in that little skirt, her hips rolling to the bass, her hair catching the light as she moves. Madison is beside her in the dark fitted clothes I glimpsed through the door. Black jeans that sit low on her hips, a cropped jacket that shows a strip of pale stomach when she raises her arms, those boots. Even from fifty yards, she moves like nobody else out there. Fluid movements, effortless, the firelight sliding off her pale skin and catching the hollow of her throat. She’s beautiful in a way that makes the kids around her look clumsy by comparison, and she doesn’t seem to know it, or maybe she just doesn’t care.

Minutes pass. The music changes. The bonfire pops. Michie’s still dancing.

Then something moves at the north edge of the clearing, and everything else stops mattering.

I catch it even in the low light because I’ve spent my whole adult life looking for exactly this kind of movement. The kids at this party move the way drunk kids move: loose, wobbly, overcorrecting. What I’m seeing at the treeline is different. It’s a shambling, hitching gait, the limbs operating on a logic that isn’t governed by a functioning nervous system. The head lolling, the arms swinging at wrong angles, the feet dragging through the underbrush with a scraping sound that’s lost under the bass.

An upper. Emerging from the trees on the far side of the clearing, heading straight for the crowd.

The thing is maybe eighty yards from me, and between us are four hundred drunk kids. I have to put it down before it tears into them. Uppers don’t strategize. They don’t plan. They smell warm blood and they go toward it, and when they reach it, they feed. This one has probably been wandering these woods for days, following the scent of life until it found the motherlode.

I have to cross the party to intercept it, and I have to do it before the thing reaches the perimeter of the crowd.

I move. Can’t run. That draws eyes. I walk fast, chin down, hands in my pockets, weaving through the mass of bodies like I’m headed for the keg or the treeline or a girl I’m trying to find. The music covers the sound of my boots on the packed earth. Kids jostle me, bump my shoulders, spill beer on my jacket. A girl with glitter on her cheeks grabs my arm and shouts something I can’t hear over the bass. I shake her off and keep moving.

The upper is closer now. I can see what’s left of its desiccated face. Male, probably mid-forties, with the marbled grey skin and bulging veins of a corpse that’s been dead for days but won’t stay that way.

Thirty feet. I’m almost to the far edge of the crowd. The upper is at the treeline, half in and half out of the shadows. Its eyes are milky and locked on the nearest cluster of bodies. Its mouth is open, and I can see the yellowed teeth, cracked, streaked with something dark. A few kids are standing close, backs turned, oblivious. A girl is maybe six feet from the thing. She has no idea.

I break the treeline and close the distance in three long strides. I draw the knife from behind my kidney in one smooth motion, the silver catching a flicker of distant firelight.

The upper turns its head toward me as I approach, recognizing what I am the way they always do. It’s something in my heartbeat, maybe, or the adrenaline in my sweat. It hisses, a low wet rattle from deep in its ruined throat. Then it lunges. They’re faster than they look. I’ve mentioned this already, but it bears repeating because every time I fight one, the speed is the thing that surprises me. It snaps for my wrist. No gauntlet to guard against the bite this time.

I sidestep, plant my back foot, and drive the blade up under its ribs at an angle, seeking the heart. The silver hits home. Fuck, yeah!

The upper convulses, its body arching against the blade as the metal pierces the heart, doing what silver does to vampiric tissue.

Black blood pulses over my knuckles. The thing’s legs buckle. I lower it to the ground as gently as I can, which isn’t very gentle at all but is the best I can manage with a corpse collapsing on top of me.

A kid in a Trail Blazer’s cap is staring at me from ten feet away, his Solo cup frozen halfway to his lips. Two girls behind him are clutching each other, their mouths open. A fourth person, girl or guy I can’t tell, is backing away with their phone raised, though whether they’re recording or just reflexively holding it up, I can’t be sure.

I pull the knife free and wipe my hands on the upper’s shirt. There’s flecks of black blood on my jacket, so it’s a good thing I always wear black. In the firelight, it could pass for mud or beer or any number of things that people spill on themselves at parties. But the body at my feet isn’t ambiguous. Neither is the knife.

“What the fuck,” says the kid in the Trail Blazer’s cap. His voice is thin and high, the beer sloshing in his cup.

Then the yelling starts, and for a moment I think it’s because of me. But the cries are coming from the other side of the clearing, where flashlight beams are cutting through the trees, red and blue.

Police. Someone must have called in a noise complaint and the sheriff’s department is breaking up the party.

The crowd detonates. Four hundred drunk kids scatter in every direction, crashing into the trees, tripping over coolers and lawn chairs, shouting and laughing and panicking in roughly equal measure. The bonfire throws wild shadows as bodies surge past it. The music cuts out mid-beat, replaced by the squawk of a police loudspeaker.

I back into the trees, dragging the upper’s body with me. I pull it behind a fallen log and cover it with pine branches. Not a forensic-quality coverup, but enough to keep some stumbling kid from stepping on it. Then I move deeper into the woods, putting distance between myself and the clearing.

In the chaos, I’ve lost Michie and Madison completely. I can’t see them anywhere. The bonfire is dying down as people kick dirt over it and scatter. Flashlight beams crisscross the clearing.

Then, I spot Farah.

She’s in uniform, moving with the other deputies through the crowd, flashlight in one hand, the other resting on her belt. Even in the chaos, she carries herself with that particular combination of authority and restraint that makes her good at this job. And even here, even now, I can’t help but notice her. The way her uniform cinches at the waist. The way the dying firelight catches the curve of her jaw and the gold hoops at her ears. She carries herself like she owns whatever ground she’s standing on.

Our eyes meet across the clearing. Maybe fifty feet of scrambling, shouting teenagers between us. She sees me. I see her. Neither of us moves toward the other. She can’t interact with me here. Not in front of her colleagues, not at a scene she’s working.

But she holds my gaze for a beat longer than necessary, and in that beat I can read the question: are you okay? I give a small nod. She looks away and continues working. I slip further into the shadows, watching her as she works.

My phone vibrates. Michie.

“Hey,” she says, her voice perfectly controlled, the pitch and tempo of a girl who’s had a mildly exciting night and is calling her dad for a ride. “We’re kinda in trouble. Not big though. We need a pickup.”

“Where are you?”

“Outside of Creeque National Park, I think,” she says. “There was a party. Kinda got broken up.”

Of course, she knows I followed her, but she has to let Madison think I’m still at home with no idea where they’ve gone.

“Where, specifically, are you?” I ask, for Madison’s benefit as well as my own.

“A fire lane just off the main turnoff on Shasta Crest Road. There’s a turnout with a big rock. We’re sitting on it.”

That works. I can go deeper into the forest and then take the loop through the forest and meet up at the fire lan so Madison won’t realize that I’m coming from the party. She’ll think I approached from the highway.

“I’m coming. Stay there.”

She doesn’t say anything else, and I know why. Madison is sitting next to her, listening. Michie is in character, playing normal, and anything more than what she’s already said would risk breaking the performance.

I hang up and take the long route around until I’m back at the line of parked cars on the road.

The problem is immediately clear. Deputies are fanning out among the parked cars, logging license plates, taking pictures. A white van with a snake painted on the side is not the kind of vehicle that slips past unnoticed. If I drive out of here, some deputy, maybe Bruckner, is going to write down my plate, and when they cross-reference it with the sheriff’s department records, they’re going to find a name they’ve seen before. Hunter Deacon, the man who was arrested in connection with a decapitated corpse at the county morgue. That’s not a good look.

I need Farah.


5.

I circle through the woods, staying well outside the clearing, until I reach a position near the south edge where Farah is working a group of kids. I take my phone from my pocket and flash the screen three times.

On, off, on, off, on, off.

A crude signal, but it’s what we’ve got.

She doesn’t react visibly. Good. She’s too smart for that. But a few minutes later, I see her drift toward the treeline, angling away from the other deputy, her flashlight sweeping the ground as if she’s checking for something.

She stops eight feet from where I’m standing in the shadows. She doesn’t turn to face me.

“Something creepy comes out of the forest and somehow you’re already on the scene,” she says. “How’d you know?”

“Right place, right time,” I say. “Well, not for the upper, of course.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were hunting tonight?” she asks. “You could have called me.”

There’s something inviting in the way she says it, her voice pitched low enough that I have to lean toward her to hear, and I catch something warm underneath the smell of pine and woodsmoke. Her perfume, maybe. Or just her skin.

“I didn’t mean to leave you out,” I say. “Next time I face off against an undead creature with a rotting face, my first thought will be of you.”

“Ugh,” she says, but she chuckles a second later.

“I’m glad you’re here because you’re the only one who can help me,” I say. “I took down an upper and dragged it behind a fallen log. The body can’t stay there.”

“Where is it?”

I turn to look back, trying to get my bearings in the uneven terrain in the dark.

“About sixty yards northeast of the bonfire,” I say. “I covered it with branches but it won’t hold past sunrise. If your people find it—”

“I get it,” she says. “Show me.”

We move through the trees. She keeps her flashlight off and follows my lead, stepping where I step, and I notice that she moves well in the dark. It’s not from training either. It’s from instinct. The party is still breaking up behind us, shouts and engines and the occasional whoop of a siren, and the noise gives us cover.

I find the log. The branches I tossed over the body have already shifted. One arm is visible, the grey marbled skin catching what little moonlight filters through the canopy. It looks worse than I remember. They always do once the adrenaline’s gone.

Farah crouches beside it, her uniform pants pulling tight across her thighs. She doesn’t flinch, just pulls a latex glove from her utility belt and brushes the dirt and grass off to inspect the corpse. Even kneeling next to a dead thing in the dirt, she’s composed in a way that I can’t stop finding attractive. She goes through the thing’s pockets with the efficiency of someone who treats the whole thing as routine.

Back pocket produces a nylon wallet with a velcro strap, the kind you buy at a gas station. She flips it open. Oregon ID. She angles it to catch the light.

“Daniel Reeves,” she reads.

She slips the driver’s license back in its sleeve then tucks the wallet into her jacket.

“Evidence,” she says, catching my look.

“Okay, I believe you,” I say. “I wasn’t going to ask to go halfsies on the cash inside or anything. Even though I did find it. In a manner of speaking.”

She grins, rising from her squat to poke me in the sternum with her gloved finger.

“I should make you give me everything in your wallet too,” she says. “As payment for saving your ass.”

“His probably has more in it than mine.”

Another smile. And this as we’re deep in some very dirty business. I’m two for two.

“So what’s the plan?” she says, standing. “We’re not digging a grave with our hands, and I don’t have a shovel in my cruiser.”

“The ravine,” I say. I noticed it on the drive in. There’s a drainage cut about thirty yards south.”

“I know it.”

“Fire road drops off into a gully choked with deadfall and brush,” I continue.

She nods, already putting it together.

“We roll him down, pile debris on top.”

“Won’t take long to skeletonize completely,” I say. “Even if he’s found later, there’s nothing to connect the body to tonight.”

It’s a rough and dirty solution, but I think it will have to do.

“Help me get his legs,” she says.

“Give me a pair of those gloves first,” I say.

We move fast. Farah takes the shoulders and I take the feet, and we carry him through the underbrush without speaking, communicating in grunts and head tilts. Left. Watch the root. Hold up.

The corpse’s lighter than a living man his size would be. Whatever process reanimates uppers burns through the body’s water and fat, leaving something that feels hollow, like carrying a mannequin stuffed with wet sand.

She adjusts her grip twice without being asked, shifting his weight when the terrain changes, and I realize she’s reading the ground the way I am, anticipating the obstacles before she hits them. A curl of dark hair has fallen loose across her face and she blows it out of the way without breaking stride. Our hands are almost touching on the corpse’s legs, and the fact that I’m noticing the proximity of her fingers while carrying a dead man through the woods says something about me that I’m not going to examine right now.

We reach the ravine. It’s steep enough that gravity will do most of the work. I set down my end and kick away some of the brush at the lip.

“On three?” I say.

“On three.”

We swing the body and release. It tumbles down the slope, crashing through dead ferns and snapping branches, and comes to rest about fifteen feet down in a nest of fallen timber. I scramble a few feet into the gully and drag a rotten log over the torso, then kick loose dirt and leaf litter over the rest. Farah tosses an armful of dead ferns from the rim. In the dark, from above, it looks like nothing. Just more forest floor. It’ll decompose fast down there. In a few weeks, it’ll be nothing but bones.

I climb back up. My gloves are streaked with black blood and mud and the knees of my jeans are soaked through. Farah is snapping off her gloves, her jaw set, her breathing slightly elevated but steady. There’s a dark smear on the front of her uniform shirt that she hasn’t noticed yet.

“What?” she says off my reaction.

“You’ve got, uh, some gore right there,” I say, pointing to her chest.

She looks down. The smear is right between her breasts, a dark line that disappears into the V of her uniform shirt. I look away, but not fast enough, and not before she catches me looking.

“Uggh!” she mutters.

“Occupational hazard,” I say, fingering the collar of my coat. “I don’t wear black just because it looks cool.”

She looks like she’s about to smile. Then instead, she reaches down and slides her finger down her cleavage and scoops the black blood from between her breasts. Then she reaches over and smears it across my cheek. I flinch but can’t keep myself from chuckling.

“There, that’s better,” she says.

“Uncalled for,” I say.

“Why should only one of us get dirty?”

She’s got a malicious grin as she says it, not the least bit sorry. I pull my gloves off and stuff them in my pocket. Then I spit in my palm and rub my cheek, trying to get the streak off.

“Did I get it all?” I ask.

“Hard to say,” she says. “It’s dark.”

We walk back toward the clearing together, the chaos of the party providing noise cover, and the absence of conversation isn’t uncomfortable. More like a conspiratorial silence where there are things we can say to each other but not to anyone else. She walks close enough that our shoulders almost touch, and I do nothing to increase the distance between us.

“My van’s parked on the road. Your people are logging plates.”

I can see her jaw working, the small muscles tightening as she calculates. Then she pulls her radio from her belt.

“Bruckner, this is Haddad. I need you on the north perimeter. I’m going to clear the south lot. Over.”

The radio crackles back an acknowledgment. She clips it to her belt and turns to me, just barely, her eyes finding mine in the dark.

“You’ve got about ninety seconds once Bruckner moves. South end of the lot, straight shot to the fire road. Don’t turn on your headlights until you hit asphalt.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” she says, but her eyes don’t mean it. “Just go.”

I go. Through the trees, moving fast, angling toward the south end of the parking area. I hear footsteps on the other side of the clearing, Bruckner repositioning, and then I break from the woods and cross the gravel at a dead sprint. My boots crunch too loud, my breathing too heavy. I reach the van, unlock it with the fob, two soft beeps that still sound like gunshots in the quiet, and slide into the driver’s seat.

Engine on. No headlights. I ease out of the space and crawl along the fire road, tires crunching on gravel. In the side mirror, I can see flashlight beams still sweeping the lot behind me. Nobody shouts. Nobody follows.

A quarter mile down, I see them. Michie and Madison sitting on a boulder at the edge of a turnout, their legs dangling. Michie hops off when she sees the van. Madison follows, slower, more deliberate.

I pull up alongside them and Michie opens the passenger door. Madison climbs into the back seat without a word. I wait until both doors are closed before I pull forward, still no headlights, navigating by moonlight until the fire road meets the pavement. Then I flip them on and the road ahead opens up.

Nobody speaks for the first mile. I check the rearview mirror. Madison is sitting behind Michie, her head leaning against the window, her pale face reflecting in the glass. She looks tired, or maybe just empty. Her eyes are open but unfocused, fixed on some middle distance that has nothing to do with the road.

“So,” I say, keeping my voice light. “How was the party?”

“It ended weird,” Madison says.

Her tone is neutral, though not as airy as it was the first time I met her. I’m listening for some sign that she’s holding on to some of the hostility that the interrogation from earlier brought out in her. I don’t hear it. Maybe she’s reset emotionally. Not sure.

“Yeah, cops showed up,” Michie says. “Someone said a guy might have gotten stabbed.”

“Stabbed?” I say. “Did you see anything?”

I direct this at Madison through the mirror. She meets my eyes for a moment. Then she looks away.

“No,” she says. “I didn’t see anything.” A pause. “Thanks for coming to get us.”

“Of course,” I say.

She says nothing else. Michie reaches over and squeezes my forearm, her fingers pressing once. It’s a signal that to Madison could mean thanks for being my Dad but which I understand to mean I’m fine, we’ll talk later, keep driving.

I keep driving. The pines close in on both sides, and the road ahead is dark and straight and empty. In the back seat, Madison’s breathing is so quiet I can barely hear it. But I can feel her there, even when she’s looking at nothing. Not much else happens until we arrive at home.

The gravel crunches under the tires as I ease the van into the driveway. The house is dark except for the porch light Cassandra must have left on.

I kill the engine. In the sudden quiet, I can hear the tops of the pines shifting in a breeze that hasn’t reached the ground yet. The dashboard clock reads 3:47 a.m.

Nobody moves to get out. Michie’s hand rests on the door handle but she’s looking at me, waiting for my lead. Madison is still in the back seat, her pale face floating in the rearview like a moon.

“Did Michie’s call wake my mom up too?” she asks.

It’s the first full sentence she’s spoken since thanking me for the pickup. Her voice is steady, without pleading or calculation. A straight question.

“No,” I say. “I was already awake when she called. Light sleeper.”

“Are you going to tell her?” Madison asks.

“Your mom has that tracker app,” I say. “She’ll see where the car went even if I don’t say anything to her.”

Madison leans forward between the seats. I catch the scent of bonfire smoke in her hair. It’s the first time I’ve detected any scent on her body at all.

“I thought of that before we left,” she says. “I asked Michie to take the tracker off the car and hide it behind the hot water heater in the garage. If my mom checks it, she just sees the car parked at home all night.”

I’m confused but don’t want to show it. I look at Michie. She’s angled toward the passenger window so Madison can’t see her face, but I can. Her expression tells me everything I need to know.

She didn’t hide the tracker in the garage. She palmed it, slipped it into her bag, kept it on her. That’s how I was able to follow them to the party. Madison thinks the device is sitting behind a water heater in the garage right now. She has no idea it traveled with them the whole time.

“In that case,” I say, turning back to Madison, “you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

We get out of the van. All three of us, doors closing in sequence. The gravel is loud underfoot after the silence of the cab. Michie starts toward the house, moving with the unhurried stride of someone who’s done her job and wants her bed. Madison follows a step behind.

I turn back to lock the van. The key fob chirps, the parking lights flash once, and the snake on the side panel grins at me the way it always does. I pocket the keys and turn around.

Madison is right there.

She’s stopped while I had my back turned, let Michie walk ahead, and closed the distance between us without a sound. We’re standing face to face in the driveway, maybe eighteen inches apart. The porch light catches the silver in her irises and the pale geometry of her face. She’s looking up at me with an expression I can’t read.

Before I can speak, her mouth moves toward me and I don’t decide what happens next. My body decides. Twenty-three years of hunting things that kill with their mouths, things that move fast and close the distance before you can think, things that aim for the neck because that’s where the blood runs closest to the surface. Twenty-three years of that does something to your wiring. It builds a reflex that lives below the conscious mind, in the brainstem, in the place where your body makes decisions on a timescale that thought can’t reach.

A shape moved toward my throat. Fast, from close range. Too sudden to identify, too quick to process. And my hand responded the way it’s been trained to respond since before Michie was born.

My fingers close around Madison’s neck.

Not squeezing. Not crushing. Just stopping her. The column of her throat rests in the V between my thumb and index finger, the way you’d catch a snake behind the head. Firm enough to hold, gentle enough not to harm. The pad of my thumb presses against her pulse point, and I can feel it beating. Slow. Steady. Slower than mine by half.

The pines have stopped moving, and neither of us is breathing. My hand is on this girl’s neck, and my brain is just now arriving at the scene to find out what my body has done.

I look at her. The horror floods in.

A father doesn’t do this. A stepfather, a boyfriend’s-daughter-adjacent, a man who is supposed to be the safe adult in this household. That man doesn’t grab a teenage girl by the throat when she leans in to kiss him goodnight. That man smiles and says “you’re welcome” and walks inside.

A slayer does this. A slayer grabs what’s moving toward his neck because every synapse in his body is screaming vampire at the throat, and the only response his muscles know is containment.

But the brain has caught up now, and the identification it’s returning is: eighteen-year-old girl. Cassandra’s daughter. The girl you swore to protect.

She’s looking up at me. Her eyes are inches from mine, unblinking. Her lips are still parted in the kiss she had planned to plant on my chin. There is no fear on her face. The muscles of her neck are relaxed under my grip, as if this is exactly where she expected to find herself.

I let go.

My fingers peel away from her skin one at a time, like releasing a bowstring. I drop my hand to my side and clench it into a fist so tight the knuckles ache.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Not that that’s remotely adequate. They’re not even the right words. But they’re the only ones I have.

Madison doesn’t step back. She stays where she is, close enough to touch, her neck still offered, her eyes still on mine. And then I see it. The expression that was forming beneath the surface the whole time I was holding her.

A smile. Small. Just the corners of her mouth, the barest lift. Not a grin, not a smirk, not the nervous smile of someone relieved the danger has passed. This is the smile of someone who got exactly the answer she was looking for.

She wasn’t testing whether I’d hurt her. She was testing whether I’d reveal myself.

“Goodnight, Hunter,” she says.

She turns and walks to the house. Doesn’t look back. Her stride is unhurried, her posture loose, and even in this moment, walking away from a man who just put his hand on her throat, she moves with that fluid, boneless grace that I can’t stop noticing and can’t stop being unsettled by.

Michie is standing on the porch. She saw everything. She’s been watching from the top step. Madison opens the front door, it’s unlocked, and enters without casting a glance at either of us.

“What the fuck was that?” Michie whispers.

“I know,” I say

“You grabbed her neck, Deac.”

“I know what I did,” I say. “It was a reflex.”

Michie stares at me. I can feel her working through the implications, the same ones that are already eating through my stomach lining. Then she turns toward the door.

“We should get inside,” she says.

I nod. I follow her through the front door. Madison has already gone upstairs. The house is quiet. Michie gives me a look at the bottom of the stairs. I shake my head. I won’t be joining her tonight. I nod upstairs, meaning I’ll be going to sleep with Cassandra but only after I’m sure that I won’t meet Madison at the top of the stairs. Michie turns and then disappears down the darkness of the hallway that leads to her room.

I pull off my boots then climb the stairs to Cassandra’s bedroom. She looks up when I come in, and the relief on her face is so naked it makes everything worse.

“They’re home,” she says.

“They’re home,” I say. “Everybody’s fine.”

“Where did they go?” she asks.

“A party in the forest,” I say. “That’s where the tracker led.”

“Were they drinking?” she asks.

“I’m not sure, but the party got broken up by the police,” I say.

“Was everyone okay?” she asks. “Did the police question you?”

“No,” I say. “I stayed away from the outside of the party, just watching the girls and making sure they were alright.”

I don’t mention the boy they were with, since he seems to have disappeared into the crowd anyway. He probably was no more than a bystander anyway. Neither of the girls mentioned him.

“So, they went to a party,” Cassandra repeats, processing this. “Seems normal, right?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It was normal. But then, something happened that wasn’t normal.”

“What?”

I tell her about the upper, what they are and where they come from.

“And it just appeared out of the woods?” she asks. “Where did it come from?”

“Well, at some point, a vampire fed on this guy and killed him,” I say. “Then sometime later, the body rose from the dead and stumbled around in the forest. For days, maybe.”

“Was it Madie?” she asks. “Do you think she killed him?”

“I have no idea,” I say. “But it definitely didn’t happen tonight. The fact that it appeared at the party was just a coincidence, I think.”

The truth is, I really have no idea. Maybe it was a complete fluke. But then, uppers can sometimes be controlled by the vampires that sire them. Could she have drawn that thing to the party? And if so, why?

“So, maybe Madison isn’t the vampire,” she says. “Maybe she’s just a normal girl.”

I can see how badly she wants this to be true. The hope in her eyes is almost painful to look at. That hope that her daughter is nothing more than a rebellious teenager, that the worst thing Madison has done is violate curfew shatters me.

“Maybe she is,” I say.

Which, if so, makes what I did downstairs all the more despicable.

Still, that smile. What was that?

“I’m just glad it’s over,” Cassandra says, shifting in bed and leaning over to kiss me. “Are you ready to sleep?”

“Yeah.”

I climb into bed and she curls against my side, her head on my chest, her breathing already slowing toward sleep. She smells like lavender and the warmth of her own skin, and she presses against me with a trust that’s total and unearned.

“Thank you,” she murmurs. “For bringing them home.”

“Always,” I say.

She sleeps. I don’t. I lie in the dark with my eyes open, staring at the ceiling, listening to the house. The furnace cycling. A branch against the window. The lack of sound from Madison’s room down the hall.

I picture myself holding her neck, those eyes studying me, those lips still puckered. She knows what I am now. She wanted to know if I was dangerous. Now she does.

What she plans to do with that information is a question I can’t answer from this bed, in this dark, with my lover breathing against my chest.

I rest my hand on Cassandra’s shoulder. And I stare at the ceiling until the first grey light leaks through the curtains and the birds begin to sing.


6.

I wake to sunlight. Not the grey half-light that usually greets me in Oregon, but actual warm and generous sunlight, pouring through a gap in the curtains. For a few confused seconds, I don’t know where I am. The bed is too soft, the sheets smell too clean, and the room is too quiet. Then I hear voices downstairs and the clink of ceramic, and it comes back to me. The house. Cassandra. The life I’ve slipped into and am trying to make mine.

The clock on the nightstand reads 10:42. I’m still not adjusted to this day/night cycle and I don’t know when I ever will be.

Cassandra’s side of the bed is cool. She’s been up for a while.

I shower and dress in one of the few clean changes of clothing I have. Better do laundry myself just in case there’s any unexplainable blood I wouldn’t want Cassandra to ask questions about.

I head downstairs. The house is bright with October light, and the sliding glass door to the sundeck is open, letting in pine-scented air that carries the first real chill of fall.

I find them out there. Cassandra and Michie, side by side in deck chairs, wrapped in sweaters, holding coffee mugs like they’ve been talking for an hour and aren’t close to finished. Michie’s legs are tucked under her, bare feet hidden in the folds of a fleece blanket. She’s wearing one of Cassandra’s oversized t-shirts and nothing else that I can see, and the hem rides up along her thigh every time she shifts in the chair. Cassandra’s hair is loose around her shoulders, catching the light, and she’s laughing at something Michie just said. It’s a real laugh, unstaged, the kind that crinkles the skin around her eyes and shows the gap between her incisors. She looks ten years younger when she laughs like that. Her sweater has slipped off one shoulder and the morning sun is warm on her bare skin and she doesn’t seem to notice or care.

They don’t notice me at first. I stand in the doorway and watch them. Michie says something else I can’t hear and Cassandra touches her arm. Michie leans into it. I’ve never seen her lean into anyone’s touch like that except mine.

“Oh, here he is,” Michie says. “Don’t tell him I told you.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

Cassandra looks at me and the two of them share a conspiratorial look.

“Never mind,” Cassandra says.

I’m pretty sure they’re just teasing me. What I mean is, they’re obviously teasing me and that means there probably isn’t some secret that I’m not in on, but they find it amusing to act as if there is. Still, I can’t help but be a little curious.

“You two look awfully cozy,” I say.

“We are,” Cassandra says.

“I can’t believe you’re awake before me,” I say. In the morning light, with her hair messy and her face bare, she looks younger than nineteen. I lean over to put an arm around her and press my lips to her cheek, which is warm from the sun.

“This is the new me,” Michie says. “I’m an early bird.”

She tilts her face up at me, those blue eyes half-lidded and mischievous, and grabs the head of my cock through my pants, pinching me between two fingers.

“And here’s my worm.”

I bend my bicep around her neck, pretending I’m about to get her in a head lock. I nuzzle and kiss the side of her neck, taking in her pre-shower scent. She smells like sleep and warm skin and faintly of the White Claw from last night. But the kiss makes me think of last night, and I pull my lips away.

“What are we talking about?”

“Just stories,” Michie says. “Stuff from the past, traveling, ya know.”

“Michie’s an old soul,” Cassandra announces. “She’s telling me all this stuff the two of you two did while you were traveling.”

“Not all the stuff,” Michie says with a wink.

“I just learned that love rhymes with blood in Russian,” Cassandra says.

“Yeah, I guess it does,” I say.

“I think it’s so cool that you two have had all these experiences, traveling together.”

I pick up Michie’s coffee cup where she set it down. I take a sip and grimace.

“This tastes like coffee-flavored Pixie Stix,” I say.

“Yeah, well, I don’t like my coffee to taste too coffee-ey,” Michie says.

Not an ancient spirit in every way, I guess.

“Here, have a sip of mine,” Cassandra says.

She holds out her cup with two hands and I accept it. Her lips have formed a little stain on the rim of the mug and I press my lips to the same spot. It’s warm, no longer hot, but the taste is rich and dark.

“That’s much better,” I say.

“Starbucks blend,” Cassandra says. “There’s a pot in the kitchen.”

I hand the mug back to her and lean down to kiss her ear, nuzzling and touching her like I did Michie. It’s weird how perfectly natural this feels already, the three of us in a domestic scene. Only Madison is absent, and I have to admit that some part of me is glad. After what happened last night, I don’t want to face the fallout from the grab.

“I’ll be in the kitchen,” I say. “Making breakfast.”

“What a good man,” Cassandra says.

“Okay, let’s get back to what we were saying,” Michie says. “How many were there? Were they all really built and tall?”

I raise an eyebrow and Michie shoos me away.

“Go on!” she says. “You’re supposed to be making us breakfast.”

“Yeah, alright,” I say. “I’ll just leave you to… whatever you’re talking about.”

“Yes, you will,” Michie says with a devilish grin.

Okay, yes. She’s messing with me. I roll my eyes and then tug aside the sheer curtain to enter the kitchen. First, I pour myself a cup of coffee. Then, I go to the fridge and lay out everything, then I set to work.

Eggs, scrambled, with toast and butter. I crack the eggs, whisk them, toast the bread. The motions are automatic. and as I work, I catch myself whistling. It takes me a minute to identify the tune: “Spanish Grease,” the Willie Bobo track with the clave riff that snakes through the whole song like a heartbeat. I haven’t whistled in the kitchen since I can’t remember when. Maybe never.

The domesticity of it surprises me. Not the act itself but the feeling underneath it. The ease. The rightness. For a few minutes, standing at the stove with the eggs hissing in the pan and sunlight falling across the marble counter, there are no vampires. No trackers. No lies stacked on lies. Just a man making breakfast for the women in his life, the smell of good food, and the sound of their voices from the deck.

I want to hold onto it. I want it so badly that the wanting is a physical sensation, a pressure behind my sternum. This is what I came for when I told Michie about moving in. This is what a real life could feel like.

Cassandra appears in the kitchen doorway, drawn by the smell.

“I knew you were special when I saw you at the market,” she says.

“Eggs aren’t exactly haute cuisine.”

“It’s not the skill it takes to make them,” she says. “It’s the fact that you’re doing it without being asked, just because you’re a great guy.”

She comes up behind me and wraps her arms around my waist, pressing her cheek between my shoulder blades. I can feel her warmth through the thin cotton of my shirt. I cover her hand with mine and keep stirring.

“Michie’s just messing with you, by the way,” she says.

“Yeah, I figured,” I say.

“We have spent a lot of the morning talking about you, though,” she says. “Every time we start talking about something else, the conversation always finds its way back to you.”

“Oh, really?” I say, unable to keep from grinning.

“You’re her favorite subject,” Cassandra says, placing her hand on my lower back and sliding it up to my rest between my shoulder blades. “It’s not hard to see why.”

“Well, I’m her first love,” I say.

“True,” she says. “But you aren’t mine, and I’m obsessed with you.”

I switch off the burner, not wanting to neglect the eggs as I turn to her and take her in my arms. Our eyes meet and I can feel everything I want to say to her pressing behind my teeth. I want to tell her what happened, but this moment feels like a soap bubble that will pop in an instant if I do.

I pull her to me, kissing her forehead just below the hairline, caressing her cheek with my finger.

“You’re captivating too,” I tell her in between kisses.

Then the landline rings.

“Nobody calls the landline,” Cassandra says, as if the ringing violates a law of nature.

We both freeze. She pulls away from me and crosses to the wall-mounted phone beside the refrigerator.

“Hello?”

She puts it on speaker. I watch her face.

“Mrs. Redmayne?” the voice on the other end asks.

I know that voice.

“Yes, this is she,” Cassandra says.

“This is Deputy Haddad from the Creeque County Sheriff’s Department.”

Farah’s voice fills the kitchen, professional and measured. I feel my chest tighten. Cassandra’s complexion drains from warm to chalk in about two seconds. Her eyes find mine, and I can read the catastrophe already forming in her mind. The police have connected Madison to the killings, they’re coming to arrest her daughter. The thing she’s feared since the day she learned what Madison might be is happening right now in her kitchen over a speakerphone.

“We’re calling to inform you that a vehicle registered to your address was recovered at a site where deputies responded to a disturbance last night,” Farah says. “It’s been towed to the county impound lot.”

Cassandra blinks. The color starts coming back.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her voice recalibrating to maternal authority with a speed that impresses me. “What kind of disturbance?”

“A large gathering in the national forest. Underage drinking, noise complaints. We impounded several vehicles that were left at the scene. Yours was one of them.”

“Well, I certainly wasn’t the one out drinking in the forest,” Cassandra says, giggling lightly.

“No, ma’am,” Farah says, reacting to Cassandra’s change in tone. “Of course not.”

“It’s my daughter’s car,” Cassandra says, “which she won’t be driving any time soon. Tell me Deputy…”

“Haddad,” Farah answers.

“Sorry, yes, Haddad, how long do I have before the car is considered abandoned property?”

“You have ninety days to claim the vehicle,” Farah says.

“Excellent,” Cassandra says. “I’ll come by in a month to pick it up and pay the fee.”

“Alright, then,” Farah says.

“Thank you very much, and I’m sorry for the inconvenience my daughter caused.”

“No problem, Mrs. Redmayne. You have a nice day.”

She hangs up. The kitchen is quiet. Michie has appeared in the doorway from the sundeck, a question on her face. I shake my head. No emergency. We’re fine.

Cassandra leans against the counter and lets out a breath she’s probably been holding since the phone rang.

“Just the car,” she says.

But my mind is already on something else. Farah just called this house. She spoke to Cassandra. She identified herself as Deputy Haddad. And now she has Cassandra Redmayne’s name, address, and phone number logged in her case notes. Two women connected to me who don’t know about each other, and there’s the thinnest possible membrane separating them. The longer this holds, the bigger the explosion when it fails. And it will fail. These things always do.

I scoop the eggs from the skillet and bring them out to the sundeck. The three of us come outside again to eat in the late morning. I eat my toast and drink my coffee and try to live in this moment for as long as it lasts.

After breakfast, Cassandra tells us to go shower and get ready. She’s going to do some cleaning.

“We could shower together,” Michie says to me, just loudly enough for Cassandra to hear. “Save water.”

“I’ve already had a shower,” I say.

“Well, I’m still filthy,” she says.

She pouts, but I catch the edge of a smirk underneath it. She’s performing for Cassandra, playing the brat, and a role she was born to play.

I pull Cassandra aside while Michie heads for the first-floor bathroom.

“Michie and I are going to do some research today,” I tell her, keeping my voice low. “The upper from last night might help us prove that someone other than Madison is the vampire. We’ll be back before dark.”

Cassandra nods. She doesn’t ask for details, and I don’t offer them. She kisses me, a quick, warm, trusting kiss and then returns to tidying up the kitchen. I go out and gather the rest of the plates and scrape them clean. Then, I take the garbage out to the curb. A few minutes later, Michie emerges clean and changed and we’re off.

In the van, Michie stretches her legs across the dashboard and cracks her window. The road unspools ahead of us, pines on both sides, the sun directly overhead.

“So, where to first?” she asks.

“Call Farah,” I say. “Tell her we want to meet.”

“And should I mention that you’re sleeping with Cassandra Redmayne and we’re both living in her house, or no?”

“Let’s leave that out for now.”

“Why exactly?” Michie asks. “I mean, she already knows that we’re lovers. It’s not like she’s pining away, thinking you’re still single. Why not just tell the truth?”

“She doesn’t know we are at all times like she did when we were at the motel,” I say. “I like that, and I want to keep things that way for as long as possible.”

“We’re all slaying for the same side, aren’t we?”

I take my eyes off the road to give Michie that please don’t test me look that I think she’s secretly been craving.

“You wanna know what I think?”

“Please,” I say. “Don’t hold me in suspense.”

“I think Farah likes you, and you know that, and you’re not sure how you feel about her but you also don’t want to fuck up your chances because you already have two girlfriends, and you love it.”

Actually, a pretty fair assessment. I really hate how clever she is sometimes.

“For Madison’s safety, we have to compartmentalize,” I say.

“Oh, it’s for Madison’s sake, huh?” Michie repeats. “Convenient excuse.”

“Just make the call, please?” I say. “I’m driving and you’re the one with that secret encrypted app or whatever it is.”

Michie gives a little mock salute and then unbuckles her seatbelt and shifts in her seat to slide her phone out of her tight-fitting shorts.

“Hey,” Farah says, picking up after two rings.

Her voice fills the car and for the second time this morning I’m on speakerphone with her.

I look at Michie and she looks at me, like go ahead and talk to her.

“Hey, Farah,” I say. “It’s me. Thanks again for your help last night.”

“Of course,” she says. “Saving your ass is the same as saving mine.”

There’s something intimate in her tone. At least, it seems that way to me.

“Can we meet? We want to review the facts and see what we can learn.”

“Sure,” she says. “There’s plenty to talk about.”

“Are you still at the impound lot?” I ask.

“How’d you know that?” Farah asks.

Damn. That was an unforced error, and I know it. Michie throws me a look, staring at me wide-eyed. I can’t think of a thing to say, so she steps in.

“Slayer powers,” Michie says. “You’ll get them too once you’ve been on the job a while.”

“No,” Farah says. “Really.”

“Uh, we already drove by the station and didn’t see your car there,” I say, trying to recover. “Figured you’d probably be dealing with the vehicles from the party last night.”

There’s a pause on the other end of the line.

“Good guess.”

“We’re not that far out,” I say, trying to keep my tone breezy. “We’ll meet you outside.”

“Copy that,” Farah answers.

“See ya, Farah!” Michie says brightly before hanging up. Then she turns to me. “Dude!”

“I know.”

“What was that?” Michie asks.

“I know.”

“It’s like you want her to find you out,” Michie says. “You want her to learn about Cassandra, but you don’t realize it. So, you sabotage yourself. It’s psychology.”

Honestly, that doesn’t sound at all implausible. Why else would I say something so monumentally stupid?

“Alright, forget it,” I say. “Tell me about the party last night. What did you learn from spending time with Madison?”

“I mean, nothing really,” Michie says. “We just went to the party. That’s it.”

“You didn’t ask her anything that we can use?”

“What was I supposed to ask?” Michie asks. “Drank anybody good lately?”

“Come on, you know how this works. You ask questions, volunteer information and see if she reciprocates, cross-reference what you already know to detect discrepancies. You really spent the whole night with her and you have nothing to show for it?”

“Hey, I didn’t strangle her.”

“Neither did I!” I snap.

“Okay, grab, whatever,” Michie says. “What are you planning to do about that, by the way? I notice you didn’t tell Cassandra.”

“Not yet.”

“Well?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “It happened so fast, and the way she looked at me after—”

“What?”

“It’s like she planned it,” I say. “She smiled at me, like she knew all along. Like she tricked me into revealing myself.”

“Maybe she did.”

“Yeah,” I say.

“So?”

“I’ll tell Cassandra everything,” I say. “When it’s the right time.”

“You mean after you’ve already been caught in it?”

I grunt.


7.

The county impound lot is a fenced acre of gravel on the south side of Route 7, bordered by a strip of pines and a cinderblock building that serves as the office. A few dozen vehicles sit behind the chain-link, including a silver Honda that I recognize as Madison’s. Farah’s out front leaning on a dark blue Civic which I take to be her car.

She’s wearing civilian clothes: dark jeans that hug her hips, a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows, sunglasses pushed up into her black curls. The flannel is open one button past professional, and the lace edge of a black bra peeks above the second button. She looks more feminine out of uniform, and younger too. Softer around the mouth. Her gold earrings catch the light every time she moves her head. She straightens when she sees the van.

“You two got here fast,” she says, sliding her aviator sunglasses down the bridge of her nose.

“No time to waste,” I say. “You look good.”

Those sunglasses seem to slide down just a little further.

“I mean you don’t look tired, which is impressive because I do,” I say, smiling.

Farah studies me.

“You look okay, considering,” she says. “And Michie, you look cute.”

“Thanks, Farah,” Michie says. “I knew there was a girl under all that cop.”

Farah leads us to the cinderblock building, which has a break room in the back with a folding table and four plastic chairs. A manila folder sits on the table, thick enough to suggest she hasn’t been wasting the last seven hours.

We take our seats and Farah opens the folder and spreads out three sheets of paper, each one a printed photograph with handwritten notes in the margins. Clayton Hatch. Lennox Pike. And a third face I don’t recognize until I picture it with the skin missing on one side of his face.

“The upper from last night,” Farah says, tapping the third photograph. “Danny Reeves. Small-time meth dealer, couple of B&Es, no fixed address. He’s been dead for about four days, based on decomposition.”

“So, what’s the connection between these three?” I ask.

“That’s where it gets interesting.” Farah pulls out a printout from what looks like a law enforcement database. “Hatch and Pike have nothing in common on the surface. Different ages, different social circles, different sides of town. Hatch worked at a gas station. Pike was a regular at the Velvet Spur. But I ran both of them through NCIC and pulled their priors.”

She pauses, and I can see the investigator coming out. It’s not just the calm precision I notice but the excitement. She’s practically giving off a hum she’s so excited about what she’s found.

“Turns out there is a connection between them both,” she says. “They were both convicted of sexual assault.”

Already the wheels in my head are spinning, trying to find any connection to Madison, but I keep my face neutral.

“Hatch was a minor so he didn’t do jail time, just probation,” Farah continues. “Pike got eighteen months—plea deal, original charge was rape. Two different courts, two different years, no apparent connection between the cases. But they’ve both got the same thing on their records.”

“And Reeves?” I ask.

“No sex offense convictions. A few assaults, disorderly conduct, possession. But—” she flips to another page— “he had a known association with Lenny Pike. They celled together in county.”

“So, maybe Pike disappears, his friend Reeves goes looking for him, finds the vampire or gets found by him—”

“What makes you think it’s a him?” Farah asks.

I shrug.

“Fifty-fifty shot, right?”

Okay, maybe I come off a little dense, but better to ferret out what she’s suspecting a little at a time, especially if she’s circling the truth.

“Right, well, my read is that Reeves was a case of wrong place, wrong time. The other two, though, there’s a pattern here.”

“What’s your theory?” Michie asks.

“The first two homicides aren’t just opportunistic,” she says. “We’re not dealing with a mad dog or Hanibal Lecter. There’s a motive here beyond just hunger—revenge.”

Farah closes the folder and sits back, lacing her fingers behind her head. The flannel stretches across her chest and the top button strains. I look at her chest, then the folder, then back to her chest. She catches me and I don’t look away fast enough.

“Okay,” I say. “Revenge for what?”

“Our vamp may be a victim of sexual assualt herself,” Farah says. “Or maybe she’s just got a score to settle. Either way, she’s not just feeding. She’s an avenging angel of death.”

“Interesting,” I say, although my interest isn’t purely detached.

“I’d say our vampire is most likely a white female, very young, maybe younger than twenty-five,” Farah continues. “She’s highly intelligent, patient, and has resources, access to both money and information. She used sexuality to get close to both Hatch and Pike. She’s not feeding randomly. She’s choosing targets based on their history of violence against women.”

She lets that hang in the air.

Young, white, female, intelligent, patient, resources. Uses sexuality to approach male targets. Every detail of this profile fits Cassandra’s daughter like a tailored dress, and Farah has no idea she just described the daughter of the woman she spoke to on the phone this morning. I have to knock her off this trail. And I have to do it without looking like I’m trying.

“It’s a good theory,” I say. “But I think you might be profiling the killer you want to find.”

Farah’s eyes narrow. “Meaning?”

“Meaning the sex-offender connection could be coincidental. Look at these guys.” I tap the photos on the table. “They’re all the kind of men who live on the margins. Low income, substance issues, irregular schedules. No one checking on them. If you’re a vampire looking for easy prey, these are exactly the targets you’d choose, not because of what they’ve done but because nobody’s going to come looking for them.”

“I think Deac’s right,” Michie says. “No offense, but you’re thinking like a cop.”

“And that’s a problem?”

“Not always, but you’re looking for a motive when there’s no need to,” Michie says. “Vamps kill to live. Thirst for blood is the only motive they need.”

I sometimes forget how good Michie is at picking up on things, how quickly she can adapt. It’s probably because she uses her powers of perception to frustrate me as often as help me.

“You really think there’s no connection?”

“There could be one,” I say. “But two data points isn’t a pattern. And your third victim doesn’t even fit.”

“He’s connected to Pike—”

“Which supports the opportunistic kill theory, not the avenging angel theory. An avenging angel doesn’t kill meth dealers for being friends with a rapist. She kills rapists.”

Farah chews her lower lip, pulling it between her teeth in a way that makes it hard to concentrate on criminal profiling. She’s listening, which means my argument has at least some traction. But she’s too sharp to abandon her theory based on one counterargument. I need to give her something better. Something that redirects without deflecting.

“Here’s what I think you’re missing,” I say. “We’ve seen three uppers all in quick succession. That suggests we’ve got more than one feeder. Uppers don’t spontaneously generate and neither do vampires. Only a vampire can make another vampire. If your avenging angel exists, and I’m not saying she doesn’t, then she has a sire. Someone turned her. And the sire is the more dangerous target.”

This argument lands because it’s true. There is a sire. I don’t know his name or where he is, but Madison didn’t turn herself. The sire is the threat. Kill the sire, and everything else gets simpler.

Farah taps her pen against the table twice. I can see her turning it over.

“A sire,” she says.

“If the profile holds, the sire is the one who chose these victims. The younger vampire is following orders, or being guided, or being used. Kill the sire and the pattern stops.”

“Or the younger one keeps killing on her own.”

“That’s possible. But the sire is where the investigation leads next. Follow the connection upward, not outward.”

Farah nods slowly. She doesn’t concede the avenging angel theory but she accepts that the sire is a legitimate line of pursuit. She picks up the folder and taps it against the edge of the table, squaring the pages.

“Alright,” she says. “Let’s assume that we don’t know anything for sure. My theory is just a theory. How does the fact that a sire might be out there change things? How do we find him?”

“That we don’t know,” I say. “But we’ve got a fresh victim to draw information from, right?”

“What exactly are we going to do?” Farah asks. “Because it feels like all of the investigation is being done on this side of the table.”

I open my palms and extend them, half shrug and half surrender.

“What can I say? You have resources we don’t.”

“Yeah, you said that before,” Farah says, arms crossing. “But I’m wondering what you two are doing to further the investigation. Because right now, I’m not seeing it.”

“Okay,” I say. “But don’t forget, these things take time. Besides, it’s not like we’ve been sleeping on the job. I brought down that upper last night.”

“And that’s another thing,” Farah says. “How did you know it was going to be there?”

“I didn’t.”

“So, it was just a lucky coincidence you were there? What were you doing at the party at all?”

My brain scrambles for any possible explanation. Uppers are attracted to crowds? I was there to party? I saw footprints and followed them?

“I—uh…”

No answer I can think of makes the remotest sense. Then Michie jumps in and pulls off one of her miracles—

“It’s okay, Deac,” Michie says. “Farah is our friend. We can trust her with the truth.”

My eyes go wide, and I have no clue what she’s got in mind.

“He was there watching me,” Michie says. “He likes watching me dance with younger guys. It’s a thing with him, ya know…?”

She makes a quick jerking gesture with her wrist. Farah turns red.

I’m agog, both at how fast Michie’s mind works and how quickly she uses that intelligence to construct an alibi that humiliates me sexually.

“Seriously?” Farah says, leveling her stare at me.

“Hey, don’t yuck his yum,” Michie says. “It’s an arrangement we have, and it’s consensual between us. That’s healthy. I think we should be grateful that Deac was able to pull his pants up and cross that clearing fast enough to take that monster down before it killed someone.”

Farah doesn’t have anything to say to that. Who would?

Finally, I clear my throat.

“It’s a… personal thing,” I manage to choke out. “Intimate.”

“Uh huh,” Farah says. “Well, that’s fine. But let’s agree to focus less on extracurriculars and more on the case. At least until we get a break.”

“Agreed,” I say. “We can do some recon on Reeves ourselves. It may not yield anything but we can try it.”

“Right, good,” Farah says. “Let’s see what we can find and regroup later.”

She seems to buy this explanation, or at least is willing to let it pass. That takes the pressure off us for the moment, but I don’t love the idea that Farah thinks this about me. Whatever we are to each other and whatever we could be, it’s complicated enough without her thinking I’m some kind of a voyeur. There’s another entry for the “pervert” file.

Madison’s safety. That’s what counts. Not my dignity, but her life. That’s what is really important.

“One more thing,” Farah says. She uncrosses her arms and her posture shifts revealing something softer underneath the professional bearing. “We shouldn’t keep meeting in public places, especially when I’m working.”

“Agreed,” I say.

“We can be discreet,” Michie says.

“My family owns a restaurant on Pine Ridge Drive,” she says, tucking a dark curl behind her ear. The gesture exposes the line of her jaw and the soft skin below it. “The Fig Tree. It’s a Lebanese restaurant.”

Lebanese! She’s Lebanese. I had been wondering.

“There’s a private room in the back,” Farah continues. “My father is an excellent cook. You should come for dinner.”

I notice that the invitation is directed at me. Not at me and Michie, though Michie is sitting right there. The word “you” lands in the singular, and Farah seems to realize it a beat too late.

“Both of you, of course,” she adds, turning to Michie. “I didn’t mean…it’s open to everyone.”

The flush in her cheeks says otherwise. She recovers quickly, but the damage, if you want to call it that, is done. I saw it. Michie saw it. And Farah knows we saw it.

“Sounds great,” I say, careful not to mention Cassandra. “When?”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Sure, okay,” I say. “I can’t promise we’ll have something worth reporting before then.”

“That’s okay,” Farah says. “I just thought, since we’re on the same team, we could eat together. Break bread, that kind of thing.”

A minute ago, she was all business. Now she wants us to get better acquainted? Farah has layers of complicated feelings and I’m just trying to respond to them as they come.

“Thank you, Farah,” I say. “We haven’t had Lebanese food in ages, and it would be nice to have a home cooked meal.”

“Yeah, Farah, thank you,” Michie says. “Deac is always trying to get me to eat better. Now I’ll have an excuse.”

We say our goodbyes. Farah walks us out to the van and stands in the gravel as I start the engine. In the side mirror, I watch her as we pull away. She’s standing with arms crossed, hip cocked against her Civic, watching us go. The sunlight catches the dark of her hair and the bronze of her skin, and she holds her ground until we round the bend.

“I think she bought it,” Michie says.

“Yes, skillful save,” I say. “Now she thinks I’m a creep who likes to watch my girlfriend with other guys.”

“Which is still better than her thinking that you’re harboring a vampire,” Michie says. “Isn’t it?”

“Marginally.”

“Hey, I was working under pressure,” Michie says. “I can’t help it if that’s the first place my mind goes. I have a certain kind of genius and it’s very specific.”

“Yeah, if they gave out awards for busting my balls, you’d get the Nobel prize.”

“Okay, look,” she says. “What I said back there, did it make you feel like more of a man?”

“No,” I say. “It did not.”

“Well, find a place where we can park this heap and I’ll do something for you that will make you feel that way.”

I toss her a sideways glance.

“Really?”

“Come on,” she says, “do you even have to ask if I want to suck you off?”

My cock twitches a little as I picture her leaning over me, her breath on my bare thighs, that eager twinkle in her eyes as she smiles up at me. There was a time when I would have had to suffer through my arousal and fight through the urge. Now all that guilt doesn’t seem necessary. Nor does the anger I felt with her a minute ago.

“Are you going to keep me waiting?” Michie asks.

“Hold on,” I say. “I’ll find us something.”

There is no shortage of secluded turnoffs, little dirt roads that lead to hiking trails or disused fire roads around Creeque. I turn off the highway, take one exit and then another more remote turnoff. Once I’m satisfied that we’re alone and nobody’s likely to happen by, I pull over and kill the engine. Michie wastes no time unbuckling her seatbelt and slinking over to position herself just above my lap.

“Do you hate that I’m always teasing you?” she asks, her voice soft and her tone rising.

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I don’t have to always bust your balls,” she says, running her fingers along my thigh. “Sometimes I can cup them in my hands, real gentle like they’re two big jewels, while I lick your shaft.”

The pressure is building as the head of my cock presses against my inseam. Michie’s fingers keep moving, probing deeper between my thighs and making my cock jump.

“Take it out for me?” she asks, voice coy. “I really want to look at it.”

I’m smiling now. I can’t help it. I unzip my fly and shift the fabric so that my head springs out, flailing in my lap as it grows. Michie’s exhale is like a gasp, like she’s never seen anything she liked better.

“Tell me I can touch you,” she asks.

“You can touch me,” I say. “You can do whatever you like.”

She gives this girlish little squeal as she leans over, resting one hand on my armrest and the other on my thigh. She starts by kissing my head. My cock bucks when she wraps her lips around my head, and I feel this jolt of pleasure shoot through me.

Her lips slide down my shaft, her mouth warm and her tongue eager as she slides up and down my full length. I can feel the tension leaving me, my neck lolling back against the headrest as I give myself over to what she’s doing to me.

She sucks and then breathes hot breath on my wet tip, lips puffy as she massages the veins of my cock. I rest my hand on the crown of her head, fingers running through her short hair as she bounces up and down.

Her form isn’t perfect, but it’s the fact that she’s clearly loving this that makes me get stiffer by the minute. She works my shaft, alternating between her tongue, her lips, the inside of her cheek, even her teeth. It’s like she’s spent all day thinking about this and she finally has permission to give me everything I need.

“God, Michie,” I gasp. “Don’t stop. That’s so good. Keep going.”

She picks up the pace, moaning softly as her lips take me deeper, the head of cock slamming against her pallet. She bobs more eagerly now, sucking so hard that it’s like she’s milking me. She’s taken my balls in her small hand and she’s squeezing them gently. Not hard, just firmly enough to make me buck against the roof of her mouth.

Precum slips from my slick cock and she tongues at my tip, tasting me as she runs her tongue along my stiffness. I just let myself relax, eyes closing to focus on the sensations running through me. Her fingers grip my thigh harder as her neck takes me deeper.

“Jesus,” I whisper. “Oh, yeah!”

She groans, a long deep sound that signals her satisfaction. I guide her gently with the tips of my fingers.

“That’s it,” I tell her. “Just like that.”

I’m getting close now, and I don’t see any reason to try to hold out. I’m in control, the one whose body she’s worshipping in her way. Cassandra’s power, Farah’s authority, they’re sexy in a completely different way. But Michie, for all her brattyness, is a total submissive when I get her alone.

I can’t get enough of it. It’s been building inside me, but the way she runs me up and down her cheek gets me off. I explode inside her, feeling a deep sigh building inside me as I spill my hot seed in her mouth. She makes slurping, gulping sounds, and then she rises up to look at me.

She has my cum dribbling from her pink lips and this look of pure happiness in her eyes.

I smile, amused at that big grin on her face.

“Swallow,” I say, catching a little dribble with my finger and offering it to her. She swallows and then licks my finger like it’s covered in frosting.

“That’s it. Get it all.”

Finally, when she’s finished, she clears her throat and sighs. See? her look seems to say. I can be a good girl when I feel like it.

“How was that?” she asks.

“Sweet,” I say. “And so hot.”

After my erection recedes, I slide myself back into my pants. I put up the arm rests, adjust the seat back, and hold out my arms so she can climb into them. She climbs in my lap and I hold her for a while, listening to her heartbeat and smelling her hair, rubbing her soft skin.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Michie says after a while. “Farah still wants you.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I mean, that she was told that you have a kink she never suspected—”

“—a kink I don’t actually have,” I hasten to add.

“—yeah, well, anyway she thinks that about you,” Michie says. “And she still asked you to dinner.”

“You don’t think that was just a professional courtesy?” I ask. “A friendly gesture between colleagues?”

“No, and neither do you.”

Maybe she’s right. I did find her invitation strangely personal, not like she was extending it for its own sake. Not that this makes anything less complicated.

After we’re done cuddling, and I get us back on Route 7 in the direction of home, I think about how much easier all of this would be if Farah weren’t so good at her job. If she were sloppy, lazy, or inattentive; if her profile were wrong, or her instincts dull, or her ambition small. But she’s none of those things. She’s sharp and brave and relentless, and she’s closing in on the truth from a direction I can’t block without revealing what I’m protecting.

We’re a mile from the turnoff to Cassandra’s road, when my phone rings. The number on the screen is a country code I recognize: +36. Hungary.

Shit. I know what this means. The boss is calling for a progress report.
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Our handler from the Hunyadi Foundation, Dr. Kosa, is a patient man. The fact that he’s waited this long without making contact demonstrates that. But it hasn’t stopped him from wondering what we’re up to, and satisfying his curiosity is the last thing I need right now. But not answering his calls would only heighten his suspicion.

“Levente, hey!” Michie says. “How are you?”

“Meechie,” he says in that voice like the Count. “Darling, it’s been days. First let me know you’re all right.”

“I’m fine, sweetie,” she says. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you the whole time.”

He gives one of his little laughs, but it sounds forced, probably even to him.

“Is Hunter with you?”

“I’m here, Doctor.”

“Hunter. I am calling because I have concerns. The upior count in your area has become quite alarming,” Kosa says. “The news reports that have reached me here in Deprechen indicate three confirmed revenants in the past two weeks. This level of activity suggests heavy feeding, yes?”

“We’re aware of the activity,” I say. “We’re close to making a kill.”

“Close?” he repeats. There’s a pause that I don’t like. Kosa’s pauses are never empty. “How many vámpürok are operating in the area?”

“Just one,” I say.

“One?” he says. “One vámpürok is generating this volume of upior?”

“She’s a heavy feeder. Reckless. Leaving bodies everywhere.”

“She,” Kosa says. “So you have identified the vámpür?”

Damn it. I gave him a pronoun I shouldn’t have. Michie’s eyes flick to mine.

“We have a strong lead,” I say, recovering. “We expect to close within the week.”

“Hunter, my boy,” Kosa says, and the avuncular tone is there in his voice but there’s iron underneath it. “Three revenants suggest at minimum two feeders. You know this. A single vámpür, even a reckless one, does not produce this volume unless she is feeding every night, and if she were doing that, you would have found her already.”

“I concede the possibility of a second,” I say. “But I have no evidence to support it.”

“Then allow me to provide some support,” he says. “So you can find the evidence which seems to be evading you.”

The word “support” lands in the van like a trapdoor opening.

“I am sending Roland Okonkwo,” Kosa says. “He is coming down from an operation in Vancouver. He should arrive in two days, perhaps three.”

Michie mouths something at me. I can’t make it out, but her expression says enough.

“Doctor, that’s not necessary,” I say. “Michie and I have the situation—”

“This is not a discussion, Hunter. The Foundation has a responsibility. If there are two vámpürok, you need another pair of hands. Roland is experienced. He will be a great help to you.”

I grip the steering wheel. The pleather creaks under my fingers.

“Understood,” I say. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“Very good. Surely you’ve grown weary of that little town by now, no?” he says. “No reason for you to remain stuck in the, what is it? The sand that eats you?”

“Quick sand,” Michie chimes in.

“Yes. You’ll be out of the quick sand and on your way in no time. Take care, my precious ones.”

He hangs up. The line goes dead, and the van fills with the sound of tires on blacktop and nothing else.

Michie waits a full ten seconds before she speaks.

“We’re gonna feel really dumb if we end up getting smoked by Rolly,” she says.

We’ve crossed paths with Roland before. Imagine Blade if he had a paunch, receding hairline and vitiligo. He’s the type that rehearses his entrances before he walks in the room, likes the way eyes look up when they clock the leather duster. A prima donna, really.

But here’s the problem. He may act like a slayer in a badly-written comic, but Okonkwo’s still a real fucking slayer. Other slayers may look askance at his fashion choices but not his record. The guy gets kills and doesn’t leave complications behind.

“If Okonkwo gets here and starts hunting, really hunting, he’s going to find the same things Farah found. The sex-offender connection, the profile, the pattern.”

“By the way, what do we think about that?”

“I’m not sure,” I say. “It definitely hadn’t crossed my mind before she brought it up. Could Madison have that as her motive?”

“Could be someone else,” Michie says. “Maybe she’s not the vamp after all.”

“Maybe,” I say. “But the connection to Hatch. That has to mean something.”

“So what do we do?” she asks.

“We go home and start asking the questions we’ve been dancing around this whole time.”

We drive in silence for a minute. The pines scroll past, and the sun is low enough now to throw long shadows across the road.

Cassandra is in the kitchen when we walk in, wiping down counters. She looks up and reads our faces immediately.

“What happened?”

I set my keys on the island and pull out a stool. Michie drops into the armchair in the living room, her legs dangling over the armrest. I tell Cassandra what we learned at the impound lot, without mentioning how or from whom we got the information. The victims. The sex-offender connection. The probability of a sire, an older vampire who turned the younger one and may be directing the kills. Cassandra listens without interrupting, her hands still on the countertop, the dishrag forgotten.

Then I tell her about Kosa. Another slayer is coming. A man named Okonkwo, sent by the Foundation, arriving within days. His job is to verify that the vampire threat has been neutralized, and if it hasn’t, to neutralize it himself.

“What does that mean for Madie?” Cassandra asks.

“It means we’re out of time.”

I lay out the play. It’s the only plan I’ve got, and I know how fragile it sounds even as I’m saying it. We confront Madison directly. We ask her about Clayton Hatch, how she knew him, what she was doing the night he died. If she has a real alibi, a verifiable one, then everything gets simpler. If she doesn’t, she’ll have to come clean about what she is and what she’s done.

And if she comes clean, we ask her about her sire. Who turned her. Where that person is. If Madison gives us a name and a location, we kill the sire. We show Okonkwo the body and Kosa considers the mission a success. Then Michie and I resign from the Foundation, and nobody ever has to know about Madison.

Cassandra stares at me. She’s turning it over, looking for the flaw, and she finds it almost immediately.

“That’s a lot of ifs,” she says.

“I know.”

“If Madison cooperates. If she knows where the sire is. If you can kill the sire before this other man arrives. If the Foundation accepts your resignation without asking questions.”

“I know,” I say again.

“And if any of those things don’t happen?”

I don’t have an answer that isn’t a lie, so I don’t give one.

“Deac’s right, C,” Michie says from the armchair. Her voice is flat, pragmatic. It’s the voice she rarely uses, the one she saves for when the situation is bad enough that snark would backfire. “We haven’t got another play.”

Cassandra looks at Michie, then at me.

“Let’s go talk to her,” she says.

The three of us climb the stairs. The hallway is dim, the late-afternoon light barely reaching through the window at the far end. Madison’s door is closed. Cassandra knock-knocks, two quick raps, soft but firm.

No answer.

She knocks again.

“Madie? Honey, we need to talk to you.”

Nothing.

Cassandra tries the knob. It turns. The door swings open.

The room is empty.

I step into the room and something feels different. It’s not the temporary emptiness of someone who’s stepped out. It feels more like the permanent kind. The closet door is open and the hangers are bare. The dummy itself is still there standing like a headless sentinel. The nightstand drawer is pulled out and empty. The bookshelf has gaps where paperbacks used to be. The blackout curtains are still drawn, and the room is cooler than the rest of the house, but the lamp is off and the bed is made with the precision of someone who doesn’t plan to sleep in it again.

She’s gone. She must have slipped out sometime after we got back from the party. She was probably escaping while I was lying in bed staring at the ceiling. Maybe that was her plan all along. The party, the ride home, the kiss, the test. All of it preamble to an exit she’d already decided on. Maybe Michie’s appearance at her door that night only delayed it.

Her car is impounded. But if she’s a vampire, she doesn’t need a car.

Cassandra walks into the room and stops in the center of it, turning slowly, taking inventory of everything that’s missing. Then something collapses behind her eyes.

“This is my fault,” she says.

“Cassandra—”

“I pushed her away. Moving you in, the trackers, the confrontation. It was too much, too fast. She wasn’t ready and I didn’t listen.”

“You couldn’t have known she’d leave.”

“I should have known.”

Her voice cracks, and beneath it I hear the jagged edge of a grief that’s been building for months. “She’s been pulling away since the summer. Every time I try to get close, she retreats further. And what did I do? I moved two strangers into her home and told her to deal with it.”

“We can find her,” I say.

“How? We can’t call the police. What are we supposed to tell them? My daughter ran away and also she might be a vampire?”

Michie stands in the doorway, her arms crossed, watching. She hasn’t spoken since we entered the room, and her silence is heavier than it should be.

Cassandra sits on the edge of the bed. She presses her palms flat against the mattress, feeling the surface as if the sheets might tell her something.

“Was there anything?” she asks, looking up at me. Her eyes are wet but her voice has dropped to something worse than tears, a cold, steady register that demands truth. “Anything she might have said last night? You brought her home. What did she say to you?”

I feel the blood leave my face.

I can lie. I’m good at lying. I can tell her Madison didn’t betray anything to us, and the lie would hold. For a while.

But Cassandra is asking me directly, and her daughter is missing, and the look on her face is the look of a woman who will know if I’m not telling the truth.

“Last night,” I say. “In the driveway. When we got home from the party…”

Cassandra waits.

“Madison moved toward me. We were outside, and I guess she was trying to give me a goodnight kiss, or something. But she moved so fast—”

I stop. Start again.

“I grabbed her neck.”

The room changes. I don’t mean the temperature drops or the light shifts. I mean the quality of the air between Cassandra and me becomes something heavier somehow. She stares at me, and the wetness in her eyes dries as if a furnace just kicked on behind them.

“You grabbed her neck?” she repeats.

“It was a reflex. She moved toward my throat and my hand reacted before I could think.”

“You put your hand on my daughter’s throat?”

“I didn’t squeeze. I didn’t hurt her. But I stopped her. I held her in place.”

“You put your hand on my daughter’s throat!”

“It was one second. Maybe two. I let go immediately. She wasn’t injured, she wasn’t—”

“You swore to me.” Cassandra’s voice is low and absolutely level. It’s the voice of someone who is so far past shouting that the rage has gone subterranean, compressing itself into something denser and more dangerous. “You swore to me that you would protect her. That was the promise. That was the condition.”

“I know—”

“Was that a lie?”

“No.”

“Then what do you call putting your hand around an eighteen-year-old girl’s neck? What word do you use for that?”

I have no word. There isn’t one. I have no defense. I could say that it was muscle memory, that twenty-three years of killing things with teeth made my body react to a mouth near my jugular, that I am wired at a neurological level to treat fast movement toward my throat as a lethal threat. All of it is true, and none of it matters. Because the woman standing in front of me doesn’t live in my world. In her world, a man grabbed her daughter’s neck, and no explanation makes that okay.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

Cassandra looks at me with an expression I’ve never seen on her face before. Not anger or even disgust but something worse. She’s reassessing who I am, and the new assessment is not favorable.

“And now she’s gone,” she says. “Gone.”

I nod. Because she’s probably right.

The silence that follows is the suffocating kind. Cassandra is on the bed. I’m standing by the door. Michie is in the hallway behind me, and I can feel her deciding something.

“I have something to say too,” she says.

We both turn to look at her. She’s standing with her weight on one hip, her arms still crossed, her jaw set in a way I recognize. It’s the expression she wears when she’s about to do something she knows she can’t take back.

“Madison wasn’t at the Royal Pines Lodge that night to see Hunter,” Michie says. “She was there to see me.”
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“What?” Cassandra says. It’s barely a whisper.

“She came to my room,” Michie says. “She knocked on my door at one in the morning and I let her in.”

“She came to your room,” Cassandra says. “My daughter. Drove to your motel in the middle of the night and came to your room?”

“Yeah.”

“And you let her in.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

Michie uncrosses her arms. For the first time since she started talking, something uncertain enters her posture. It’s the way she shifts on her heel, the way her arms jerk at her sides without knowing what they should be doing.

“We made plans to meet,” Michie says. “On Snapchat. She knocked, and I opened the door. She was wearing the black dress she made, the gown with the veil and the hat. She looked like she’d come from somewhere, or maybe she’d gotten dressed up just to come see me. I honestly don’t know.”

The betrayal hits me. Not all at once but by degrees. Michie lied to me. Not a small lie, not an omission you could charitably misread as discretion. She carried this since before we moved in. Every conversation we’ve had about Madison since that night. Every theory, every plan was built on a foundation she knew was cracked.

“What happened in the room?” I ask.

My voice is steady. I’m not proud of how much effort it takes.

“She had a dress with her,” Michie says. “One she said she’d been making. She wanted me to try it on. If it fit me, it was mine.” Michie pauses, and her eyes move to the floor. “She helped me into it. It got kinda physical. Intimate. She touched my shoulders, breasts, thighs. It wasn’t so much that she touched me, but it was more like she was feeling me, ya know?”

Cassandra makes a sound. Not a word, more like a small, involuntary catch of breath.

“Anyway, the dress didn’t fit,” Michie says. “Nothing sexual happened exactly. We didn’t kiss. But the whole thing was…charged. I knew what it was. I just didn’t know what to do with it.”

“So you hid it,” I say.

“Yes.”

“From me.”

“From both of you. From everyone.” Michie meets my eyes, and I can see how hard she’s trying to hold herself together. “I wanted to tell you, but I was confused. She was seductive. I didn’t understand what I felt, and I did try to tell you she was the vampire.”

“So, you weren’t sure how you felt about her, but you took the fact that she seduced you to mean she was the vamp we’ve been hunting, and you just hoped I would take care of her before you had to sort your feelings out?”

“I—” Michie’s caught in this one, and her eyes show it. “I have feelings that are complicated, okay?”

“Wow, what a unique experience that must be for you,” I say, my tone as dark as my mood is becoming. “I obviously can’t imagine what that’s like.”

Grrr. Michie’s nostrils flare as she grasps the air in front of her.

“You are attracted to more than one person,” she says. “That should be allowed.”

“I didn’t—”

“What? Lie?”

That stops me cold. Maybe I don’t have the moral high ground here like I think.

“I didn’t cheat on you, Deac,” she says. “I would never do that. I just…kept a secret. Like you’ve done. A lot.”

I watch Cassandra’s face cycle through expressions. When she speaks, her voice is quieter than I’ve ever heard it.

“Michie, are you sure?” Cassandra asks. “Sometimes girls can be touchy with each other—”

“I know what I felt,” Michie says. “And it doesn’t mean she’s gay. We don’t need to put labels on anybody. But, Cassandra, if you had been there…”

Cassandra closes her eyes. When she opens them, the tears are there but they’re not falling.

“That’s—that’s her life,” Cassandra says, slowly, as if constructing each word from raw material, “She can love whoever she wants. I can accept that.”

She stops. Breathes.

“The part that hurts is that Madie hid this. And so did you, Michie. You’ve been living in my house, eating at my table, and you didn’t tell me the truth.”

“I know,” Michie says. “And I’m so fucking sorry.”

“You’re sorry,” Cassandra repeats. The word sounds hollow when she gives it back.

I step in. Not to rescue Michie. This isn’t the kind of hurt that can be absorbed for someone else. But because the clock is running we have to figure out where Madison has gone before people we can’t control find her first.

“Cassandra,” I say. “I need to ask you something, and I need you to think carefully.”

She looks at me. Her jaw is tight but her eyes are focused, the part of her that runs a household and balances books already pushing past the pain toward the next practical question.

“Did Madie have any close female friends over the summer? Anyone she was spending time with?”

Cassandra’s brow furrows. She’s reaching back, looking back over the ordinary surveillance that every parent conducts without calling it that. Door sounds. Car sounds. Names mentioned or avoided.

“There was one girl,” she says. “She came over once, maybe twice. She had short black hair. Dyed black, I think. She dressed like…I don’t know. Goth, I guess they still call it. Lots of dark makeup.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“Briefly. She seemed standoffish. I offered her something to drink and she said no. I assumed she was just a school friend. I wasn’t paying attention to her because I was watching for boys.”

She stops. The realization that she’d been looking in the wrong direction settles visibly on her face.

“What was her name?” I ask.

Cassandra presses her fingers to her temple.

“Something unusual,” she says. “Started with a Q. Quinn. Quinn something.”

“Does Madison have yearbooks?” I ask.

“In the office. On the shelf.”

We go downstairs to the small room Cassandra uses as a second office. It’s empty except for a desk with a computer, a bookshelf, framed photos of Madison at various ages. Cassandra pulls three yearbooks from the shelf, the most recent ones, and sets them on the desk.

I flip to the senior class of Madison’s graduating year and scan the pages. Alphabetical, thumbnail photos with names beneath them. There’s a boy named Quinn but no girls. Whoever this girl is, she wasn’t in Madison’s class.

“Try the year above,” Michie says.

Cassandra hands me the previous year’s edition. I flip to the senior portraits, past the Os, into the Ps. Pacheco. Palmer. Patterson. Pavlovic. Pawlak.

Quinn Pawlak.

The photo is small but clear enough. Short jet-black hair, razor-cut and asymmetrical. Heavy dark mascara ringing eyes that stare into the camera with an expression that’s somewhere between boredom and contempt. High cheekbones, thin lips set in a line.

“That’s her,” Cassandra says, looking over my shoulder. “That’s the girl who came to the house.”

I stare at the face. Quinn Pawlak.

“She’s a year older than Madison, which means she graduated and moved on.”

“Moved on to what?” Michie asks.

“Let’s find out,” I say.

Upstairs, Cassandra’s desktop takes a minute to wake from sleep. Crowding around Cassandra’s big monitor, Michie and I read over Cassandra’s shoulder as she enters ‘Quinn Pawlak Creeque County Oregon’ in the search bar.

The first hit is something called Crossroads Reentry & Treatment Services. She clicks the link and it brings us to a personnel page. Quinn Pawlak’s picture is in the bottom quarter of the page. She’s dressed in business casual with just a little more black than typical. She’s unsmiling. Definitely the same girl from the yearbook photo.

“She’s a Program Support Specialist,” Cassandra says. “Whatever that means.”

“Reentry and treatment services must mean they’re working with felons,” I say. “But what kind?”

“Crossroads Reentry & Treatment Services is a privately operated behavioral health provider specializing in court-mandated treatment and reentry support for justice-involved adults,” Cassandra reads.

“Justice-involved individuals?” Michie repeats. “What the hell does that mean?”

“Drug rehabilitation?” Cassandra offers.

“It doesn’t mention anything about recovery or substances,” I say. “Keep reading.”

“Our role is not advocacy, but oversight and coordination, ensuring that participants meet the requirements of their supervision while engaging meaningfully with treatment including sessions designed to foster insight, personal responsibility and victim awareness.”

“Victim awareness?” Michie echos. “So, they’re helping you become aware that you’re a victim?”

“Victims don’t need to re-enter society through court-ordered programs,” I say. “Besides, you don’t teach people they’re victims. The point of therapy is to do the opposite.”

“So, who is the victim?” Cassandra asks.

“It’s not murder victims, could be domestic abuse,” I say. Then, suddenly it clicks. “Sex offenders.”

Quinn Pawlak works with convicted sex offenders.

The pieces fall into place with the sound of a lock turning.

Clayton Hatch. Convicted of assault in the second degree. And Quinn Pawlak, Madison’s friend, the goth with the short dark hair who came over once or twice last summer had access to their records. Their names. Their addresses. Their schedules. Their vulnerabilities.

She chose them.

“Hunter?” Cassandra says. She’s standing behind me, reading the screen, and I can tell from the tremor in her voice that she’s followed the same thread I have. “What is this?”

“She’s the sire,” I say. “Quinn Pawlak turned Madison. And she’s been using the treatment program as a hunting ground. She pulled names, identified targets, shared them with Madison. The two of them have been hunting together.”

I stare at Quinn Pawlak’s staff photo, imagine her sitting in an office somewhere in this county, with a desk and a computer and a caseload full of men who’ve done terrible things, and she picks the ones she wants to kill.

“We need to find Quinn,” I say. “If we can find the sire and eliminate her, we can present the body to Okonkwo when he arrives. A confirmed kill means the vampire threat is neutralized. Case closed.”

“What about Madie?” Cassandra asks.

“They’re probably together, wherever they are,” Michie says.

“She’s right,” I say. “That’s who she ran to. We find Quinn, we find Madie.”

“You find her, then what?” Cassandra asks. “How do we bring her home?”

I don’t have a good answer. But the clock is running and the pieces are finally on the board, and for the first time since we moved into this house, I know the name of the thing I’m hunting.

Quinn Pawlak.

“We’ll just have to hope she’ll listen to us,” I say. “First we have to find them.”
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“Deac, you know who we have to call,” Michie says.

“Who? Who are you gonna call?” Cassandra says.

Not Ghostbusters. Farah.

“A sheriff’s deputy we know,” I say. “She’s on our side.”

“Okay, so how does she help us find Quinn?” Cassandra asks.

“Farah can look up the name, find a registered address,” I say. “But if we tell her what we know, she’ll insist on going after Quinn with us. If that happens, I don’t know if I can control the situation.”

“I thought you said she was on your side,” Cassandra says. “How do the two of you even know a sheriff’s deputy?”

“She was suspicious of us when we arrived in town,” I explain. “After she learned that vampires exist, she decided she wants to be a slayer.”

“So, she’s like your… fan?” Cassandra says.

“Kinda like a trainee,” I say.

“Yeah, but she’s still a little green,” Michie says. “She still thinks being a vampire slayer means when you find a vampire, you slay them.”

“She doesn’t have the full picture,” I say.

“You mean nobody ever made her swear not to kill my daughter,” Cassandra says.

“Right,” I say.

“What other options do we have?” Michie asks. “I mean, we’ve got a name. But we’re not going to connect it to an address without help.”

“And without an address, or some other way to find them, the name alone does us no good,” I say, completing her thought.

Cassandra turns back to the monitor.

“Do you remember anything that Madie might have mentioned about Quinn?” I ask.

I wait but Cassandra doesn’t seem to have heard. She’s transfixed by something about this young woman with black eyeliner staring back at her.

“Cassandra?” I say, touching her arm gently.

“No,” she says finally. “I don’t know anything about this girl. There’s a lot I don’t know about my own daughter, apparently.”

I lean over and she touches my arm. I can sense that she’s wrestling with all this. It’s not easy finding out that there’s so much that she never suspected about her daughter. But I look at Michie and I’m reminded that anyone you love can keep things from you, and it’s sometimes impossible to know what they’re really thinking.

“Farah, listen. I think you were right all along,” I say. “We’ve got a name, Quinn Pawlak. That’s Pawlak spelled P-A-W-L-A-K. Works at Crossroads Reentry and Treatment Services. We think she could be our avenging angel.”

“Give me ten minutes,” she says before hanging up.

I hand the phone back to Michie.

“What’d she say?” she asks.

“Ten minutes,” I say.

“Okay, so we get the address and then we go find her,” Cassandra says. “Tonight.”

There’s no hint in her voice that it’s a suggestion.

“Cassandra,” I say. “I know you want to go. I get it–”

“You’re not keeping me here,” she says, adamant.

“Alright, there’s no point in denying it at this point,” I say. “Madison is a vampire. Quinn is a vampire. They’ve been killing men and probably working together to do it. We’re not just talking about going to get Madie anymore.”

“You think my daughter is going to kill me? To let this other girl kill me?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t want to find out.”

“She isn’t some kind of uncontrollable monster,” Cassandra says. “I know her…”

She stumbles, not sure that she can trust her own words, let alone convince us that they’re true.

“I went alone before,” she says, her voice low.

“That’s when we thought Madie was alone,” I say. “Having her sire in the mix changes things. I can’t be sure we can keep you safe.”

“He’s right, C,” Michie says. “You would have to stay behind anyway. You’re better off waiting here.”

“I am not. Waiting. Here.”

Michie’s phone buzzes. There’s no way that was ten minutes.

“Put it on speaker,” I tell Michie.

She nods.

“Farah?” Michie says.

“Hey, so here’s what I got,” she says. “Address listed on driver’s license for Pawlak comma Quinn is 417 Alder Cutoff Road. Kimberly Quinn, owner.”

I repeat the address in my head and Michie does the same, her lips moving as she repeats the name until she’s got it down.

“You sure she’s the one?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Has to be. Quinn is our vamp.”

“Alright, then,” Farah says. “Let’s go get her.”

No one answers right away. We’re all holding our breath.

“Hello?” she says.

“Listen, we can handle this one,” I say. “You don’t have a weapon of your own—”

“No, no way,” Farah says. “I won’t leave you.”

The words settle for a moment before she hurries to take them back.

“I mean, I won’t let you leave me out.”

Her tone is haughty, defensive. Her cheeks must be burning because I can feel the heat from the other end of the line.

My eyes meet Cassandra and she gives me this look that says, you’re not going to control either of us so don’t even try.

“Alright, look, meet us over there in an hour,” I say.

“Why so long?” Farah manages to say, but I hit the end call button before I have to answer.

Farah is coming whether I want her there or not. She’s been waiting for this moment since the night at the bar when she learned that vampires are real and told me she was going to kill them. Nothing I say will change her trajectory. The only variable I can control is whether I get there first.

“We need to move. Now.”

Michie is already on her feet, reaching for the bag she keeps her dagger in. I hurry out of the office and outside, my feet crunching under gravel as I go.

Climbing into the back of the van, I open a secret compartment. Inside is a thirty-inch silver-tipped blade with a leather-wrapped grip that I’ve carried across three continents. I haven’t used it since Budapest, and I’d hoped I wouldn’t need it again. I strap it to my back, under my jacket, the hilt sitting just above my right shoulder.

When I come back inside, Cassandra is standing in the foyer with her car keys in her hand.

“I’m coming,” she says.

“Cassandra—”

“You’re not going after her without me.”

The neck grab is between us. The broken promise, the breach of trust, the fact that I put my hand on her daughter’s throat and then lied about it. She doesn’t say any of this. She doesn’t have to. It’s in the way she holds the keys—not offering them but displaying them, making clear that her car doesn’t move without her in it.

I have no counter for this. I nod.

“Then we drive your car,” I say. “The van’s too conspicuous.”

She opens the garage door with her key fob and we pile into Cassandra’s Subaru. I take the wheel. Michie sits in the back, her dagger on her lap. Cassandra rides shotgun with her phone open to the map, directing me.

The drive south takes twenty minutes on a two-lane blacktop that narrows as we leave the main roads behind. Alder Cutoff Road is rural in the way that only exurban Oregon is. Houses set so far back from the road that you might not see them at all if not for a mailbox or a reflector on a post. No sidewalks. No streetlights. No neighbors peering in your front window.

I kill the headlights and slow to a crawl, navigating by moonlight and the faint glow of the dashboard. The road curves, and there it is: a one-story shotgun house with yellowed siding, set back from the road behind a scrub of dead lawn. One light on inside—a yellowish square in what’s probably a front room. A car in the driveway, a rusted hatchback. No other vehicles.

I park two hundred yards out and turn off the engine.

“We should go around back,” I say. “Approach from the rear, check the exits, establish a perimeter—”

“No,” Cassandra says.

“—before we make contact.”

“We’re going to knock on the front door,” she says. “And we’re going to talk to her.”

“Cassandra, if Quinn is a vampire—”

“If my daughter is in that house, I’m not going to let the first thing Madison sees be her mother’s boyfriend sneaking through the back yard with a sword. We knock. We talk. That’s how this starts.”

I look at Michie in the rearview. She gives me a small shrug that says: she’s not wrong.

I’m a professional. I’ve cleared buildings in the dark in more countries than I can count. I know how to approach a hostile structure, how to control sight lines, how to stack a doorway. And none of that matters right now, because Cassandra is already out of the car and walking toward the house.

I catch up to her in three strides. Michie flanks us on the left, staying wide, her hand resting on the dagger at her waist. The gravel crunches under our feet, impossibly loud in the rural silence.

Cassandra stops on the cracked concrete pad that serves as a front porch. She takes a breath that I can see in the cold air.

Then she calls out.

“Madison! Madie, it’s me!”

Her voice carries across the dead lawn and into the trees. I wince. Stealth was the one advantage we had. Now it’s lost by a mother who has decided that reaching her daughter matters more than tactical superiority. She’s right, probably. But my spine doesn’t know that, and every vertebra is screaming at me to get behind cover.

For a long moment, nothing happens. The house sits in its yellow light, silent. A dog barks somewhere distant. The wind moves through the trees.

Then the door opens.

Madison stands in the threshold, backlit by the interior light. She’s wearing a black t-shirt that hangs to mid-thigh and nothing else that I can see. Bare legs, long and pale, bare feet on the linoleum. The backlight turns the t-shirt translucent at the edges, and the outline of her body shows through the fabric like a figure behind frosted glass. Her white-blonde hair is loose and uncombed. She looks like she was sleeping, or trying to.

“Mom?” she says.

Cassandra takes a step forward. “Baby, I’m here. We came to—”

A second figure appears behind Madison, and everything changes.

Quinn Pawlak is smaller than I expected. Maybe five-four, five-five, with the short jet-black hair from the yearbook photo now grown out to a jagged bob that frames sharp cheekbones and a wide, sulky mouth. She’s wearing a tank top and boy shorts, showing lean, corded arms and the hard lines of her collarbones. Her skin has a pallor that looks unhealthy under fluorescent light but unearthly in the glow of a doorway at night, and her nipples are visible through the thin fabric of the tank top.

Her eyes are dark and flat, and the expression on her face is not surprise or fear or confusion. It’s hostility, pure and immediate, like a dog whose territory has been breached.

“Who the fuck are you?” Quinn says, looking past Madison at the three of us on her porch.

“I’m her mother,” Cassandra says. “And I’m taking her home.”

Quinn’s lip curls. She puts a hand on Madison’s shoulder and pulls her back from the doorway.

“Madie doesn’t want to go home,” Quinn says. “She came here because she wanted to be here. Isn’t that right, Madie?”

Madison’s eyes are moving between her mother and Quinn, between the house and the yard. She looks like a person standing on a bridge, trying to decide which side of the railing she’s going to stay on.

“Mom, you shouldn’t be here,” Madison says. Her voice is steady but her hands are trembling.

“I’m not leaving without you,” Cassandra says.

Quinn takes a step forward, past Madison, onto the porch. She’s moving with that fluid, wrong-speed motion that I’ve learned to recognize from years of hunting. It looks casual but it’s faster than a human body should be able to produce.

“Get off my property,” Quinn says. “Now.”

Cassandra doesn’t move. She’s standing three feet from a vampire and she doesn’t flinch. Whatever fear she’s carrying is buried so deep beneath the maternal imperative that it might as well not exist. She looks past Quinn, directly at her daughter.

“Madison, please. Come home. Whatever’s happened, we can figure it out together.”

“She is home,” Quinn says. The possessiveness in her voice is not the tone of a friend or even a lover. She’s speaking as an owner. “Madie came to me because she wanted to. Didn’t you, Madie?”

Madison’s mouth opens but nothing comes out. She’s caught between two gravitational fields. She takes a half-step toward her mother then retreats back toward Quinn. Her hands are shaking at her sides.

“Madie,” Quinn says without turning. A single word, pitched low, carrying something between them that the rest of us can only guess at.

Madison stops moving.

Michie draws her dagger. The silver catches the light from the doorway. Quinn’s eyes snap to it, and for the first time something other than hostility crosses her face. Recognition. She knows what a silver blade means. Her pupils dilate, and I watch the muscles in her forearms cord as her hands curl into fists.

“Slayers,” Quinn says, almost to herself. Then, louder, to Madison, “You brought slayers to my house?”

“I didn’t—” Madison starts.

“You led them right to me. Right to my door.”

“Quinn, I swear, I didn’t know they would—”

“You told them about me. You told your mother about us, and she brought them here to kill me.”

“Nobody’s killing anyone,” Cassandra says. “We came here to talk.”

Quinn laughs. It’s a short, ugly sound, empty of humor.

I’m striding toward the door, Michie flanking me on one side and Cassandra hurrying to follow.

“The police are on their way,” I call out to Quinn, my eyes locked on her as I stomp through the dead grass. “They know about the killings.”

“That’s bullshit!” Quinn spits.

The scene is a pressure cooker with too many valves and no release. Nobody moves. The dog barks again, farther away now. Wind passes through the dead grass with a sound like whispering.

Then something crashes in the back of the house.

The sound comes from the hallway behind Madison. It’s a heavy, wet sound, like a body falling against a wall, followed by a dragging, scraping across the floor.

A shape lurches into the doorway at the end of the hall. It’s an old woman. Or at least that’s what it used to be. White hair hanging in matted clumps. A housecoat, filthy and torn. The skin of her face has the marbled grey pallor of a body days past death, and her mouth is open, showing teeth that are cracked and dark with dried blood. Her eyes are milky, unfocused, and her head lolls at an angle that says the neck muscles have stopped doing their job.

Holy Christ. Quinn killed her own grandmother, and the old woman came back, and Quinn left her shambling around the house like a piece of furniture she was too lazy to throw out. The recklessness of it is staggering. This is who turned Madison. This is the sire we’ve been hunting: a girl who kills her own family and can’t be bothered to clean up the remains.

The upper lurches toward the closest warm body, it shuffles past Madison with Michie in its sights. I’m moving toward the porch, but before I get there, Madison moves with unnatural speed and shoves it back with a strength that confirms what I’ve suspected but haven’t seen demonstrated until now. She’s strong. Inhumanly strong.

It tumbles to the concrete, but the upper’s appearance has broken the equilibrium. The negotiation is over.
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Quinn moves fast. She’s crossing the porch in a blur, her hand finding Michie’s knife arm and twisting. Michie is fast and she’s trained, and she turns into the grip instead of away from it, slashing upward with the dagger. The silver connects with Quinn’s forearm, opening a line across her skin that doesn’t bleed. The metal burning vampiric tissue hisses like a brand. Quinn screams, a sound that’s more rage than pain, and throws Michie.

Not shoves. Throws. Like a child discarding a toy she’s bored with.

Michie hits the siding of the house hard enough to crack the yellowed panels. I hear the sound her body makes against the wall, a wet thud that carries bone in it, and she drops to the concrete on her side. I feel the impact myself as the dagger skitters from her hand. She’s clutching her left ribs, her face tight with a kind of pain I can’t stand to look at. Something is wrong in there. Cracked, maybe separated. But she’s already reaching for the blade, dragging herself toward it with her good arm, and that tells me she’s not out. Hold on. I’m going to kill the thing that hurt you.

I draw the sword.

The upper is my first problem because it’s closest to Cassandra, who is standing on the porch with no weapon and no training, frozen in the particular way that civilians freeze when violence erupts around them.

I step between Cassandra and the upper, which has shambled out the front door and is reaching for the nearest warm body with fingers that look like they’ve been soaking in water for a week. I drive the sword through its midsection, missing the heart. Not a killing blow for an upper, but enough to pin it in place. The blade goes through the torso and into the doorframe behind it, fixing the thing like an insect on a board. It snarls and claws at the blade, black blood oozing from the wound, but it can’t move.

I leave the sword and turn. Quinn is coming at me.

She’s faster than her size suggests. She moves with a dancer’s lightness, her feet barely touching the ground, and her eyes have gone flat and black in the way that tells me the human veneer has dropped and what’s left is pure predator.

On the porch there’s a makeshift table made from plywood and a few spare cinderblocks. She tosses the plywood aside and then picks up the cinder block that it was sitting on and hurls it at my head. I throw myself sideways. The piece of concrete clips my shoulder and then shatters against the porch railing, and the impact numbs my left arm from the elbow down. As bad as the pain is, if that thing had hit my skull it would have been lights out. She threw a cinderblock at my fucking head!

I’m unarmed. My sword is pinned through an upper twenty feet behind me. My knife is in the van. I have my hands and my training and twenty-three years of fighting things that are stronger and faster than I am, and right now, none of that feels like enough.

Behind Quinn, at the edge of my rapidly-blurring vision, Michie has gotten the dagger back. She’s on her knees, one arm pressed tight against her left side, and the way she’s breathing tells me the ribs are bad. Short, shallow pulls. She can’t fill her lungs. She catches my eye and gives me a look I’ve learned to read over years of fighting side by side: I’m up. I’m functional. Deal with what’s in front of you.

Quinn is on top of me before I can reset. Her hands find my jacket, my throat, and she’s strong. Christ, she’s strong, lifting me off my feet and slamming me back against the railing. The impact drives the air from my lungs. Stars burst behind my eyes. She bares her teeth, and they’re wrong. Elongated, the canines extending past the lip line, glistening with saliva.

“You think you can come into my house?” she hisses. Her breath is cold and smells like copper.

I headbutt her. My forehead connects with the bridge of her nose, and I feel cartilage give. She releases me, staggering, and I drop to the porch and roll.

Michie is up. She’s moving from Quinn’s left, low and fast but not as fast as she should be, her left arm clamped against her ribs and the dagger in her right. Quinn senses her and spins, catching Michie’s wrist, but Michie’s already transferred the blade to her other hand. A switch we’ve practiced a thousand times. The transfer is ugly because of the ribs, a half-second slower than it should be, but it’s enough. She drives the point into Quinn’s shoulder.

The silver sinks in and Quinn howls, the sound filling the yard, and she swings Michie like a ragdoll.

Michie goes through the front window.

The glass comes apart in a sheet, and Michie vanishes into the dark interior of the house, and the sound of her landing is the worst thing I’ve heard all night because it’s followed by silence. No grunt, no curse, no scramble to get up. Just the tinkle of settling glass and then nothing.

I need to get to her. I need to get to her right now. But Quinn is between me and the window and Madison is standing in the entryway and Cassandra is still exposed on the porch and the upper is still pinned and twitching in the doorframe, and there are too many problems and not enough of me.

Madison hasn’t moved since the upper attacked her. Her eyes are wide and she’s watching Quinn the way a child watches a grownup she’s afraid of

Cassandra is calling her name. “Madie! Come to me!”

Quinn hears this and turns toward Cassandra. The hostility on her face has curdled into something worse. A focused, predatory intent. She starts moving toward the porch, toward Cassandra, and her stride has the terrible purpose of a thing that has decided to kill.

Madison steps in front of her.

It’s not a fighting stance. It’s not a tactical move. It’s the simplest possible act. A daughter putting her body between a threat and her mother. Madison plants her feet and faces Quinn, and the look on her face is one I recognize. I’ve seen it on people who have reached the end of what they can tolerate and have made a decision they can’t undo.

Quinn stops. For a moment, the two of them stand face to face. I can see the history between them in the inch of space that separates their bodies. Quinn made her. Turned her. Taught her how to feed, how to hunt, how to move through the night. Whatever Madison is now, Quinn built it. And now Madison is standing in front of her and saying the one word that undoes all of it.

“Move,” Quinn says.

“No.”

Quinn’s hand comes up fast. A backhand that catches Madison across the face with a crack that echoes off the house’s siding. Madison’s head snaps sideways. A thread of blood appears at the corner of her mouth.

The porch goes quiet. Quinn’s chest is heaving. Madison straightens slowly, bringing her face back to center, and the blood runs down her chin and drips onto her black t-shirt.

Something has broken. I can see it happening in real time. The bond between sire and progeny, the loyalty that kept Madison tethered to this girl even as Quinn’s crusade revealed itself as bloodlust in a costume. Being struck by her sire, in front of her mother, on the porch of a dead woman’s house. It breaks something that was already cracked.

Madison steps aside.

She turns her head and looks at me. Those pale blue eyes, steady and clear, with the blood still running down her chin. She doesn’t say anything, doesn’t have to. The look says everything.

Do it.

I pull the sword free from the upper’s torso and the doorframe in one motion. The upper comes free, snarling. I stick the tip of my blade through its heart, square and true. It collapses to the concrete.

Quinn sees me as I pull the blade free, still dripping with black blood. She tries to bolt. Vampires are fast, and Quinn is young enough that her reflexes are still sharp. But Michie has now climbed back through the broken window.

She’s on her feet, barely, and the sight of her almost stops me mid-stride. Blood is running from a gash above her left ear where the glass caught her, sheeting down the side of her face and soaking the collar of her shirt. She’s holding the dagger in one hand, the other hand pressed against her ribs and she can’t lift it above her waist. She’s breathing in those same shallow sips. She looks like she should be on the ground. She looks like she should be unconscious.

She drives the dagger into Quinn’s back from behind.

Quinn stumbles, her knee buckling, and I close the distance.

I drive the silver sword through her chest.

The blade enters just below the sternum and angles upward, seeking the heart. When it finds it, there’s a sound. Not a scream but a sigh, a long exhalation like Quinn’s soul escaping through her open mouth and into the cold night air. Her body sags against the blade, her weight pulling her forward into me. Her hands find my arms, gripping, and I feel her fingers weaken.

No blood. That’s the thing about killing a vampire with silver. The wound cauterizes as it opens. The flesh seals around the blade, and what should be a torrent is instead a trickle of something dark and thin that barely stains my shirt.

I lower her to the porch. I don’t know why I cradle her head. There’s no reason to be gentle with some evil thing you’ve just killed. But I do it anyway, guiding her down with one hand behind her skull, and I see her eyes lose their focus and go flat, and her lips move once without producing sound, and then she’s gone.

Michie sits down hard beside me. Not by choice. Her legs give out and she goes down on the concrete, catching herself with one hand, the dagger clattering from the other. Her breathing is wrong. Too fast, too shallow, and there’s a wheeze under it that I don’t like.

“Michie.” I scramble to her. “Talk to me.”

“Ribs,” she rasps. “Left side. I heard something pop when I went through the window.”

I put my hand against her left side, gently, and she hisses through her teeth. The skin is already swelling under her shirt, a hard ridge of inflammation that tells me at least two ribs are cracked, maybe worse. The gash above her ear is bleeding freely, the blood matting her hair and dripping from her jaw.

“Don’t move,” I say, cradling her. “Just breathe. Small breaths.”

“Uh huh,” she winces but the fact that she can breath without coughing tells me she’s going to be okay. Probably. If nothing is punctured.

Madison sits on the concrete, her arms wrapped around her knees, staring at nothing. Cassandra crawls to her across the porch, heedless of the glass and the blood and the body three feet away, and she wraps her arms around her daughter and holds her. Madison doesn’t resist. She doesn’t respond, either. She just sits there, being held, while the remains of her former lover cool on the concrete beside them.

I stay beside Michie with my hand pressed to the wound on her head, counting her breaths, watching for the wheeze to get worse. My hands are shaking. My vision is tunneled. The adrenaline is cresting and breaking and what’s underneath it is something close to fear, because Michie went through a window and I couldn’t get to her, and the seconds of silence after she landed were the longest of my life.

Her breathing steadies. The wheeze fades to something manageable. She opens her eyes and looks at me. For a second, there’s no snarky comment. I see the real vulnerability and fear in her eyes, but also that rush that always comes from cheating death. She smiles at me, and though it’s a pained smile it looks to me more radiant than sunrise.

Headlights sweep across the front windows. A car in the driveway, engine idling.

“Farah,” I say.

Cassandra and Madison have to disappear. Now, immediately, before Farah walks through that door and sees them.

“Go,” I tell Cassandra. “Take Madison. Down the hallway, out the back. There has to be a rear exit.”

Cassandra looks over at me, her daughter still in her arms. She doesn’t argue. She doesn’t ask questions. She pulls Madison to her feet, and Madison does something I’ve never seen her do. She takes her mother’s hand and moves. Fast. The vampiric speed that I’ve only glimpsed in half-seen flickers is suddenly on full display, and they’re gone, down the hallway and into the dark of the house, before Farah’s car door has finished opening.

A moment later she stomps across the dead grass, taking in the scene in one sweep. I’m kneeling beside Michie on the porch, the sword on the ground beside us. Quinn’s body lies three feet away. The upper is a crumpled heap in the entryway. The front window is shattered. The house looks like a war zone. The bodies, the blood, the broken glass, Michie on the concrete with blood covering half her face. Farah’s training overrides everything else. She drops to her knees beside Michie and puts her hands on the wound.

“How bad?” she asks, already pressing.

“Left side,” I tell her, because Michie is saving her breath. Her eyes are open but she’s just observing, letting me take over. “She took a hard impact, then went through the front window. Two ribs at least, maybe cracked, maybe separated. The head wound is from the glass.”

Farah pulls Michie’s shirt up to check the damage. The skin along her left side has darkened into a bruise the color of a storm cloud, swollen and hot, and the gash above her ear is still bleeding sluggishly. Farah takes a bandana from her back pocket and presses it to the cut.

“Hold this,” she tells Michie. “Press hard.”

She works fast, her hands steady, her voice calm. The voice of a first responder, detached and precise. She checks Michie’s pupils, her breathing, runs her fingers along the rib line. She watches Michie inhale, watching for asymmetry, for any sign that a broken rib has gone somewhere it shouldn’t. It takes about ninety seconds. Then she sits back.

“Two cracked,” Farah says. “Not displaced, not broken through. The cut needs stitches, but it can wait. She needs to be wrapped up and then to not move for a week.”

“Fuck me,” Michie says.

Farah stands and looks at Quinn’s body. Then at the upper in the entryway. Then at me.

“This is the sire?”

“Was the sire,” I say. “Quinn Pawlak. She’s the one who has been using the county’s sex-offender registry as a menu.”

“And the upper?”

“Her grandmother. Quinn killed her and let the body reanimate. She’d been keeping it in the house.”

Farah stares at me for a long time. There’s a lot she wants to say. I can see it accumulating behind her eyes. But what comes out is practical.

“We need to clean this up.”

We work fast. Quinn’s body goes into the trunk of Farah’s Civic. She’ll dispose of it later, somewhere deep in the national forest where the scavengers will handle the evidence. The upper goes in a garbage bag. Glass swept. Blood mopped with bleach from under the kitchen sink. The broken window is a problem we can’t solve tonight, but I pull a tarp from the garage and nail it across the frame.

Michie sits on the porch with her back against the railing the entire time, holding the bandana to her head and breathing in careful, measured pulls. I check on her every few minutes. She waves me off every time.

It takes forty minutes. By the time we’re done, the house looks abandoned rather than ransacked. Not perfect, but enough to pass a casual glance. The important thing is that we weren’t ever here.

We stand on the porch in the grey light of pre-dawn, the three of us, and the exhaustion hits all at once. Michie is leaning against the railing, the bandana dark with blood. Farah has Quinn’s body in her trunk and bleach stains on her jeans. I have a sword strapped to my back and the beginning of a headache that’s going to last days.

“So,” I say. “We’re still on for dinner, right?”

Farah looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. Her mouth opens, closes. Then something breaks through the mask of the professional. A short, sharp bark of laughter that she immediately tries to suppress and fails.

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Sure, yes,” she says. “How are you getting home? I didn’t see your van.”

“Parked a ways off,” I say, nodding in a direction without getting more specific.

“Need help getting her over there?” Farah asks.

I shake my head.

“I got her,” I say. “You take care of that body and we’ll be fine.”

She nods, starts walking away. Michie is wheezing in my arms, needing to go and rest. But I have to say one thing to Farah before she disappears into the pre-dawn haze.

“Farah!” I call out, satisfied no neighbors will hear at this point, “thanks!”

She waves without turning.

As soon as she’s gone, I help Michie to the Subaru. She can walk on her own, but I like walking beside her, making sure she doesn’t trip over something. She leans into me, and I take most of her weight. I drive the Subaru around to the back of the house, where Cassandra and Madison are waiting in the dark. Cassandra is sitting on the back steps with her arm around her daughter. Madison looks small. Smaller than I’ve ever seen her, curled against her mother’s side with her bare feet tucked under her, the blood dried on her chin.

They climb into the back seat without a word. Madison takes her mother’s hand and doesn’t let go.

I drive. The sky is lightening at the edges, the first grey leaking through the pines, and the road ahead is empty. Michie is in the passenger seat, reclined as far back as it will go, breathing in those careful shallow draws. Not asleep. I can tell because every time I hit a bump she tenses, bracing against the pain in her ribs. I start driving slower, picking the smoothest line through each curve, and after a while she reaches over and puts her hand on my arm. A thank-you she doesn’t have the breath to say.

Cassandra sits behind me, and I can feel her hand on the back of my seat. Not gripping, just resting there, the lightest possible touch.

In the rearview, Madison’s face is turned toward the window, watching the trees go past. Her expression is blank, emptied out, the face of someone who has lost something they can’t name yet and won’t understand for a long time.
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Stumbling into the living room feels like a victory of its own. Just having all come back is something I feel grateful for, as is the chance to sit so my knees don’t give out.

Michie goes to the couch. She lowers herself slowly, wincing as her ribs make contact with the cushion, and Cassandra arranges pillows behind her and a folded blanket across her legs. The bandana on Michie’s head is stiff with dried blood, and the bruise along her side has deepened into something that looks less like an injury and more like a blotchy tattoo across her skin. She closes her eyes and sinks into the couch with a sigh that sounds like it’s been waiting hours to leave her body.

Cassandra takes the armchair. She sits with her hands in her lap, her fingers interlocked, her spine perfectly straight. Holding herself together.

Madison sits on the floor beside the couch, her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around her shins. She’s still got nothing on but that oversized black t-shirt, which barely covers her thighs and keeps riding up when she shifts. I can see the edge of her underwear, simple white cotton, and I look away. She stares listlessly, still pale, the blood on her chin wiped away but the bruise from Quinn’s backhand already blooming along her jaw. She’s not looking at anyone. Her eyes are fixed on the hardwood. She sits there like that, so still that if I couldn’t see the faint movement of her breathing I’d wonder if she was alive.

The room is quiet for a long time. Not a comfortable quiet. Outside, the first birds are starting, tentative and thin in the cold dawn air.

“Hunter,” Cassandra says, “would you get the blinds, please?”

It takes me a second to register what she’s saying. The venetian blinds over the grand window are still drawn up, just as they were yesterday afternoon.

Then, I get it. Sunrise is fast approaching, and we need to guard against it for Madison’s sake.

I go over and draw down the blinds, careful not to bend my injured shoulder as I tug the little string. The blinds come down, then I pull the sheer curtain across the sliding glass door separating the kitchen area from the sundeck outside.

Once it’s secure, I have a seat on the couch next to Michie. Cassandra turns her attention to Madison.

“Tell me,” she says.

Madison doesn’t look up. For a few seconds, I think she’s going to refuse, the way she’s done every other time someone has tried to reach her. But then her mouth opens, and what comes out is small but clipped. It’s a frightened sound nothing like the sing-song, dreamy voice I heard at that first dinner.

“I’m a vampire,” she says.

Nobody reacts. Cassandra doesn’t gasp. Michie doesn’t open her eyes. I’ve been chasing the truth so long, strangely hearing it now doesn’t change anything. And yet, there is a strange kind of lightness that comes from finally being allowed to acknowledge the obvious and treat it as fact for the first time.

“Quinn and I knew each other in high school,” Madison continues. She’s speaking to the space between her feet, her voice low and even. “She was a senior and she was exciting. She dressed like nobody else. She didn’t care what anyone thought. I was—I don’t know. Drawn to that. We had a thing, junior year. That was it.”

She pauses. Adjusts her grip on her knees.

“When we reconnected last year, she’d changed. I mean, really changed. Not just her personality. Everything. Her body, her eyes, the way she moved. I wanted to know what happened but she didn’t want to tell me. But she talked about what it was like. Living on her own terms. Not being afraid of anything. Getting even with men who—”

She stops, swallows.

“Quinn worked at Crossroads. She told me what these men were like. They came in, made their jokes and talked and none of them were sorry. She said she was doing something about it. She was the thing the court should have been and wasn’t.”

Madison lifts her head for the first time. Not to look at any of us, but to look at the middle distance, at some point past the walls of this room like she’s seeing the scene she’s describing.

“She made what she did sound brave,” she says. “I know how that sounds now. But she was so certain. It sounded like the only honest thing anyone had ever said to me. These were men who raped women and and girls and got away with it. And Quinn was making sure they didn’t get away with it anymore. She made it sound like justice.”

“And then she turned you,” I say.

Madison’s eyes drop back to the floor.

“She bit me one night. I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t say yes. She just did it. And afterward, she held me and told me it was a gift.” Madison’s voice goes flat, mechanical, as if she’s reporting something that happened to someone else. “Everything changed after that. The hunger was indescribable. It’s like having a sound in your head that never stops, this low constant hum that gets louder every hour until it’s all you can hear. You learn to function around it, but it never goes away.”

“How did you—?” Cassandra starts, then stops herself. She’s asking how her daughter fed. How she killed. She can’t finish the question.

“Quinn taught me,” Madison says, answering the unfinished thought. “She showed me how to choose targets. How to approach them. How to feed without losing control completely. She said the hunger was manageable if you had a system. We’d pick someone from her caseload. Someone with a history. Someone nobody would miss.”

I watch Cassandra’s face. She’s not crying. She’s past crying, or isn’t ready to start yet. Her daughter just confessed to killing people. Her daughter was also bitten without consent, manipulated by her sire, and trapped in a hunger she didn’t choose. Cassandra’s mouth is open slightly and her eyes are doing something I can’t parse, moving between her daughter’s face and her daughter’s hands the way you’d watch two screens at once.

“Quinn was ruthless,” Madison says. She’s talking faster now, as if the story has its own momentum and she needs to get it out. “She killed her grandmother. She said the old woman had been mean to her when she was growing up, and this was payback. She let the body reanimate and she kept it in the house. She thought it was funny. She’d make it walk into walls, or she’d leave it in the bathroom and laugh when it scared her.”

Madison’s hands are gripping her knees so hard that her knuckles have gone white.

“That’s when I knew,” she says. “What Quinn was doing wasn’t justice. It was just killing, and the sex-offender thing was a story she told herself to make it feel clean. She liked the power. And I was part of it. I helped her. I fed with her. I can’t undo that.”

The silence that follows has a different quality than the ones before it. I break it.

“Why go to her, then?” I ask. “Why leave?”

“I didn’t want to,” she says, and her voice cracks for the first time, the first real emotion breaking through. “I wanted to come home so badly. But there were two vampire slayers living in my house.”

She looks at me. It’s the first time she’s met my eyes since we sat down, and the look is not the calculating, measured gaze I’ve gotten used to. It’s naked, afraid. Young.

Cassandra leans forward in the armchair.

“Madison,” she says. “Honey. Listen to me.”

Madison turns to her mother. The t-shirt slips off one shoulder, and in the thin dawn light she looks like a child who’s stayed up past her bedtime.

“Before Hunter and Michie moved in, I made Hunter promise me something.”

Madison waits.

“I told him that if he was going to live under this roof, he had to protect you. No matter what you are. No matter what you’ve done. That was the condition. My love and my home in exchange for your safety.”

Madison blinks. Her face changes. Whatever she was bracing for, this wasn’t it.

She looks at me.

“Is that true?”

I nod.

“You promised to protect me?”

“I tried to tell you that I hoped we’d be friends,” I say.

Madison stares at me for a long time. I can see her working through it.

Cassandra rises from the armchair. She crosses the room, her coat still on, her shoes still on, and she lowers herself to the floor beside her daughter. She doesn’t say anything. She opens her arms.

Madison hesitates. She’s been performing the dreamy poise, the cool intelligence that kept everyone at arm’s length long enough. Then she folds.

She leans into her mother and Cassandra’s arms close around her, one hand cradling the back of Madison’s head, the other pressed flat between her shoulder blades. The sound that Madison makes is not a sob but something deeper than that, and it vibrates through Cassandra’s body too. Cassandra holds her tightly, completely, the way you hold something you almost lost.

Michie opens her eyes and watches from the couch. Her expression is unreadable. I look away, because this moment isn’t mine, and the privacy of it deserves at least the gesture of not being observed.

The light through the curtains is changing. The grey is warming toward gold, and the birds are starting to chirp.
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Cassandra is still holding Madison when I look at Michie.

She’s been quiet for the last hour. Through the whole confession. No quips, no banter. She’s hurt worse than I realized.

Cassandra lifts her head from Madison’s hair and meets my eyes across the room. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t have to. The look says: go. I have her. You take Michie.

I nod.

I cross the living room to the couch.

“Hey,” I say.

Michie looks up at me. Her face is grey under the bruising. The bandana that Farah tied around her head at Quinn’s house has gone stiff with dried blood, the red faded to rust, and it’s slipped sideways so it covers most of her left ear. The bruise along her side, what I can see of it above the waistline of her shorts, has turned the color of an eggplant.

“I’m going to take you to bed,” I say.

“Okay, but don’t expect anything,” she says. “Besides maybe some hand stuff.”

There she is.

“Can you sit up?”

She tries. The attempt involves engaging her abdominal muscles, which involves her ribs, which involves a sound she makes through her teeth that she clearly did not intend for anyone to hear.

“Aaaaah,” she groans.

“Okay,” I say. “Plan B.”

I slide one arm under her knees and the other behind her back, just below the shoulder blades, above the worst of the bruising. I bend with my knees, not my back. I’m forty-six and I’ve been fighting vampires for about seven hours and there’s a bruise on my shoulder the size of a grapefruit from the cinder block, so this lift needs to be done correctly or both of us are going to the floor.

“On three,” I say. “One, two.”

I lift on two, because she’ll tense on three and that makes it harder. She gasps. Her arms go around my neck.

“Three’s after two.”

“I lied.”

“I hate you.”

“I know.”

She weighs almost nothing. A hundred and ten pounds of lean muscle and stubbornness, but between her injuries and mine it’s more treacherous than it should be.

I carry her through the living room, around the base of the stairs, and down the hall. The door is already open.

“Carrying me like this, it’s like I’m your bride,” she says.

“Yep,” I say, not wanting to show how much carrying her is hurting my shoulder.

“Me, C, and Farah,” she says, her injury forcing economy with her words. “Marry, fuck, kill.”

“Shut up.”

“I’ll make it easier,” she says. “Fuck and kill would feel about the same to me right now.”

I lower her onto the bed. She exhales when her back meets the mattress, a controlled release, like setting down something heavy that she’s been holding for hours.

“Such a good little soldier,” I say.

I unlace her shoes and pull them off, one at a time. Her socks are mismatched. One black, one grey. I set her shoes by the door, Cassandra’s usual rule about shoes in the house forgotten.

“Shorts?” she asks.

I unbutton her jean shorts and ease them down over her hips, working them past the bruise on her left side without pressing on it. She lifts her hips to help and the motion costs her. I can see it in the way her jaw tightens and her breathing goes shallow. The shorts come off. She’s wearing lace panties underneath, black, totally impractical but definitely alluring. I’d be lying if I said the sight of her in those panties didn’t register somewhere below the worry. It did. That’s the thing about Michie. Even bruised and bloodied, she’s got a body that my hands remember.

“Your turn,” she says.

“Still your turn.”

I help her sit forward, my hand warm against the bare skin of her back. She raises her arms and I pull the shirt up and over her head, easing it past the bandana. The sports bra is dark grey and her breasts press against it as she exhales. Underneath the bra, a lot of damage. The bruising covers her entire left side from armpit to hip, a topography of purple and black and green that looks like a weather map of something catastrophic. Two of the ribs are visibly swollen, the skin stretched tight over the inflammation.

Farah pressed the bandana to Michie’s head, checked her pupils, and pronounced her okay. That was field medicine, and field medicine is about triage, not treatment.

“I need to clean that wound,” I say.

“With what?”

Good question. The bathroom on this floor has soap and towels but nothing I’d call medical supplies. No antiseptic, no gauze, no tape.

“Hold on.”

I go to the living room. Cassandra and Madison must have moved upstairs. I find what I need in the kitchen. Dish soap. Clean dishtowels.

I fill a bowl with warm water, grab the towels. There’s a bottle of ibuprofen in the bathroom cabinet. I carry everything back to the guest room.

Michie has not moved. She’s lying on the bed with her eyes closed and for a second I think she’s asleep, but then she speaks without opening them.

“You’re hurt too, right?”

I grunt.

“Yeah, but you’re worse,” I say.

“Can I have vodka?”

“You want to puke again? How’d that feel with two broken ribs?”

I take a seat on the edge of the bed and dip a dishtowel in the warm water. I clean the cut, working the dried blood away from the edges. She doesn’t flinch. She’s had worse. We’ve both had worse. But the gentleness matters.

“This is going to sting.”

I squeeze a line of dish soap along the cut. She sucks air through her teeth.

“Sorry. It’s all we’ve got.”

I rinse the soap away with a clean towel and pat the wound dry. Then I tear a strip from one of the dishtowels, fold it into a pad, and press it over the cut.

I move to her ribs. There’s nothing I can do about the cracked ones. No splint, no wrap, no compression bandage. The best treatment for cracked ribs is rest and pain management. I hand her four ibuprofen and a glass of water from the bathroom.

“Four?” she says.

“Three’s the maximum recommended dose.”

She takes them. I arrange the pillows behind her so she’s propped at an angle. Lying flat will hurt more than sitting up, because flat means the ribs bear weight when she breathes. The angle takes the pressure off.

“How’s that?”

“Better.”

I pull the blanket up to her chest. She watches me do it. Her eyes, which have been drifting closed, are open now, and they’re looking at me with an expression I’ve seen exactly once before, in a safehouse outside Bucharest, when she was fifteen and had just watched her father die.

“Deac.”

“Yeah.”

“You should probably keep punishing yourself forever over this.”

The words hit me and I’m smiling. I don’t want to be, but I am.”

“I mean it,” she says. “Even though I’m gonna be fine, and there was no actual way for you to keep that bitch from throwing me through a window, you should blame yourself completely. Pouting makes everything better.”

“Yeah, alright,” I say. “I get it.”

“Just, do me a favor, please? Don’t put your junk on ice again. That hurts me more than it hurts you.”

“Oh, does it, does it?” I say. “Ice! You want some?”

She shakes her head gently.

“Just let me lay here and be really hurt.”

I sit on the edge of the bed and look at my hands. The knuckles are split. There’s black blood in the creases of my fingers.

“When I broke my promise to Kirk, I justified it by saying that I was still going to keep you safe. I had still had that to hold onto. And I betrayed him again, but worse this time.”

“Deac.”

“He was bleeding out on the floor and he grabbed my arm and he said: kill me before I turn, protect my daughter, and never touch her. Three things. I did the first one. The third one I broke last week and I don’t regret it. But the second promise, Michie. The second one is supposed to be the one I keep.”

“You’re doing okay.”

“Quinn threw you through a wall. While I was on the ground. She cracked your ribs. And I watched it happen.”

“You were fighting.”

“I wasn’t fighting hard enough.”

She’s quiet. The house is quiet. Somewhere above us, a door closes. Cassandra putting Madison to bed, probably.

“You want me to tell you it’s okay?” Michie says.

“No.”

“Good. Because it’s not your job to make sure I never get hurt. That’s not what my dad meant and you know it.”

“He meant for me to protect you.”

She reaches out and puts her hand on mine. Her fingers are cold and her grip is weaker than it should be because her whole left side is on fire, but she finds my hand and holds it.

“You didn’t fail,” she says. “I’m right here. I got the shit kicked out of me, but I’m here. You brought me home.”

“You brought yourself home. I just drove.”

“Deac,” she says, squeezing my hand. “Shut up and lie down.”

I kick off my boots and lie beside her, on top of the blanket, on her right side. She shifts toward me, carefully, a process that involves about six micro-adjustments so her ribs don’t scream. She gets her head into the hollow below my shoulder and her hand onto my chest and she breathes out, long and slow, and I can feel her deciding that this is safe, that she can stop bracing, that the weight she’s been carrying can be set down for a few hours.

“When my dad was dying,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper, “you remember what he actually said?”

“I was there. I remember.”

“I know. But did you hear all of it? Because he was gurgling and it was hard to make out.”

“I heard him.”

“He said never fuck her. But that wasn’t the whole sentence. He was trying to say more. He ran out of time.”

I don’t say anything. I just wait for her to continue.

“I think he was trying to say: never fuck her over. Never let her down. Never leave her alone.”

I hear it, and I wonder why I never thought of it before. I’m not convinced, but it makes a kind of sense. Have I spent all this time torturing myself over a misunderstood message?

“Maybe,” I say.

“I choose to believe that,” she says. “Because if that’s what he meant, then you haven’t broken anything. You’ve kept every promise.”

I tighten my arm around her. Not much. Just enough that she can feel it.

“Go to sleep,” I say.

“I love you, too.”

Her breathing slows. The hand on my chest gets heavier. The room fills with the grey light of early morning, and the birds outside are louder now, committed to the dawn.

She sleeps. I don’t. Not right away. I lie in the guest bed and listen to her breathe and count the seconds between her breaths the way I’ve done in a hundred rooms in a dozen countries, checking the rhythm for the irregularity that would mean a punctured lung, a shifted rib, a complication that would turn a bad night into a worse one. The rhythm is steady. She’s okay.

I close my eyes. Sleep comes, and then it goes, and then it comes again. Each time I surface I check her breathing and each time it’s there, steady, shallow, the careful breaths of someone whose body is rebuilding itself around the damage. Once, around midmorning, she murmurs something and shifts against me, and her ribs must protest because she makes a small sound in her sleep, and I put my hand on her side, gently, and she settles.

I drift off. I dream about Kirk. Not the way he died. The way he lived, which is how I prefer to remember him. The two of us in a car somewhere in Eastern Europe, arguing about music, the road unspooling in front of us, the work waiting at the end of it. He’s laughing at something I said. I can’t remember what.

When I wake for the last time, the light in the room is amber. Late afternoon. Michie is still asleep, her breathing steady, her hand still on my chest. I extract myself slowly, an inch at a time, and pull the blanket up over her shoulder. She doesn’t stir.

The hallway bathroom mirror shows me a face I’d rather not examine: forty-six years old, unshaven, a bruise on my shoulder that extends to my collarbone, bloodshot eyes, the general appearance of a man who’s been in a fight and didn’t entirely win it.

I find Cassandra in the kitchen. She’s standing at the counter with a mug of tea, fully dressed, her hair pulled back. She looks like she’s been awake for a while.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hey.”

She pours me coffee. I stand beside her at the counter and drink it, and for a minute we don’t say anything. The kitchen is warm. The late-afternoon sun comes through the window above the sink and makes a rectangle of gold on the floor.

“Is she sleeping?” Cassandra asks.

“Yeah. The ribs are bad, but she’ll heal.”

“And the cut on her head?”

“I cleaned it as best I could. It’s stopped bleeding. It should heal without stitches.”

Cassandra nods. She turns the mug in her hands.

“Are we okay?” she asks.

The question is quiet, and it’s not about Michie. It’s about us. About the fact that forty-eight hours ago she found out her boyfriend grabbed her daughter by the throat, and twenty-four hours ago she found out her daughter is a vampire, and twelve hours ago she watched a man put a sword through the heart of a girl who was having an affair with her vampire daughter.

“We’re okay,” I say. “We’ve got a lot to talk about.”

“Not now.”

“No. Not now.”

“When this is over,” she says. “When everything is settled and Michie is healed. Then we’ll sit down and say all of it.”

“I’d like that.”

She puts down the mug and turns to me. She puts her arms around my neck and I pull her in. She’s trembling, just barely, a vibration so fine I can only feel it through her breasts against my chest.

“Thank you,” she says, into my shoulder. “For keeping us alive.”

We stand like that for a while. Then she lets go and refills her tea, and I refill my coffee, and we wait for dusk.

Madison comes down as the last light fades. She appears in the kitchen doorway in a little black slip with spaghetti straps, blinking, her hair flat on one side from sleep. The slip clings to her body and the straps keep slipping down her narrow shoulders. The bruise on her jaw has gone from purple to a mottled yellow. The bruise on her jaw has gone from purple to a mottled yellow. She looks at the two of us standing at the counter and her face relaxes. The house is still standing. The people in it are still the same people.

“Coffee?” Cassandra asks.

“Please.”

Three cups in the kitchen. The sun below the treeline. The evening settling in.

Michie will be up soon. She’ll want food. She’ll want ibuprofen. She’ll want to know the plan.

We’ll get to that. But right now, for another few minutes, the three of us stand in the kitchen and drink our coffee and watch the light change, and nobody asks the questions that are waiting because for another few minutes nobody has to do anything.
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Michie emerges from the bedroom moments later, shuffling slightly. The ibuprofen has dulled the pain, but she still seems groggy. She’s also not put on any clothes on, so she’s standing in just her bra and panties.

“Sweetheart, let me get you a bathrobe,” Cassandra says.

“Yeah, sorry,” Michie says, gripping her side. “I would have put on clothes. It’s just, ya know. Hurts.”

“It’s fine, dear,” Cassandra says, stopping to kiss Michie on the forehead on her way upstairs.

I try not to stare, but the lace panties and the sports bra and the bruised skin between them make a picture that’s equal parts heartbreaking and gorgeous, and I fail.“Hey, babe, how are you feeling?” Madison asks.

“Like crap. How are you still so hot? What the fuck?”

She hobbles over to rest her arms against the kitchen island. Madie holds her fingers over her bruised face, showing off the shiner.

“I got a bruise too,” Madison says.

“You’ll heal super quick,” Michie says. “You’ve got vampire and pretty girl powers working for you.”

“Let me get you some water,” I say.

“Oh, I’ve got a glass,” Michie says. “Leave it.”

I take another glass from the cabinet and fill it on the refrigerator door. I hand it to Michie and she takes a few careful sips. A moment later, Cassandra returns with the robe and helps Michie into it.

“Thank you,” Michie says.

“Now that we’ve all had some rest, there are a few things I think we need to discuss,” I say. “Madie, you’ve probably figured out by now that Michie and I are—or at least were— vampire slayers.”

“We’re also lovers,” Michie says.

“She is not my daughter,” I hasten to add.

“I know,” Madison says.

“She saw through us right away,” Michie says.

“Really?”

“Not immediately,” Madison says. “But it didn’t take long. It was just something about the two of you.”

“I already knew about the two of them before they moved in,” Cassandra says. “I’m fine with it.”

Madison nods, taking all this in. It’s a lot to process, but for now I’m satisfied to take the nod if it means we can proceed.

“Right, well we work for an organization,” I say, trying to keep things moving along. “And that organization has sent another slayer named Okonkwo—”

“I call him Rolly,” Michie interjects.

“—and he’s going to be here soon.”

“He’s dangerous?” Madison asks.

I nod.

“Not just to you,” I say. “To all of us. But that’s only if he suspects that there’s a vampire still alive in Creeque. Now that Quinn is gone—”

I realize my misstep but Madison doesn’t flinch or even react visibly. Whatever feelings she still has for her former lover, she’s not about to show them to me.

“That takes some of the pressure off,” I continue. “I’m hoping that I can convince him that the problem is solved and he can move on. If he’s satisfied there’s nothing to stay for, he’ll leave town. But there’s another more urgent problem.”

“I need blood,” Madison says quietly.

“Right,” I say. “And you can’t kill to get it.”

Madison tilts her face just slightly, as if to tell me I’ve just said what goes without saying.

“What about the blood supply?” Cassandra asks. “What are the options?”

“Blood bank,” Michie answers. “We go in, we grab bags, we get out. Red Cross, hospital supply rooms, whatever’s closest. I can do the entry. Hunter runs interference.”

“You’re still recovering,” I say.

“I heal fast.”

“Rest first,” I say. “That’s the fastest way to help you heal.”

“I’ll go,” Madison says.

“What if you’re caught?” Cassandra asks.

“The blood’s for me, so why shouldn’t I be the one to take the risk?”

“Hold on,” I say. “Hitting the blood bank can probably work once. But it’s not sustainable. Blood banks work like real banks. Every theft gets reported. Every shortage triggers an audit. You can’t keep pulling from the same supply without someone noticing.”

“Then we need inside access,” Cassandra says.

She says it like she’s already been thinking about it, like she’s been turning it over in her mind, and not just since this conversation started. She must have been wondering how her daughter could have something like a normal life.

“I can volunteer at the blood bank,” she says. “It makes sense for me to be the one. I’m a homemaker with a grown child. I don’t raise any red flags. There’s probably some kind of certification, but it can’t be that hard to get. Once I’m certified, I’ll have access to the supply.”

“That’s a good play for the long game,” I say. “But getting the certification takes weeks. Madison needs blood now. Today.”

“How much?” Cassandra asks.

I look at Madison. She hasn’t spoken yet. She’s holding her coffee cup with both hands, not drinking from it.

“A pint every few days,” Madison says, her voice quiet. “That’s what Quinn said. Less if I’m not exerting myself. More if I am.”

“How long since you last fed?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer immediately. The pause says it’s been a while.

“Four days,” she says. “Five now, I guess.”

There’s a beat where no one moves.

“Why can’t we just give her our blood?” Cassandra asks. “Draw it ourselves and give it to her?”

I shake my head.

“No.”

“Why not? It’s the simplest—”

“Madison cannot associate the blood running through our veins with feeding. Blood bags don’t trigger predatory instincts.”

I look at Madison. She’s staring at the counter.

Four or five days without feeding means the hunger is already loud. The hum she described last night, the one that gets louder every hour, must be constant for her now. She’s sitting at her mother’s kitchen island, managing a conversation, holding a coffee cup she hasn’t taken a sip from, and inside her skull there’s a voice that’s telling her everyone in this room is food.

“We’ll do the heist,” I say. “Tonight. Just Madie and I will go. The long-term solution starts when Cassandra’s trained.”

Madison lifts her head.

“Hunter, have you ever known a vampire who survived on donated blood?” she asks. “Without killing?”

The question is clinical but the need behind it is not. She’s asking whether what we’re proposing is possible or whether we’re all just performing optimism while the clock runs down.

“No,” I say. “I haven’t.”

The honesty lands hard. Madie’s jaw tightens.

“But I’ve never had a reason to look for one,” I continue. “A vampire who isn’t killing is a vampire there’s no reason to hunt.”

“So it’s possible,” Madison says.

“There’s nothing impossible about it.”

Madison nods, once, and goes back to looking at the counter. I can’t tell if I’ve given her hope or just delayed despair, but it’s the truth, and the truth is all I’ve got.

I push back from the island.

“I need to make a call,” I say.

“To who?” Michie asks.

“Kosa,” I say. “I have to let him know we’re retiring. Give me ten minutes.”

I take my phone to the sundeck and close the glass door behind me. The last traces of daylight are disappearing from the edges of the sky. I dial Kosa’s number and wait.

He picks up on the fourth ring. It’s morning in Debrecen.

“Hunter,” he says. “News?”

“The vampire is dead. One kill, confirmed. Silver through the heart.”

A pause. I can hear the creak of old leather as he shifts in his chair.

“It’s the only one, do you think?” he asks.

“That’s right.”

“How confident are you?”

“Well, unless more upior appear, I think we can assume the threat is dealt with.”

“Very good. I will inform the board. Roland’s already on his way, but if you’re right he can return early.”

“About that,” I say. “There’s something else.”

I take a breath. The pine trees are very still.

“I’m retiring, Doctor. Michie too. We’re both done.”

The silence on the other end of the line is the longest Kosa has ever given me. I count eleven seconds before he speaks.

“Retiring?” he says. “Both of you?”

“Yes.”

“May I ask what has prompted this decision?”

“We’ve fallen in love,” I say. “With each other, Michie and I. It happened over the course of this job, and frankly that probably contributed to how long it took us to make the kill. Anyway, we’ve decided that Creeque is where we want to stay.”

“Ah,” Kosa says. The syllable is rich with implication. “I see.”

“I know this is sudden.”

“It is not so sudden as you may think,” he says. “I have heard the weariness in your voice for some time. And Kirk’s death left a mark on you both. Perhaps it is time.”

“It is time,” I say.

“The Foundation will miss you,” he says. “You are two of our best.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“But Hunter—” and here his voice drops, and I hear something beneath the warmth that might be suspicion or might just be the caution of a man who has supervised killers for thirty years— “you are certain that the threat in Creeque is resolved? Completely?”

“Completely,” I say.

There’s another pause, just long enough for him to let me know that he’s thinking through things carefully.

“Very well. I accept your resignation, with regret. I will process the paperwork. Your final stipend will be sent at the end of the month.”

“One more thing,” I say. “There’s a deputy sheriff in Creeque. Farah Haddad. She wants to be a slayer. She’s sharp, she’s capable, she’s committed, and she’s already participated in a kill. Okonkwo’s already coming through. He should partner with her, show her the ropes. I thought it would be me, but, well, you know.”

“I will pass this along to Roland,” Kosa says. “Take care of yourself, Hunter. And give Michie my love.”

“I will, Doctor.”

I hang up and stand on the sundeck for a minute, looking at the pines. The air is cold in my lungs. I don’t know what I expected to feel. Relief? Regret? I don’t feel anything. Not even the chill. I don’t have any regrets about walking away, especially after all this job has cost me.

But then something else coils a knot in my gut. Farah. She has no idea about my decision. When she finds out, she’ll feel blindsided, maybe suspicious. The worst part is knowing that whatever we feel about each other, and I still don’t know how to name it, whatever it is, the best chance I have of keeping Madison safe is for Farah to leave town. I hate that, but there’s no way to deny it.

I go back inside.

“It’s done,” I tell the kitchen. “I told Kosa the vampire is dead. Michie and I have officially resigned from the Hunyadi Foundation.”

Michie raises her water glass in a mock toast.

“To unemployment,” she says.

“So what do we do now?” Cassandra asks.

“Tomorrow, I meet Okonkwo and sell the story. Tonight, we hit the blood bank.”

“I can do it alone,” Madison says.

“No,” I say. “You’ll need a partner. It’s cleaner that way.”

“I’m faster than you,” she says.

“You shouldn’t go alone,” I say. “It’s going to be hard to contain yourself once you have those packs of blood in your hands.”

“And if you binge on blood, then you’ll have to purge,” Michie quips. “Think how gross that’ll be.”

Madie smiles. Cassandra does too, but hers is mixed with a grimace. We’re already making jokes about the fact that Madison’s a vampire. I guess that’s progress.

“All right,” Madison says. “We go together.”

I look at Madison. She looks back at me, and what I see isn’t trust, exactly, but the willingness to try it.

“When do we leave?” she asks.

“As soon as you’re ready,” I say. “Get dressed. Wear something black.”
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We take the van. Madison rides in the passenger seat, which is where Michie usually sits, and the wrongness of it registers in my body before my brain can name it. Different weight distribution. Different posture. Where Michie sits with her knee up against the dashboard and one hand on the grab handle, Madison sits perfectly still, her hands folded in the dark fabric of the dress, her back so straight it barely touches the seat. In the confined space of the cab, I’m aware of her the way you’re aware of a current in water. The scent of her is different from the other women in my life. Cooler. Mineral. Like stone after rain.

She’s wearing the black dress. The one she made. She looks like a figure from a Victorian photograph. A woman in mourning. Which she is, in a way I’m responsible for.

But the dress also serves a practical function. All black, concealing, the veil obscuring her features. If a camera catches a flash of movement, there’s nothing to identify. No face, no hair, no skin. Just a shape in the dark. It already worked that night at the Pulse Point gas station, almost.

“Have you done anything like this before?” I ask.

“Broken into a building?”

“Stolen something.”

The road is empty. Route 7 south, the town asleep around us.

“I broke into a house once,” she says.

“Looking for liquor?” I ask, with a forced cheerfulness.

“No,” she says simply. “A man lived there. I was with Quinn.”

She doesn’t elaborate. I don’t ask.

The blood bank sits at the end of a row of low commercial buildings on the south side of town. I drive past it once without slowing, taking in what I can. Single-story, rectangular, beige stucco. A parking lot on one side, empty. The front entrance faces the lot. A small sign with the Red Cross logo and the hours of operation.

I circle the block and park two streets south, in the lot behind a laundromat that closed hours ago. I kill the engine and the headlights. The dashboard goes dark. The van is silent except for the tick of the cooling engine.

“Here’s how this works,” I say. “We don’t know the layout. We don’t know where the cameras are, how many doors there are, or what kind of locks we’re dealing with. So we go slow. We case the exterior first. We find the entry point with the least exposure. Then we go in, find the storage, take what we need, and get out. No noise, no traces.”

“Okay.”

“Stay behind me. Follow my lead. If I stop, you stop. If I signal to move, you move.”

“Okay.”

“And Madison—”

She turns to look at me. In the dark, her eyes catch the faint ambient light from the street and throw it back. Cat’s eyes. The reflective quality that I’ve seen in every vampire I’ve ever hunted. It’s called tapetum lucidum. Cats have it too. It lets them see in conditions where a normal human is effectively blind.

“Don’t do anything I’m not expecting,” I say.

“How can I know what you’re not expecting?” she says.

Fair enough. We exit the van and move on foot. The night is cold. No moon. The streetlights end at the intersection before the commercial strip, and the blood bank sits in a pocket of relative darkness, lit only by the green glow of its exit signs and the security light above the front entrance.

I take the south side of the building. Madison follows. We round the corner and I press against the wall, scanning the rear facade. Service entrance: a metal fire door with a push bar, the kind you see on the back of every commercial building in America. One security camera above it, mounted under the eave, its red indicator light blinking slowly.

“Camera,” I whisper. “Eleven o’clock, under the roof line.”

“I see it.”

“We need to disable it before we approach the door. Is there a power cable running from it?”

In the dark, with her pale eyes wide, I can see her pupils dilated to their full extent. She’s reading the building the way I’d read it with a flashlight, except she doesn’t need one.

“I see it,” she says. “It runs from the corner and then down the wall. There’s a junction box about eight feet up.”

Eight feet up. Can’t reach it myself even if I found something to stand on.

“Can you reach it?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer. She’s already moving. One moment she’s beside me and the next she’s at the wall, her fingers finding the seam between two panels of siding, and she goes up. She doesn’t climb. She goes up. It’s not flight exactly. More like gliding up the wall while barely touching it. Three seconds and she’s at the junction box, hanging from the eave with one hand, the black dress falling around her like a wing, the pale skin of her ankles visible where her boots end. Her body is pressed against the building eight feet above the ground and she looks down at me with those silver-blue eyes, perfectly calm, like gravity is a suggestion she’s chosen to ignore.

She looks down at me. I realize my mouth is hanging open. I close it.

“Pull the cable or cut it?” she asks.

“Pull. Make it look like it came loose.”

She tugs the coaxial free from the junction box. The red indicator light on the camera dies. She drops to the ground beside me without a sound, landing on the balls of her feet so close that her hair brushes my shoulder. The dress settles around her like water and for a second she’s just a girl standing next to me in the dark, close enough to kiss.

Twenty-three years of hunting these things and I’ve never been on the same side as one. The speed, the strength, scaling a building like it was a staircase. It’s hard to tell that part of my brain that says a threat is in front of me to quiet down. But the truth is that it’s a hell of a lot easier to pull off a job like this when you’ve got a vamp on your side.

We approach the service door. Standard push-bar setup, locked from the outside. I’ve got a tension wrench on my belt, pick equipment. But Madison puts a hand on the door handle.

“Let me,” Madison says.

She pulls and the lock mechanism groans, then pops. The door swings open, the push bar twisted slightly out of alignment from the force she applied to it. The lock snaps like it’s a pencil.

Inside. The hallway is dark, lit only by the green glow of exit signs at either end. The smell of antiseptic and rubber is faint and there’s something else underneath it. The floor is clean white tile without any visible stains. But still there’s that whiff of iron on the air. And if I smell it, Madison must too. The hallway connects to what looks like a reception area on the left and a closed door on the right.

Moving away from the light from the sign, my steps slow. Madison drifts in front of me with that noiseless stride, her head turning slowly as she scans the interior. She can see everything I can’t. The darkness that limits me to shapes and outlines is transparent to her.

“Camera,” she says, pointing to the ceiling above the reception area. Another red light, blinking. “And another one down the hall. Covering the door on the right.”

“That’s probably the storage room.”

“The blood is behind that door. I can smell it.”

Of course she can.

“Is there a circuit breaker panel?” I ask. “A utility closet?”

She moves down the hallway, past the reception area, to a narrow door I hadn’t noticed. She opens it. Inside: a mop, a bucket, a shelf of cleaning supplies, and a grey metal panel on the wall.

Circuit breaker.

I open the panel and run my finger down the breaker labels. My stomach sinks. The cameras aren’t on their own circuit. They’re on the same line as COLD STORAGE / REFRIG. Kill that breaker and the refrigeration units lose power. The compressors stop. By morning the temperature in the storage room will be ten degrees above safe range and every tech in the building will know something happened. They’ll pull the inventory, check the cameras, and find a gap in the footage that lines up exactly with the thermal spike. Plus, all the blood will be ruined.

I close the panel.

“Problem?” Madison asks.

“The cameras and the refrigerators share a circuit. I can’t kill one without killing the other.”

“So we work around them.”

“We work around them,” I agree. “But I need you to do something for me. Look at those cameras. Not the lights. The housing. Tell me exactly what you see. The shape, the size, any markings.”

Madison looks up at the camera above the reception area. Her eyes widen in the dark, taking in detail I couldn’t read even with a flashlight.

“White plastic housing,” she says. “Dome shape, about five inches across. There’s a label on the base. I can see the letters. H-I-K and then more, smaller letters.”

Hikvision. Budget line. Probably the DS-2CE since it’s the unit you install when the insurance company requires cameras but the budget says you don’t actually care about security. I know these systems inside and out.

“Those cameras record to a DVR unit,” I say. “It’s in a box about the size of a paperback book, probably sitting on a shelf or mounted under a desk somewhere. It stores the footage on a hard drive. If we can find it, I can overwrite the last hour of recording and the cameras will never know we were here.”

“What does the box look like?”

“Small, black or grey, with a row of indicator lights on the front. It’ll be connected to the cameras by the same kind of cable you pulled outside. There will be a power cord and maybe a network cable, though I doubt a blood bank bothers with remote monitoring.”

We move to the reception area. Madison rounds the desk and crouches. I follow, pulling out my flashlight for the first time. The red filter casts a dim wash over the underside of the desk, and there it is: a Hikvision. Not the same model I was expecting, but the DS-7100 series DVR is even older, so that’s better. It’s mounted on a plywood shelf, its row of green LEDs blinking steadily. Two coax cables running in from the ceiling. One power cord. No network cable, which means no remote access, which means the only copy of the footage is right here on this hard drive.

I crouch beside Madison and study the unit. The 7100 series uses a Linux-based interface. The front panel has a row of buttons: menu, direction pad, enter, and a USB port. No monitor connected, which means the staff doesn’t watch the feed live. They just let it record and pull footage if something happens. Easy. So easy.

“Give me ninety seconds,” I say.

I press the menu button. The unit has a small built-in display, two inches across, and it lights up with the system interface. I navigate through the menus by memory. I’ve handled a dozen of these across Eastern Europe, where every gas station and hostel runs the same cheap Hikvision kit. Configuration. Storage. Overwrite. The system is set to loop recording on a 72-hour cycle.

I select the last two hours of footage and format the sectors. The unit hums as the hard drive writes zeroes over the data. The green LEDs flicker. Thirty seconds. Forty-five. The progress bar fills. When it finishes, the system resumes recording, but the last two hours are gone, overwritten with blank data that looks identical to a firmware hiccup or a scheduled maintenance cycle.

I rise from my crouch, my knees protesting softly.

“Done,” I say. “The cameras are still running, the lights are still blinking, and as far as anyone who checks will know, the system had a routine storage error around midnight and lost two hours of dead air. Happens all the time with this model. There’s a known firmware bug.”

“You’ve done this before,” she says.

“A few times.”

“How many is a few?”

“More than two.”

Madison looks at me. In the red glow of the flashlight, her expression is hard to read, but I think it’s a smile.

“Come on,” I say. “The blood is behind that door and I want to be out of here in five minutes.”

Madison falls in beside me as we move down the hallway toward the storage room. There’s a padlock on a hasp. Standard combination lock. I reach for my picks.

Madison takes the padlock in her hand and squeezes. The shackle bends, then snaps. She removes the broken lock and sets it on the floor.

“I could have picked that,” I say.

“This was faster.”

“It was also louder.”

“Nobody heard it.”

“How do you know?”

“I can hear the closest heartbeat. There’s no one within five-hundred feet.”

I stare at her. The range of her senses, the casual precision of it. This is what I’ve been hunting my entire career. And she just broke a padlock with her bare hand and told me not to worry about the noise.

“If the staff see the lock, they aren’t going to think that it just malfunctioned on its own,” I say.

“Good point,” she says, bending to pick the crumbled piece of metal junk off the floor. No pockets on the dress, of course. She hands it to me and I slide it in mine.

“After you,” I say.

The storage room is cold. Refrigerator cold. Three industrial units line the far wall, glass-fronted, humming. Inside, blood bags hang in neat rows on wire racks, organized by type and date. Red labels, white labels. Each bag holds one pint, plump and dark.

There’s a stack of insulated blood transport bags folded on the wall next to the refrigerators. I unfold it and start selecting, grabbing ice bags from the deep freeze before I choose the blood packs. Different racks, different types, different dates. Spread the loss so no single category shows a gap. Eight bags. I pack them with the ice packs between them.

Madison stands at the doorway and watches. She’s very still. Her hands are at her sides and her fingers are curled, not clenched, just curled. Her jaw is tight. Her breathing has changed. Faster, shallower.

The smell of the blood. She’s standing in a room full of it and the hunger she described, the sound in her head that never stops, must be deafening.

“Almost done,” I say.

She doesn’t respond. Her eyes are on the refrigeration units. On the bags.

“Madie?”

“I’m fine.”

She’s not fine. I can see the effort in her body. The rigidity of her posture, her weight shifted forward onto her toes, the slight tremor in her fingers.

“Almost done,” I announce as I work, knowing she’s jonesin’ for blood.

I close the cooler. Eight bags, packed and sealed. I stand and turn toward the door.

Madison is not at the doorway anymore. She’s at the refrigeration unit. She moved while I was closing the cooler, covered the distance between the doorway and the unit in the time it took me to latch a lid. She’s holding the glass door open with her hip and she’s got a bag is in her hand. She’s holding it the way an alcoholic holds a bottle that’s already open.

“Madison.”

“I need one,” she says. Her voice is different. Lower, tighter, not even pretending to remain light and airy. “We can still take those eight. I just need one now.”

“Okay,” I say. “Go ahead.”

She turns away from me. I understand the impulse. She doesn’t want to me to see her control slipping.

But I don’t look away. She lifts the bag to her mouth and bites.

Her canines puncture the plastic with a sound like a stapler going through a water balloon. The bag collapses around the wound as she drinks, the plastic crinkling, the liquid inside turning from dark red to tomato as she sucks it up. She drinks fast. Not sipping, not measured. Feeding. The muscles in her jaw work and her throat moves with each swallow and her eyes close.

The bag bursts. The plastic splits along the puncture, and blood spills down her chin and onto the lace of the dress, dark red on dark black, the flow running along her jaw and her neck and pooling in the hollow of her collarbone. She doesn’t stop. She presses the torn bag to her mouth and drains it, tilting her head back, her throat exposed, the column of her neck smeared red.

When it’s empty she lowers the bag. She stands there, facing the wall, the torn plastic in her hand, blood on her chin and her chest, all down the front of her dress. Her breathing has steadied. Her eyes refocus. The tremor in her fingers is gone. Whatever sound was building in her head has been answered, at least for now.

She doesn’t turn around.

“Don’t look at me,” she says.

“I already am.”

“Then stop.”

Her voice is small. Smaller than I’ve ever heard it. Not the wistful dreaminess that she usually uses as a shield. This is the voice underneath all of that, the voice of a girl who just showed someone the worst thing about herself and wants to disappear.

I take the empty bag from her hand. I fold it and put it in my jacket pocket. Evidence. She wipes her chin, her neck, the front of the dress with her hand. The black lace absorbs the blood without showing the stain. She sighs and then, without any warning, she belches loudly.

If she wasn’t mortified already, she certainly is now.

“Sorry,” that small voice says.

“It’s okay,” I say.

“It’s not okay.”

“Madison, it’s okay.”

She turns. Her eyes are wet, not from tears but from the exertion of the feeding, the involuntary response of a body that’s just been flooded with what it needs. The irises are ringed with dark lines. Her lips are dark.

She looks at me and I can see the thing she’s afraid of. Not that I’ll judge her. Not that I’ll recoil. That I’ll file this image away and add it to the evidence against her, and that the next time I look at her, this is what I’ll see: a girl with blood on her mouth, feeding in a dark room, more animal than person.

“I’m not going to change my mind about you,” I say.

She holds my gaze for a moment. Then she nods, once, and puts the veil down.

“We should go,” she says.

Leaving the storage room, she takes a quick detour into the bathroom on the opposite end of the hallway across from the lobby. She’s only in there a few moments before she reemerges, the blood stains gone from her neck and chin. We move down the hallway, through the service door, and out into the night.

Madison holds the broken door shut behind us while I wipe down the handle. It won’t lock properly. In the morning, someone will notice the damage and assume a break-in attempt, but the cameras won’t show anything and the inventory discrepancy will be spread across enough categories that it may not register for weeks. In any case, we’re better off not coming back here again. Cassandra can get certified somewhere else so there’s no trace.

We cross the two blocks to the van at a pace that’s brisk but calm. Two figures in the dark, one with a cooler slung across his shoulder. I don’t clock anyone as we go. The town is asleep. The streetlights are off. The only sound is the gravel under my boots, because Madison’s feet make no sound at all.

Reaching the van, we get inside, I start the engine. Madison buckles in beside me. The cooler sits between us. It could be I pull out and drive north, headlights on now, just a van on a road at midnight, nothing to see.

Madison pushes the veil back from her face and stares out the window. Her profile in the dashboard light is pale and clean, the blood wiped away, the composure restored. But I can see the tension in her jaw, her fingers laced together in her lap, gripping hard. Is she calmer after having fed? Or is she more anxious about the fact that I witnessed it?

We drive in silence for a while. The pines scroll past on both sides, black against a blacker sky.
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The van hums beneath us and the road is dark. The cooler of stolen blood sits between the seats like a chaperone.

Madison is watching the pines scroll past her window, her hands folded in her lap, the veil pushed back. Her face in the dashboard light is pale and clean, the blood wiped from her chin, the composure rebuilt so thoroughly that if you hadn’t seen what happened in the storage room you’d never know it had happened at all.

But I saw it. And she knows I did.

“Feeling better?”

“Much better,” she says. “That demonic voice in my skull that was screaming at me on the way over, telling me to rip your neck open, is tiny now. It sounds like a chipmunk.”

I don’t know if I should laugh, but I do. And it helps because so does she.

“Do you think we took enough?” she asks.

“Enough while still minimizing our risk of exposure,” I say. “You’ll have to pace yourself. They aren’t Capri-Suns.”

She turns from the window. For a second I think she’s going to be angry, but the expression that crosses her face is something lighter. Surprised, almost. As if she wasn’t expecting me to be the kind of person who makes jokes about the thing she’s most ashamed of.

“I don’t like the idea of my mom stealing these for me,” she says.

“Her risk is pretty low,” I say. “Lower than what we just did.”

“But it’s her taking the risk for me,” she says. “That’s why it’s different.”

She pulls her legs up onto the seat, tucking them beneath the skirt of the dress, and leans her head against the window.

“You know, you put a lot of trust in me by volunteering to do this.”

“Why shouldn’t I trust you, Hunter Deacon?”

“Why shouldn’t you trust the man whose van you put a tracker on?”

“We’ve been through a lot since then.”

“Exactly,” I say.

Her name is still hanging between us even if neither of us says it.

“Quinn hit me,” Madison says. “She backhanded me in front of my mother. When I looked at her after that, I didn’t see the person who sat with me through those first nights, who explained what was happening to my body, who made the hunger make sense. I saw someone who would hurt me to make a point.”

“She did,” I say. “But you loved her. And then I killed her.”

“And I stepped aside,” she says. “I let you do it.”

“You shouldn’t carry that alone.”

“I’m not,” she says. “You’re carrying the other end.”

The road curves through a stand of pines so tall they block the sky. For a stretch, the only light is the van’s headlights and the green glow of the dashboard.

“Can I be honest with you?” I ask.

“Let’s find out.”

“Up in your room, when you were suspicious of me, this stranger who was moving in, I was on your side.”

“You were?” she says.

“Well, I was also on your mom’s side,” I hasten to add. “But there was nothing you said that was unfair. Unfriendly, maybe. But not unfair. The way that news was sprung on you was crazy. You had every right to react the way you did.”

“Thank you,” she says. “You weren’t wrong about the way you reacted either.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say.

“When you grabbed me,” she says. “In front of the house.”

I feel my hands tighten on the steering wheel. The memory is still there, lodged in my muscles, the reflex that fired before my brain caught up. Her throat in the V of my hand, her pulse slow and steady.

“You apologized. At the time, and again at Quinn’s house. You said you were sorry.”

“I am sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

I glance at her. She’s looking at me steadily, unblinking, the light from the dashboard tracing the line of her jaw.

“I did it on purpose,” she says.

So I wasn’t crazy. It doesn’t make the guilt disappear right away, but my shoulders relax as I let go of some of the tension I was carrying.

“The kiss,” she continues, “under your jaw. I moved fast. Faster than a normal person would. Not full speed, but fast enough. I knew it would trigger something in you. I’d been watching you ever since we had dinner on that first night. The way you walk, the way you study me. I wanted to see what you’d do.”

“You baited me.”

“Yes.”

“That was smart,” I say.

“You don’t say that like it’s a compliment.”

“My tone conveys grudging respect,” I say. “Ever since we’ve met you, you’ve kept me off balance. The hug in the kitchen, the way you got close to me.”

She doesn’t say anything.

“I’ve done my best to keep up with you,” I say. “But ya know, and I don’t just say this because I’m getting older, you’re one of the most clever creatures I’ve ever come across.”

“I definitely can’t tell if that’s a compliment.”

“Take it however you like it,” I say. “But you’re scary smart. And scary. And you know it.”

We drive in silence for a minute. The road straightens. A deer stands at the edge of the treeline, its eyes catching the headlights, frozen. We pass it and it’s gone.

“Are you afraid of me?” she asks.

“I still don’t know what you really are,” I say. “And, yeah, that scares me.”

“You know I’m a vampire,” she says. “You know I’ve killed.”

“And then, when I think I know all I need to, I learn something else that changes everything.”

“What do you mean?”

Her legs slide down and she assumes that same ramrod straight posture she had before, her back hovering millimeters above the back of the seat.

“Michie told us everything,” I say. “I know why you were at the motel that night. And it wasn’t for a Cobb salad.”

“I said it before,” Madie says, her voice far away again. “I think Michie is extraordinary.”

“You had your hands all over her,” I say. “She said she thought you were interested in girls. It’s what led us to Quinn.”

She doesn’t say anything. I have to keep pressing even if it doesn’t lead me somewhere I want to go. This peace between us is fragile and I want to hold onto it. But it’s like I told her already. I don’t know what she is. I have to know.

“You baited me, you said so,” I say. “So, what about her?”

Madison is quiet. The question isn’t kind, I know. But it’s necessary because if what happened in that motel room was strategy rather than feeling, then everything that followed, every secret Michie kept, every lie she told me, was built on a foundation that Madison laid.

“Michie is…” Madison turns the word over, looking for the right one. “She’s undeniable. The way she moves. The way she talks. Her mouth—”

She smiles, a little private smile for just herself. “I mean, the way she talks. But also, her mouth.”

I know exactly what she means, but I don’t like her saying it. Jealousy, protectiveness. They’re wrestling and it’s not clear which is the underdog.

“So that was real?”

“That was real.”

Madison smiles. A real one, unguarded, without a trace of irony or defense. It transforms her face. For a moment she looks exactly her age: eighteen, discovering something about herself, pleased by what she’s found.

“You know that we’re lovers,” I say.

“I do.”

“Does that concern you?”

“Not more than the fact that you’re also sleeping with my mom.”

Touché.

“Well, I would be a hypocrite, considering, if I told you to stay away from her.”

“That’s a mature way of looking at it,” Madison says.

“I’m old, you’re not,” I say. “That means compliments about maturity only flow in one direction.”

I glance over and she’s studying me, not sure if she’s supposed to laugh or smile or keep silent.

“She wants to explore it,” I say. “Whatever it is between you two. She told me that.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said we’d keep the possibility open. But that there were bigger priorities.”

“You sound like someone’s dad.”

“I am someone’s dad. Sort of. Approximately.”

Madison draws her knees to her chest again, folding herself tighter into the passenger seat. The dress pools around her. She’s looking at me again, and the look has changed. The softness from the Michie conversation hasn’t left, but there’s something assessing in it now.

“You’re not old,” she says. Simply, like correcting a factual error. “You’re strong. You’re protective. You walked into Quinn’s house knowing what was inside it, and you didn’t hesitate. That’s why she’s so hopelessly in love with you. How could she not be? Every girl admires that bravery in a man. It turns us on.”

Us.

I keep my eyes on the road. My hands are at ten and two and my fingers are steady, which requires more effort than it should.

“So, you’re not only interested in girls?”

“Not exclusively,” she says. “I’m more into the person than the gender.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s big with your generation.”

“I’m into protectors,” she says. “Quinn was one of those, until she backhanded me.”

“You’re a vampire. You don’t need me to protect you.”

“Needing something and finding it appealing aren’t the same thing.”

The air in the cab has changed. It’s warmer. The heater has been running, but that’s not why. Something has entered the space between us that wasn’t there five minutes ago, and my body is responding to it in ways my mind is working very hard to override.

“Physical confidence,” she says. “Competence. How a man handles a crisis without raising his voice. The ability to be gentle when gentleness is what’s needed. It’s what my mom craves about you.” She’s not looking at me. She’s looking at the windshield, at the road, at the nothing ahead of us.

My pulse has picked up. I can feel it in my throat, which is exactly where I don’t want to feel it, because the girl sitting eighteen inches from me can hear heartbeats through walls so she can definitely hear mine accelerating in the confined space of this van.

“Did Michie ask about the three of us?” Madison asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “She mentioned something about that.”

“I think it would be a lot more comfortable for her,” she says. “She would feel safer with you there.”

“And I care about her safety,” I say. “But her feelings aren’t the only ones I have to think about.”

The road is a straight shot now, the last mile before the turnoff to Cassandra’s house, and I can see the gap in the treeline where the driveway begins.

“I would never hurt my mom like that,” she says. “You believe me when I tell you that, don’t you?”

I nod.

“So, we have to agree that before we do anything together, it has to be with her knowledge and consent, right?”

I should shut this down. I should say something firm and clear and paternal that puts the walls back where they belong. I should be the adult in this conversation. To say things have gone this far and no further.

“Madison, I’m with your mother.”

“I know.”

“I can never betray her trust. Not for anything. Not for anyone.”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“No,” I say. “You’re saying something very different.”

“I’m not making any demands,” Madie says. “Just trying to open up possibilities. You like keeping things open, don’t you? Like flexibility, not being tied down?”

My heart’s still beating fast, but now there’s a tightness in it too. I swallow, my throat feeling rough like I swallowed a twig hours ago and it still hasn’t gone all the way down.

“So, I can have everything I want, huh?” I say flatly. “I’ll bet Clayton Hatch heard something similar just before he died.”

The words land like a slap. I watch them hit her, watch the impact register in the tightening of her jaw, her hands going rigid in her lap.

“You know, Clayton was a charmer,” she says. “He promised to fuck me in all three holes. It was one of his lines. He said the same thing to a thirteen-year-old.”

Christ. What do I say to that?

The van climbs the hill up this impossibly long driveway until we reach the gravel roundabout in front of the house. Neither of us speaks. Finally, I kill the engine but leave the headlights on.

She’s staring at me. Her eyes are bright in the dashboard light, and I can see the hurt in them, real and sharp, the wound of a person who offered something genuine and had it weighed against the worst thing she’s ever done.

“You think I’m hunting you,” she says. “Like I hunted him.”

“I think I can’t tell the difference yet.”

The silence that follows is cold. Madison pulls the veil down over her face. The lace falls across her features, diffusing them, hiding whatever expression is forming beneath the surface.

“Goodnight, Hunter,” she says.

She opens the door and steps out of the van. The dome light flickers on, harsh and white, and for a moment she’s framed in the doorway, the black dress, the veil, the hat, a figure from another century standing in the driveway of a mansion in Oregon. Then she closes the door and walks toward the house, and the dome light goes off, and the darkness swallows her whole.

I run my hand across my jaw, touching the spot where she almost kissed me. My pulse is still elevated. My skin is warm. I responded to her. I felt the pull. And the worst part is that I genuinely cannot tell whether the pull is real or whether I’m feeling exactly what she wants me to feel, because this is what she does to people.


17.

The light’s on above the door when I enter the house. Inside, it’s black. Madison has already retreated upstairs. I won’t follow her. Entering the living room it’s dark except for the lamp above the kitchen island, which casts a warm circle on the counter and leaves the rest in shadow.

I set the cooler on the island and unzip it. Eight bags of stolen blood, packed tight between ice packs, the plastic still cold to the touch. Plus one empty bag folded in my jacket pocket. I take it out and deposit it in the trash can.

I open the fridge and start loading them in. They fit on the bottom shelf, behind the milk. The visual is surreal. Blood bags sharing shelf space with orange juice and a container of POM Wonderful.

“Not in there.”

Cassandra’s voice, from the hallway. She’s standing in the doorway in a robe, her hair down, her arms crossed. She’s been awake. Waiting.

“The garage,” she says. “There’s a refrigerator out there. It’s not plugged in, but it works. That’s the place for them.”

“You’re right.”

I pull the bags back out and repack them in the cooler. Cassandra watches me from the doorway. She hasn’t moved to help. She’s studying me.

“How did it go?” she asks.

“Clean. In and out. Nobody saw us.”

“And Madie?”

“She can see in the dark, hear through walls and scale buildings,” I say. “That helped, but it was also–”

“Spooky?”

“Yeah,” I say. “But there’s no way I could have gone in there and gotten out as clean as I did without her.”

Her posture softens, the crossed arms loosening, the tension in her shoulders dropping half an inch. Madie’s safe. She’s fed.

“How’s Michie?” I ask.

“Tired. The ribs are still really painful. She went to bed around nine.”

“Good. She needs sleep more than anything.”

“She’s like a soldier,” she says. “I’ve never seen it in someone so young.”

“She’s been through a lot,” I say. “It’s made her strong.”

It’s also made her callous and addicted to risk, but of all her flaws weakness isn’t one that applies. I pick up the cooler and head for the garage. The door is in the hallway, just past the staircase, and it opens into the attached multi-car garage.

Cassandra’s Subaru Forester sits on one side, the bay next to it empty since Madie’s car is still impounded. Against the far wall, between a set of metal shelving units and boxes of junk, sits an old refrigerator. I pull it open and get a waft of stale air and the ghost of whatever was stored in here last. A few cans of ginger ale are on the door shelf, cool because the space inside is. That’s good.

I plug it in. The compressor kicks on with a shudder and then starts to hum. I give it a minute. The interior light flickers to life, cool air starts to build.

I arrange the bags on the middle shelf, labels facing out, organized by type the way I saw them packed at the blood bank. Eight bags. Each one a pint. Each one buys Madison time she needs to live.

I stand in the garage and look at the blood in the refrigerator and think about the shift in her voice when she mentioned the three of us. The hurt I inflicted when I spoke the name of the man she killed. The veil coming down. Hurt that I can’t take back.

I close the refrigerator and go back inside.

Cassandra’s poured two glasses of wine, red, and she’s holding one out to me. The lamp paints her in warm light, her blonde hair catching it, the robe hanging open just enough to make me picture what’s underneath.

“Drink,” she says.

I take the glass. The wine is dry and warm. I drink half of it in one pull, which is not how you’re supposed to drink red wine, but Cassandra doesn’t comment.

“You’re wound up,” she says.

“I just broke into a building.”

“You break into a lot of buildings. There’s something else you’re carrying.”

She’s watching me over the rim of her glass. Those blue eyes, steady and perceptive, the eyes of a woman who reads people like I read sightlines. She knows something happened that I’m not telling her. She doesn’t know what it is, and she’s not going to push. That’s not how Cassandra operates. She waits. She watches. She lets me come to her.

“It was a lot,” I say. “Being in there with her. It’s one thing to know she’s a vampire. It’s another to watch her move through a dark building like she’s a shadow.”

“But she was on your side.”

“Right,” I say. “I’m just getting my bearings on what side I’m on now.”

Cassandra sets down her glass. She crosses the kitchen to where I’m standing and puts her hands on my chest. Not a tentative touch, not the careful testing of a woman who’s still deciding how she feels. A deliberate placement, both palms flat against my sternum, and I can feel the heat of them through my shirt, the slight pressure of her fingertips spreading like she’s measuring my heartbeat.

“You went out tonight,” she says. “You took my daughter and you helped her get what she needs to survive. You brought her home safe. That shows what side you belong on.”

“And that at least feels right,” I say.

I look at her. The lamp behind her puts a gold edge on her hair and leaves her face in partial shadow, but I can see her eyes clearly, and what’s in them isn’t gratitude. Gratitude is polite. This is something else. Her lips are slightly parted and her gaze drops to my mouth and stays there a beat too long before coming back up, and what I see in her eyes is a woman who’s done waiting.

“Come upstairs,” she says.

We leave the wine glasses on the counter and I follow her up the stairs in the dark, her hand finding mine on the banister, her fingers lacing through mine. She’s a step ahead of me and the robe shifts as she climbs and I catch the shape of her hip under the silk, the bare curve of her calf. The hallway is quiet. Madison’s door is closed, no light underneath. The house is still.

Cassandra pulls me into the bedroom and closes the door. She doesn’t turn on the light. The only illumination is the faint glow of the moon through the curtains, enough to see shapes, enough to see the line of her throat when she turns to me, silver light catching in her eyes.

“What you did tonight—” She steps closer and I can smell her now, something warm under the wine, vanilla scented body wash on her skin from the shower. Her hands find my belt. Not fumbling, purposeful. Her knuckles press against my stomach through my shirt as she works the leather free. “—protecting her, protecting us, fighting for this family even when it costs you—” The buckle clinks. Her fingers slide lower and find the zipper and I feel every tooth of it on my cock as she pulls it down. “—that’s the sexiest thing a man has ever done for me.”

My breath catches. Not only because of her hands and where they are and what they’re doing. But because she’s got that look, the one I know from the night she told me to get on my knees and pleasure her. Chin tilted down, eyes half-lidded, the corner of her mouth pulled into something that isn’t quite a smile. The look that says I know exactly what I want and I’m going to take it.

I slip off my jacket and toss it aside. She grabs the hem of my shirt and pulls it over my head and her hands are on my skin before the shirt hits the floor, fingers tracing the bruise on my shoulder the same way she did after we came back from Quinn’s house. But this time she doesn’t linger. She leans in and I feel her breath first, warm against the damaged skin, and then her lips, soft and deliberate against the edge of the bruise.

The tenderness of it against the soreness does something to loosen the knot in my chest. She trails her mouth along my collarbone and I feel the faint scrape of her teeth and my hands go to her waist, pulling her closer, the silk of the robe thin enough that I can feel the warmth of her body underneath, the curve of her hip fitting against my palm.

“Tell me what you want,” I say.

“I want you to stop thinking.” She pulls back just enough to look into my eyes. “You’re thinking so loud I can hear it.”

She pushes me toward the bed. The backs of my knees hit the mattress and I sit. She stands over me, the robe still on but loosened now, the neckline fallen open enough that I can see the shadow between her breasts, the smooth plane of skin below her throat. Moonlight outlines her from behind, catching the edges of her shoulders, the curve of her waist under the silk. She runs her fingers through my hair and pulls my head back gently so I’m looking up at her, and from this angle she’s a pair of parted lips and dark eyes looking down at me like I’m something she’s decided to have.

“Whatever happened out there tonight,” she says, “you’re here now. Be here with me.”

I close my eyes. Her fingers move through my hair, nails dragging lightly across my scalp, and the sensation is so simple and so good that it cuts through everything else. I let that moment in the van go. I let Madison go, for now.

I open my eyes. I put my hands on the backs of her thighs, just below the hem of the robe, and her skin is impossibly soft and warm and she lets out a breath when I touch her, a small sound that undoes something in me.

“I’m here,” I say.

She smiles. Not the soft, careful smile she’s been giving me all week. The other one. The one from the night she told me to take off my shirt. Slow and knowing, her lower lip caught between her teeth for just a second before she lets it go.

“Good,” she says. “Because right now, I’m in charge.”

She reaches for the sash at her waist and pulls it loose. The silk slides off her shoulders and the moonlight finds her, all of her, the long line of her neck into the slope of her shoulders, the swell of her breasts, the dip of her waist, the shadow and curve below. She’s beautiful in a way that makes my chest ache, and she knows it, and she’s not shy about it. She lets me look.

Then she pushes me back onto the bed and the looking is over. I sink into the mattress under her gentle push, my back hitting the cool sheets as Cassandra climbs over me, her knees pressing into the bed on either side of my hips. Her weight settles just above me, not fully on me yet, teasing, controlling the space between us. The moonlight catches the edge of her jaw as she leans down, her hair brushing against my chest, and I feel the heat of her breath before her lips graze my ear.

“You’re going to do exactly what I say,” she whispers, her voice low and steady. “And you’re going to love it.”

My hands instinctively move to her hips, fingers digging into her skin just enough to feel her warmth, but she grabs my wrists and pins them above my head. Her grip is firm, not painful, but enough to remind me who’s calling the shots. My pulse kicks up, and my breath hitches. She notices, of course, and her lips curve into that dangerous little smirk.

“Stay still,” she says, her tone leaving no room for argument. “I didn’t tell you to touch me yet.”

I nod, swallowing hard, my eyes locked on hers. Her gaze is intense, searching, like she’s peeling back every layer of me and deciding what to do with what she finds. She releases my wrists but keeps her hands there for a moment, reminding me to keep them in place. Then she sits back, straddling my waist now, her bare skin against mine where my pants are still half-undone. The friction is maddening, and I fight the urge to move, to pull her closer.

“Good boy,” she murmurs, and the words send a jolt through me, raw and electric. She shifts her hips just slightly, enough to make me groan under my breath, and she laughs softly, a sound that’s both taunting and pleased. “See? I knew you’d listen.”

Her hands move to my chest, fingers splaying wide as she drags them down slowly, nails scraping just enough to leave faint lines on my skin. She lingers over the bruise on my shoulder again, circling it with a fingertip before leaning down to kiss it once more, softer this time, almost reverent. But the tenderness doesn’t last. Her mouth moves lower, teeth grazing my nipple, and I can’t stop the sound that escapes me, a sharp intake of breath that makes her hum in satisfaction.

“You like that?” she asks, her voice teasing as she looks up at me through her lashes. She doesn’t wait for an answer, just does it again, harder this time, and my hands twitch above my head, wanting to grab her, to pull her closer, but I remember her command and keep them still.

“Fuck, Cassandra,” I manage, my voice rough, and she grins, clearly delighted by how much she’s pleasing me.

“That’s it,” she says, straightening up again. “I want to hear you. Don’t hold back.”

She slides down my body, her hands working my pants and boxers off in one smooth motion, leaving me exposed under her gaze. She takes her time looking at me, unhurried, her eyes dark with want as they roam over every inch. I feel the heat of her stare like a touch, and it’s almost too much, drinking me in like I’m hers to savor.

“God, look at you,” she says, almost to herself, before meeting my eyes again. “All mine tonight.”

She leans forward, her tits brushing against my chest as our lips meet, deep and slow. I kiss her back, desperately. She pulls away too soon, leaving me chasing her lips. She shakes her head, clicking her tongue in mock disapproval.

“Patience,” she says. “I decide when you get more.”

Her hand trails down my stomach, fingers teasing at the edge of where I want her mouth the most, and I grit my teeth, trying not to beg. But she sees it in my eyes, and her smile widens. She leans in close again, her lips brushing mine as she speaks.

“Tell me how much you want it,” she says, her hand hovering, torturing me with how close she is. “I want to hear you say it.”

“I want it,” I say immediately, my voice low and ragged. “I want you, Cassandra. Please.”

Her eyes light up with something fierce and pleased, and she finally touches me, her grip firm and deliberate, stroking slow enough to make me curse under my breath. Every movement is calculated, driving me to the edge but not letting me fall, and I’m completely at her mercy, exactly where she wants me.

“Keep going,” I beg, her other hand sliding up to grip my jaw, tilting my face so I’m looking right at her.

Her hand keeps teasing, stroking me with a slow, deliberate rhythm that’s driving me to the edge, but she’s not letting me get there. Not yet. My chest heaves, words tumbling out as she demanded.

“Fuck, Cassandra, I need you,” I rasp, my voice breaking with desperation. “Don’t stop!”

Her lips curl into that wicked smile, and she tightens her grip just enough to make me gasp. “That’s what I like to hear,” she says, her voice low and smooth. “Keep begging. It sounds good on you.”

I groan, my hands still above my head, clenched into fists to keep from grabbing her. “Please,” I mutter again. “I need you so fucking bad.”

She hums, pleased, and finally shifts her weight, sliding down my body until her face hovers just above where her hand is working me over. Her breath is hot against my skin, and I nearly lose it right there. “You want my mouth?” she asks, looking up at me with a glint in her eye. “Say it.”

“Yes,” I choke out.

Without another word, she lowers her head, and the wet heat of her mouth closes around me. My back arches off the bed, a guttural sound ripping from my throat as she takes her time, her tongue dragging along every sensitive spot. Her hand stays at the base, working in tandem, and I’m a mess, muttering her name, curses, anything that comes to mind.

“Fuck, that’s so good,” I manage, my voice ragged. “Cassandra, don’t stop.”

She doesn’t. But she pulls back just enough to speak, her lips brushing against me as she does.

Her free hand slides up my thigh, nails digging in just enough to sting, grounding me even as I’m spiraling. I can feel the tension building, tight and unbearable, and I know I’m close, too close. “I’m gonna—” I start, but she cuts me off with a sharp look, pulling away completely.

“Not yet,” she says, her voice firm. She sits up, straddling my hips again, and I can feel the heat of her against me, slick and ready. She leans down, her lips brushing mine as she speaks. “You come when I say you can. Understood?”

“Yeah,” I breathe, nodding fast. “Understood.”

“Good.” She reaches down between us, guiding me to her entrance, and the first inch of contact has me biting my lip hard enough to hurt. She sinks down slowly, so fucking slowly, and I feel every bit of her, tight and warm, enveloping me. Her head tips back, a low moan slipping from her lips, and the sound alone nearly undoes me.

“Goddamn,” I mutter, my hands twitching to grab her hips, but I keep them where they are. “You feel—fuck, you feel amazing.”

She looks down at me, her eyes half-lidded, a flush creeping up her neck. “Keep talking,” she orders, starting to move, rolling her hips in a rhythm that’s pure torture. “Tell me how it feels.”

“So good,” I say immediately, my voice hoarse. “So fucking tight, Cassandra. I can’t think straight. I just want to—fuck, I want to make you feel good too.”

Her smirk returns, and she leans forward, bracing her hands on my chest as she picks up the pace, riding me harder. “You are,” she says, her breath hitching. “But I want more. Touch me now. Right here.” She grabs one of my hands, guiding it between us to where we’re joined, showing me exactly what she wants.

I do as she says, my thumb circling her clit in time with her movements, and her moan is louder this time, sharper. Her nails dig into my chest, leaving marks, and I don’t care. I’m focused on her, on the way her body tenses, the way her rhythm falters just a little as she gets closer.

“Like that,” she gasps, her voice breaking now, less controlled. “Don’t stop. Fuck, don’t you dare stop.”

“I won’t,” I promise, my own control slipping as I feel her tightening around me, her breaths coming in short, desperate pants. “I’ve got you. Come on, Cassandra, let go.”

Her eyes lock on mine, fierce and wild, and then she’s there, her body shuddering, a cry tearing from her throat as she clenches around me, pulling me deeper. It’s too much, watching her fall apart, feeling her pulse around me, and I’m right on the edge, barely hanging on.

“Cassandra,” I grit out, pleading now. “Please, I can’t—I need to—”

“Come,” she says, her voice rough but commanding even through her aftershocks. “Now.”

That’s all it takes. I let go, the tension snapping like a wire, and I’m gone, spilling into her with a groan that feels like it’s ripped from my core. My hands finally grab her hips, pulling her down hard against me as I ride it out, every muscle locked tight until it’s over and I’m gasping, spent, under her.

She collapses onto my chest, her breath hot against my neck, and for a moment, we just lie there, tangled and sweaty, the room silent except for our breathing. Her fingers trace lazy patterns on my skin, softer now, and I wrap my arms around her, holding her close.

“Fuck,” I mutter finally, my voice wrecked. “That was—”

“Yeah,” she cuts in, lifting her head to look at me, a small, satisfied smile on her lips. “It was.” She shifts slightly, still on top of me, and her tone sharpens just a touch. “Don’t think you’re done, though. I’m not through with you yet.”

I laugh, a little breathless, but I’m already nodding. “Whatever you want,” I say. “I’m all yours.”
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I wake up with Cassandra’s leg across mine and her breath warm against my neck. The bedroom is grey with early light. Her robe is on the floor where it landed, and the sheets smell like her, vanilla and wine and sex. Her hand is resting on my chest, fingers loosely curled, and her pulse is slow and steady against my ribs.

The marks from her nails are still on my chest, faint pink lines I can feel when I shift against the sheets. I don’t move, not wanting to wake her. I want to stay in this bed in this room for as long as the world will let me, which if my instincts are right will be about forty-five more seconds.

I’m about 30 seconds off. My phone buzzes on the nightstand.

The screen says “Kosa” and the sight of it pulls something tight in my chest. She turns over at the noise and I slide out of bed as carefully as I can, grab the phone, and pad barefoot into the hallway, closing the door behind me.

“Hunter,” Kosa says. “Roland Okonkwo has arrived in Creeque. He checked into a motel last night.”

The Royal Pines Lodge. Has to be.

“I can give you the address where you can locate him,” Kosa says.

“No need,” I answer. “He’ll be at the cheapest motel in town for the same reason Michie and I chose it.”

Kosa clears his throat on the other end of the line.

“Yes, well, so much of this work is knowing how to economize,” he says. “By the way, have you made the necessary preparations to ensure the stability of your financial future now that you and Michie are striking out on your own?”

He’s wondering how I can walk away from a job that can’t possibly have afforded me enough savings to retire, and it’s a question I don’t want to answer.

“I’ve made it this far on my wits,” I say. “Of course, if we ever find ourselves in dire straits, I know that we can always call on you for a bridge loan.”

No answer on the other end of the line.

“That was a joke, Levente.”

“Ah, yesss,” he says, taking his time to savor the word. “You know, I’ve always been fond of you, Hunter. All of you. You are like my children.”

And in my head I’m hearing Count Dracula saying “Children of the night, what music they make!”

“Roland is eager to meet with your new slayer,” Kosa says. “I’ve briefed him on the situation. He’s expecting an introduction.”

“I’ll set it up,” I say. “Today.”

“Very good. And Hunter, do you think that this young woman, Miss Haddad, that she can bond with Roland the way that you have with Michie?”

The idea of Farah bonding with Rolly Okonkwo the way Michie and I did, in the same motel where he’s staying now, is one that I hadn’t entertained in my wildest nightmares, and it’s an image I can’t fully banish from my mind.

“They’re both professionals,” I say evenly. “I’m sure they can work together productively.”

“You’re saying more than you mean to, I think,” Kosa says wryly.

The old man’s more perceptive than I sometimes give him credit for.

“Goodbye, Dr. Kosa.”

“Take care.”

I hang up and take a breath. I’m standing in the dark corridor with the phone warm in my hand. Madison’s door is at the far end, closed, no light underneath. She’s in there with the blackout curtains drawn, sleeping the deep, heavy sleep of a creature that doesn’t need to breathe when it rests.

Twelve hours ago she was sitting eighteen inches from me in the van telling me that every girl admires bravery in a man and that it turns them on. Us, she said. Not them. Us. And I sat there with my hands at ten and two and my pulse in my throat and pretended I didn’t feel the charge in the cab, the way the air changed when she shifted in her seat and looked at me like she could see every thought I was trying not to have.

I go downstairs and make coffee. Once I’ve drank one cup, I call Farah.

She picks up on the second ring. I tell her there’s a slayer in town, just arrived, and I want her to meet him. I can hear the intake of breath she tries to cover. She’s excited.

“When?” she asks.

“Today. The Night Owl. Eleven.”

“I’ll be there.”

She doesn’t ask why. She trusts me. I should tell her the rest. I should say: he’s not just visiting, Farah. He’s your new partner. You’re being activated. The itinerant life you agreed to in principle is about to become real, and I won’t be there for it, and neither will Michie, and you’re going to walk out of that diner with a stranger and begin a life that takes you away from everything you’ve built here. I should say all of that. Instead I say:

“He’ll probably be dressed all in leather,” I say. “So stick to fabrics if you don’t want people thinking you’re twins.”

She laughs. It’s a good sound. It’s the last easy sound I’m going to hear from her for a while.

Cassandra comes downstairs around eight, her hair still mussed from sleep, wearing the robe from last night.

“You’re up early,” she says.

“The slayer I told you about, the one who’s replacing me, he’s here. I have to go meet him.”

She pours herself coffee and leans against the counter, the robe hanging open over her bare chest, and looks at me with that soft, sated expression. Her lips are still faintly bruised from last night and her eyes have that heaviness that makes me want to pick her up and carry her right back to bed.

“Today?”

“This morning.”

She nods. She doesn’t ask for details because she understands that part of my life is closing and her part is what remains. She crosses the kitchen and kisses me, tasting like coffee, and I hold her for a few seconds longer than I need to.

“Be careful,” she says.

“It’s just a diner.”

“You know what I mean.”

I do. She means be careful with myself. With the lies that are stacking up, pressing on everything we’re building. She doesn’t know the specifics but she can feel something shifting. She trusts me to keep it from crumbling. I kiss her again and then go upstairs to retrieve my jacket from the floor.

Michie is still asleep. The ribs are healing but she’s been sleeping twelve hours a night, her body doing the work of knitting itself back together. I think about waking her but decide against it. I’ll bring her back something greasy. Sitting in our usual booth is going to feel wrong without her, but this is a conversation she doesn’t need to be part of.

I arrive forty minutes early. The Night Owl is quiet. A few regulars at the counter, the waitress restocking napkin dispensers, the hiss of the grill behind the pass-through. I take my usual booth and order a coffee I don’t want and sit with my hands around the cup, feeling the ceramic heat against my palms.

What I should be thinking about is Okonkwo. A trained slayer with questions I can’t answer cleanly, staying at the Royal Pines, poking around a town where the vampire I’m supposed to have killed is sleeping upstairs in my girlfriend’s house, feeding from plastic pouches of stolen blood stored in the garage fridge next old cans of ginger ale. That’s the bigger threat. That’s where my focus belongs.

But the thing I keep circling, the thing that won’t release me, is simpler than strategy and messier than duty.

Farah.

Not Farah the slayer. Farah who flushed when she realized she’d invited me to dinner without including Michie. The attraction is there. It’s grown into something neither of us has acknowledged. I’ve felt it. She’s felt it.

Under different circumstances, different timing things might have been different. But the circumstances are what they are. I’ve got a woman I love in a house on the hill, a girl half my age with bruised ribs and a mouth sleeping in that house, and a vampire with her mother’s bone structure who told me that bravery turns her on. I don’t like it, but the smart decision is to just let this one go. And the last thing Farah needs is a man who comes to her dragging all his other women behind him.

Wanting something doesn’t make it possible. I learned that a long time ago. I keep having to learn it.

The bell above the entrance chimes. Farah comes through the door and all these thoughts empty from my head.

She’s in civilian clothes. Dark jeans that sit low on her hips, a fitted blouse in a deep burgundy red that complements her collarbones, and a leather jacket. Her hair is down, dark curls falling past her shoulders, and then there’s her eyes. Mascara, liner, whatever it is that makes them look larger and darker and like something you could fall into if you weren’t careful. She moves through the diner from the hips, unhurried and unperformed, and I watch every step. The jeans fit her like they were designed by someone who understood exactly what her body was for. She scans the room like a cop or a slayer, clocking exits and occupants before her eyes find mine.

She smiles. A real one. It’s a little crooked, starts at the left corner of her mouth and pulls the right corner up a beat later, and it hits me the same way it always does, like catching an elbow to the chest when you’re not braced for it.

She slides into the booth across from me. Up close I catch the scent of something warm and clean, soap or lotion, nothing heavy. The kind of scent you only notice when someone’s near enough to touch, and she’s near enough to touch. Her knee bumps mine under the table as she settles and neither of us moves away.

“You’re early,” she says.

“So are you. I see you ignored my advice about leather.”

“This jacket suits me,” she says.

“It does,” I agree. “Why are you so early?”

“I wanted to see the menu.” She picks it up, studies it without reading it, puts it down. “I’m not hungry. What’s he like?”

“Different.”

She gives me a look.

“Different how?”

“Well, he’s self-serious, doesn’t realize that he’s skirting the line between a real badass and someone who wants to look like one.”

“I say again, different how?”

I smile. She’s got me. The long hair, combat boots, wearing black every day. Maybe Rolly and I aren’t as different as I’d like to believe.

The waitress comes. Not the one I know, a different girl, younger. Farah orders a coffee.

“So, what’s he doing here now?” Farah asks, then her voice lower: “I mean, we’ve got the sire, right?”

“He was deployed by the Foundation before we got Quinn,” I say. “He’s here now because he wants to follow up and make sure the threat is gone.”

She nods.

“Makes sense.”

“There’s something else, though.”

The door opens. A gust of October air sweeps through the diner and with it comes Roland Okonkwo.

He makes an entrance the way some people can’t help making an entrance. Not by being loud, but by filling more space than his body technically requires. Just as I expected, he’s wearing a leather duster that falls to his shins, dark glasses pushed up into the receding line of his hair, and combat boots with enough buckles to qualify as hardware. The coat billows as he crosses the diner, and for one absurd moment he looks like he stepped out of a movie about a vampire hunter, which I suppose is exactly the effect he’s going for.

Then the details fill in. He’s at least my age, maybe older. Soft around the middle in a way the coat can’t completely hide. The vitiligo is the first thing you notice past the costume: patches of depigmented skin across his hands and neck, pale islands on dark brown, like a map of a country that hasn’t finished being drawn. Every face at the counter, the waitress, the cook behind the pass-through, the emergency exit near the restrooms. He catalogs all of it before locking onto our booth with the quiet satisfaction of a man who has assessed the tactical environment of a small-town breakfast joint and found it manageable.

He walks over. The coat swings with each step.

He slides wordlessly into the booth beside Farah, who shifts to make room. He removes the dark glasses and folds them into his coat pocket with a precision that tells me they’re expensive and he knows it. Then his eyes cut to the front door, hold for two beats, and come back.

“Farah Haddad,” I say, gesturing. “This is Roland Okonkwo. He’s from the Hunyadi Foundation. Roland, Farah is the deputy I told Dr. Kosa about. She’s seen action against uppers and she’s committed to the work.”

“A genuine pleasure,” Okonkwo says, extending a vitiligo-patched hand. Farah shakes it. His grip lingers a beat longer than necessary.

“Likewise,” Farah says. “Hunter speaks highly of you.”

I absolutely did not speak highly of him, but Farah has instincts about what people want to hear. Okonkwo nods, accepting the compliment as his due. His eyes drift to the window behind us. Scan the parking lot. Return.

“Dr. Kosa briefed me before I arrived. I must say, it’s uncommon to find law enforcement willing to cross the threshold into our line of work. The psychological adjustment alone is... considerable.”

“I’ve always felt a strong sense of duty,” Farah says. “I want to fight evil. This job has already shown me how many forms it can take.”

“That it does,” Okonkwo says.

And I can’t even smile to myself at that heavy look in his eyes, because I know it’s the genuine article. I’m carrying it too.

“So,” he says, settling his weight and spreading his hands flat on the table. “The famous Hunter Deacon retires, and I inherit his protégée.” The hands lift, a gesture of largesse, as though he’s been given a gift and wants us to know he’s grateful.

Inherit. Protégée.

The words land between us. I watch them hit Farah. She doesn’t flinch. She doesn’t move. But a door swings shut behind her eyes, and the warmth she walked in with goes out of her face like someone blew on a candle.

She looks at me.

I hold her gaze because I owe her that much. I don’t look away, don’t soften it, don’t offer the half shrug that would make it smaller. I let her see it: I was going to tell you. I ran out of time.

She turns back to Okonkwo. When she speaks, her voice is level and professional and completely stripped of everything it had a minute ago.

“I wasn’t aware this was the beginning of a partnership between us,” she says. “Hunter and I hadn’t discussed the specifics.”

Okonkwo’s eyebrows rise. He looks at me, then back at Farah. His eyes cut to the door. All clear. Back to us.

“I see,” he says, carefully. “Well. I assumed Dr. Kosa had communicated the parameters. The intention, as I understand it, is for us to confirm that there are no bloodsuckers still operating in the area.” He pauses. His thumbs begin moving against each other on the tabletop. A slow metronome. “Once I’m satisfied the threat is neutralized, then we’ll move on. The work goes where the work goes. Staying on the move is the nature of this vocation.”

Farah absorbs this. I watch her do it. She sits perfectly still, her hands in her lap, and the only tell is a muscle in her jaw that tightens and releases, tightens and releases. She’s thinking about her badge. Her father’s restaurant with the private room in the back she invited me to. The town she grew up in. All the things she agreed to leave behind when she said yes to this life, back when saying yes was theoretical and before the bill came due.

“And Hunter?” she says. Not looking at me. “Where does Hunter fit into this arrangement?”

“I’ll be staying in Creeque,” I say. “It’s the reason that I wanted to introduce you both.”

“And Michie?” Farah asks, and now she does look at me. What I see in her eyes isn’t the hurt I expected. It’s anger. Controlled and quiet, the kind that doesn’t raise its voice. “Is Michie retired too?”

“Yes,” I say. “We’ve decided to leave the life behind.”

“A man earns his rest,” Okonkwo says. “I respect that. I respect that enormously.” His eyes sweep the diner. The waitress is refilling salt shakers. He tracks her for a full two seconds before deciding she’s not a threat. “My understanding is that you and I would begin working together immediately. I have considerable experience in the field and I think you’ll find my methods to be, if I may say so, meticulous. Meticulous.”

“So you keep your partner,” Farah says, her eyes still on me. “And I get a new one?”

The sentence sits in the air. Okonkwo shifts in his seat. He can feel the subtext even if he can’t map it. His eyes cut to the door, a reflex, then back.

“Miss Haddad,” he says, and the formality in his voice has softened into something approaching tact. “I want you to know that I take partnerships very seriously. Very seriously. I’ve worked with some of the finest operatives in North America, and I bring to this collaboration a skill set that I believe you will find, over time, quite—”

“Tell me about the vampire,” Farah says, cutting him off. She’s done processing. She’s back in cop mode, the walls up, the badge on even if it isn’t visible. “Hunter, tell Roland what happened.”

So I do. I give him the version I’ve rehearsed. Quinn Pawlak. Young, reckless, recently turned. She was using her position at a treatment center for sex offenders to select targets. Pulling their records, their addresses, their schedules. She killed at least two men and turned her own grandmother into an upper, which she kept in the house like a pet. I found her at her grandmother’s home, engaged her, and put the silver sword through her heart.

Okonkwo listens without interrupting. His hands are folded on the table, thumbs moving against each other in that slow metronome. His eyes never stop. They track the waitress as she passes. They check the door when it opens and a teenager walks in wearing headphones. They scan the parking lot through the window at regular intervals, as though the diner is a forward operating base and the parking lot is hostile territory.

“How many vampires were operating in Creeque?” he asks.

“Just Quinn.”

“Just one?”

“One.”

“The revenant activity in this area suggested at least two feeders,” he says. “Kosa mentioned three confirmed upior in two weeks. One vampire, even a heavy feeder, doesn’t generate that volume. Not typically. Not typically.” His eyes flick to the front door. Clear. Back to me.

“Quinn was atypical,” I say. “She was feeding every few days, leaving bodies wherever they dropped. She didn’t care about concealment. The grandmother accounts for one of the uppers. That wasn’t a standard feeding kill, that was personal.”

“Hold on,” Farah says.

I look at her. She’s looking at me with an expression I recognize from the other side of an interrogation. The cop face.

“You said Quinn was recently turned,” she says. Her voice is careful. Measured. The voice she uses when she’s building a case. “At the impound lot, when we were building the profile, you told me there had to be a sire. Someone turned Quinn. You were emphatic about it. You said the sire was the more dangerous target and that we should be following the connection upward, not outward.”

The booth gets smaller.

“So if Quinn is the only vampire,” Farah continues, “and Quinn is dead, who turned her?”

Okonkwo’s thumbs stop moving.

The question is a box with no clean exit. If Quinn was the sire, then she turned someone, and that someone is unaccounted for. If Quinn was the progeny, then her sire is still out there. Either way the math doesn’t zero out at one dead vampire equals zero remaining threats. The story I gave her to look in the wrong direction is now being turned around and pointed straight at the hole in my story.

“It’s possible Quinn was the sire,” I say. “We assumed she was younger because of her age, but that assumption could be wrong. Some vampires are turned later in life. Some are turned young. There’s no fixed rule.”

“So now she’s the sire,” Farah says. “Before, you said she was the avenging angel with someone above her pulling the strings. Now she’s the top of the food chain?”

“The profile you built fits Quinn perfectly. You said she was a young, white, female, intelligent with access to information through the treatment center. She was choosing targets based on their history. Everything you laid out, she checks every box. Quinn is the avenging angel from your theory.”

Farah doesn’t blink.

“We’re still one vampire short. If she’s the sire, she must have turned someone else.”

“Why?” I say.

“Because that’s what the level of feeding in the area suggests, right?”

“Correct,” Okonkwo says.

“Vampires don’t just make uppers. They make other vampires. That’s what you told me, Hunter. Your words.”

This is where it gets tight. I can feel Okonkwo watching me, his heavy-lidded eyes steady, his thumbs still. Grill hiss. A fork on a plate. The teenager’s headphones leaking tinny bass three booths away.

“It’s possible the progeny left the area,” I say. “Quinn was volatile. Reckless. If she turned someone and that person saw what she was becoming, the escalation, the grandmother, the killing for sport, they may have run. Not every sire-progeny relationship is stable. Some fall apart. The progeny breaks away, relocates, tries to survive on their own. It happens.”

I hear myself talking and I know how it sounds.

“That’s a significant amount of uncertainty,” Okonkwo says. His voice has dropped half a register. “For a man who previously reported that the threat was completely resolved. Completely.” His eyes check the door. Check the window. Come back to me and hold.

“I’d like to see the vampire’s body,” Okonkwo says. “For verification, naturally.”

“Farah can take you,” I say. “She handled the disposal.”

Farah nods without hesitating. The professional mask is seamless. “I can show you this afternoon. The location is remote. We’ll need to take my vehicle.”

Okonkwo studies her for a moment, then seems to arrive at a decision.

“Very well,” he says. “Shall we?” He stands, and the leather coat swings. He drops a ten-dollar bill on the table despite not having ordered anything, and extends his hand to me. I take it. “Hunter, enjoy your retirement.”

“Thank you, Roland.”

“A word of advice,” he says, not releasing my hand. His eyes cut to the window, then back. “Retirement doesn’t suit men like us. Be careful that you don’t find yourself with too little to do. Idle hands.” He releases my grip and gives a small, theatrical bow. “Miss Haddad, after you.”

Farah slides out of the booth, grabs her jacket, and turns to me. Okonkwo is already heading for the door, his coat billowing, his head turning to check the diner one final time.

For a moment it’s just the two of us. Through the diner noise I can hear her breathing, steady and controlled, the breathing of a woman who is holding something down by force.

“You should have told me,” she says. Quiet. Just for me.

“I know.”

“You should have told me, and you didn’t, and now I have to walk out of here with a stranger and show him the dead body I buried.”

“You’re going to be great at this,” I say. “You already are.”

Her expression shifts. Not softening. She looks at me, and for a second I can feel every road we’re not going to walk together.

“Don’t tell me I’m going to be great,” she says. “Tell me you’re sorry.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Are you coming to my family’s restaurant for dinner?” she asks.

“If the invitation still stands.”

She nods. Once. Then she turns and walks out the door, and I watch her cross the parking lot to where Okonkwo is standing beside her Civic, examining the vehicle with the critical eye of a man who expected something more substantial. Farah walks the way she always walks, straight-backed and deliberate, and even from here, even through the glass, even knowing what I’ve done, I can’t stop watching her. The swing of her hair against the leather jacket. The way the jeans ride on her hips. The way she carries herself like she’s already someone’s partner, because she is. Just not mine.

She opens her door. He opens his. They pull out.

I sit in the booth and let the silence settle.

The coffee has gone cold. I wrap my hands around the cup anyway. The waitress asks if I want a refill. I say no. I leave the ten that Roland put down and slide out of the booth.

The parking lot is empty now except for the van. The painted snake on the side panel grins at me, the way it always does. I don’t smile back.


19.

Dusk comes early in October. By the time the last light bleeds out of the sky above the pines, Madison is awake and the house is full of noise.

I’m standing in the front hall at the foot of the stairs in my usual uniform. Black jeans, black boots, white shirt with a black jacket. It’s what I wear. It’s what I’ve always worn. The only concession to the evening is that the white shirt has a collar and I tucked it in. Generally, an untucked shirt suits me better. Without the jacket, it would be too easy to clock the knife I have concealed just above my kidney.

Upstairs, the girls have been getting ready for the better part of an hour. I can hear the sounds through the ceiling. A hair dryer. Laughter. The clatter of something falling off a counter and Michie’s muffled curse. The bathroom door opens and closes, opens and closes. I’m not sure when I became the kind of man who waits at the foot of stairs for women to come down, but here I am, and I’m not unhappy about it.

Michie appears first. She descends carefully, one hand on the banister, and if you didn’t know about the ribs you’d think she was just taking her time. But I know, and I can see the way she distributes her weight on each step, favoring her left side, making it look like elegance rather than injury. Like a cat. Cats never let you see them limp. She’s wearing a short dress, black with a scoop neckline, and heels that add three inches. Her hair is slicked back and her makeup is heavier than usual, smoky eyes that make her look older and a little dangerous.

“Well?” she says, stopping on the third step from the bottom so we’re nearly eye to eye.

“You clean up nice,” I say.

“Nice?” she repeats. “All that work and all I get is nice?”

“If I hadn’t already betrayed the promise that I made to my dying promise to my best friend never to sleep with you, seeing you as you are now would make me break every vow I’ve ever made,” I tell her.

“Really?”

“Yes, now move along,” I say, waving her forward. “I’ve got another girlfriend who needs praise coming down the line.”

“Asshole!” she says, swatting my arm. But there’s a smile on her face as she says it. I don’t mind her hitting me, but seeing her wince makes me cringe inside.

“Take it easy,” I say. “You’re beautiful.”

Cassandra comes next. She’s wearing a dress I haven’t seen before, deep blue, fitted through the waist, something that looks simple but probably costs more than my van is worth. Her hair is up, showing the line of her neck, and she’s wearing a necklace, a thin gold chain that sits in the hollow of her throat. She looks beautiful and expensive; a woman who owns a big house on a hill and knows exactly what she’s worth.

“Wow,” I say, because sometimes the simplest reaction is the right one.

She smiles and takes my arm at the bottom of the stairs.

“There’s no way I’m the one turning your head,” she says with a little grin, “not when you have these two youthful beauties to look at.”

“You don’t believe that for one second,” I tell her.

“No,” she says, tilting her face to the side and staring up at me. “But tell me I’m wrong anyway.”

“You’re wrong,” I say, kissing her. “You’re incomparable.”

Madison appears last, and I’m not prepared.

She’s wearing pink. Not the funeral black, not the mourning dress that’s become her uniform. A soft, girlish pink that makes her look eighteen in a way I haven’t seen since, well, since I met her. The dress is fitted at the top and flares at the waist, something she sewed herself, and it transforms her. The pallor that looks ghostly in black looks porcelain in pink. Delicate. Human, or almost human.

Her white-blonde hair is braided and pinned, and she’s wearing a touch of color on her lips, a rose that picks up the shade of the dress. She descends the stairs with that fluid, noiseless grace, but in this color, in this light, it reads less like something uncanny and more like a girl on her way to a dance.

“What?” Madison says, pausing on the stairs to get my reaction. “Is it too much?”

“No, not at all,” I say.

“It’s perfect,” Cassandra says. “You look perfect.”

“Too perfect,” Michie says. “Spill something on your dress tonight so the rest of us mortals don’t have to compete with you.”

Madison smiles. A real one. The rare kind that reaches her eyes and makes her look like the girl in the yearbook photo, before Quinn, before the hunger, before she became what she is now.

“Photo,” Michie announces, pulling out her phone. “All of us. Deac, get over here.”

We cluster at the foot of the stairs. Cassandra and I stand in the middle, Madison on Cassandra’s side, Michie on mine. Michie extends her arm for the selfie, winces at the rib, switches arms, and takes the shot. Then she takes three more because the first one caught me mid-blink.

“Hot,” she says, examining the screen.

“We look like a family,” Cassandra says.

The word hangs in the air of the hallway, and nobody corrects it, and nobody qualifies it, and the house around us is warm and lit and ours. The heaviness that’s hung over everything since the night we moved in, the suspicion and the secrets, it feel like it’s finally lifted. Not permanently. Not completely. But for tonight, for right now, we’re good.

We take Cassandra’s car. She drives, which frees me to sit in the passenger seat and stare through the windshield at the dark road and worry about the collision that’s coming.

Farah knows about Michie. But Farah has no idea about the Redmayne women. She’s about to open the door of her father’s restaurant and find out that the man she has feelings for has brought his entire household to dinner, and the household is bigger and more complicated than anything she imagined.

“You’re quiet,” Cassandra says, glancing at me from behind the wheel.

“Thinking.”

“About?”

“The last time I had Lebanese,” I say.

Cassandra smiles. In the backseat, Michie and Madison are talking about something on Michie’s phone, their heads close together, and the sound of their voices is easy and warm. They look like sisters. The charge between them is still there if you know where to look, but it’s lighter now. More natural.

“So, how much does Farah know exactly?” Cassandra asks.

“She knows vampires are real,” I say softly. “And that Michie and I are retiring from slaying them for personal reasons.”

“You don’t think she might… pick up on anything, right?”

Farah’s smart enough to pick up on a lot of things. But guessing Madie is a vampire just from meeting her is something I couldn’t do, and I’ve got a lot more experience facing vampires.

“No,” I say. “We’re safe. She won’t be thinking about that tonight.”

Cassandra nods, eyes glued to the road.

“She’s leaving soon,” I say.

“Oh?”

“She’s going where the job takes her,” I say. “Just like we did.”

“Hmm.”

The Fig Tree sits on Pine Ridge Drive between a laundromat and a tax preparation office. The exterior is modest. Adobe-colored stucco, a green awning. We park and get out.

The evening air is cool, carrying the smell of cooking from inside. Garlic, olive oil, the char of lamb on a grill. Cassandra and I walk side by side. Michie and Madison follow, their arms linked, Michie leaning slightly into Madison in a way that could be affection or could be her ribs. Probably both.

Farah holds the door.

She’s changed since this afternoon. Out of the jeans and leather jacket, into a dress. Dark green, fitted, with a neckline that shows the line of her collarbones and the bronze warmth of her skin. Her hair is down and she’s wearing earrings, small gold hoops that catch the light. She’s wearing perfume. I can smell it from three feet away, something warm with sandalwood in it.

Her smile is ready. It’s been ready. She’s prepared for Michie, prepared for me, prepared for an evening of food and conversation in her father’s restaurant. What she’s not prepared for is the woman standing next to me in a blue dress and a gold necklace, or the girl behind her in pink.

I watch it land. Farah’s eyes move from me to Cassandra to Madison to Michie and back to Cassandra. The smile holds, because Farah is a professional and professionals don’t flinch, but I can see the work behind it.

“Farah,” I say. “This is Cassandra.”

I don’t add a label. I don’t say partner, or girlfriend, or the woman I’m living with. I just say the name and let the way Cassandra takes my arm do the talking.

Farah extends her hand.

“It’s wonderful to meet you,” Farah says. Her voice is warm. Professional. Controlled. There’s a microexpression, the briefest tightening around her eyes, and then it’s gone.

“Farah, hi!” Cassandra says, taking her hand. “We spoke on the phone before. My daughter’s car is still in your impound lot.”

“Oh!” Farah says, the connection suddenly crystalizing in her mind. “Yes, hi.”

“This is Madison,” Cassandra says, turning to draw her daughter forward. “My daughter.”

Madison extends her hand. Her bare skin is milk-white. The handshake is brief and Farah’s eyes move across Madison’s face, the pallor, the silver-blue eyes, the unnatural stillness.

“What a beautiful dress,” Farah says. “That color is wonderful on you.”

“Thank you,” Madison says. “I made it.”

“You made it?”

“I design and sew,” Madison says, with a small smile that I recognize as her social performance. It’s something she puts on like a coat when she needs to pass as a girl with nothing to hide. It’s good. It’s always been good. She’s giving Farah no reason to look more closely. Good girl.

“Is anyone else coming?” Farah asks me, her tone measured.

“Not that I know of,” I say, grinning sheepishly.

“I invited Roland,” she says.

Damn it. How could I have not considered she would do that? It’s fine. I wasn’t sure of what Madison was the first time I met her. He won’t be on guard tonight. What am I saying? The guy who watches the waitress fill the salt shakers won’t be looking out for vampires?

Michie takes Madison’s arm and steers her toward the back room.

“Come on,” Michie says. “You have to meet Rolly.”

The door to the back room slides open and we filter in, the girls at the head of the procession. Okonkwo stands when he sees them. He has not adjusted himself in any way since this morning, which somehow doesn’t surprise me. The leather coat swings. His eyes sweep the room once, check the front door, check the kitchen, and then settle on Michie with an expression that transforms his heavy, serious face into something almost boyish.

“Michelle LeMoyne,” he says. “I don’t believe it. I simply do not believe it.”

“Rolly!” Michie says, and she drops Madison’s arm long enough to step forward and accept the embrace he offers, which is careful and formal, his large hands patting her upper back the way you’d pat a colleague you haven’t seen in five years. Which is what she is.

“You’ve grown,” he says, holding her at arm’s length and studying her with undisguised appreciation. “The last time I saw you, you were practically a child. Now look at you. A woman. A genuine woman. Dr. Kosa mentioned that you and Hunter had become, shall we say, an item? How did that happen?”

“He had me chained up in a basement,” she says. “Agreeing to date him was the only way for me to see the sun again.”

“Ha!” Roland chuckles. “Keep fighting, ah?”

“This is Madison,” Michie says, extracting herself from his grip. “She’s Cassandra’s daughter.”

Okonkwo turns to Madison and the temperature in the room shifts by half a degree.

I watch it happen. His eyes move to her face and I can see the professional assessment begin, the same cataloging he performed in the diner this morning. The pallor. The stillness. The eyes that catch the light and throw it back with a faintly reflective quality that most people wouldn’t notice but that a man who has hunted vampires for two decades might clock if the angle was right.

“You look like you haven’t seen the sun in quite some time,” Roland says.

His own dark skin, the vitiligo patches mottled across his hands and neck, makes the contrast with her porcelain complexion stark, almost theatrical.

“I’ve got sensitive skin,” Madison says with her dreamy voice she uses to make herself appear unthreatening.

Okonkwo extends his hand. Madison takes it. And then, because Okonkwo is Okonkwo, he doesn’t shake it. He lifts it. My heart’s in my throat, worried he’ll feel the temperature of her skin is wrong.

He kisses her hand. Holds it for a beat. Releases it.

“Enchanted,” he says.

“Likewise,” Madison says.

The moment passes. Okonkwo shows no sign of alarm, no flicker of suspicion. Either Madison’s skin passed the test or Okonkwo’s gallantry overrode his instincts. I exhale a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

Farah’s father appears from the kitchen carrying a platter before we’ve even sat down. He’s a large man, not tall but wide, with forearms like a mason’s and a silver beard trimmed close to his jaw.

“Welcome!” he says, his voice booming in the small room. “You are my daughter’s friends. This makes you family.”

His smile fills his entire face and extends to the corners of his eyes, which are the same dark brown as Farah’s. He sets the platter down, hummus still warm and drizzled with olive oil and studded with whole chickpeas, and spreads his arms.

He shakes my hand with a grip that could crush walnuts. Then he turns to the women and his smile gets even wider.

“So many beautiful women,” he says, looking at me. Then, he turns to his daughter. “This is the man you’ve told me about? I think he’s already taken, no?”

“Baba!” Farah says, with a mortified expression that only parents can bring out in adult children.

“She works with many men,” he says. “Never one is special. And the one she bring to dinner, he bring the harem!”

We all force laughter with various degrees of success. I’m sure mine comes off the least convincing.

Farah seats us at the long table in the back room. White tablecloth, real silverware, cloth napkins folded into fans. A small vase of flowers in the center, red and yellow, something from a garden, not the florist. The table is set for seven, which means she’s adjusted the seated arrangements since I arrived with two more women than she was expecting.

Farah takes the head. Cassandra sits on her left, and I take the next seat down with an empty chair between me and the far end. Madison sits on Farah’s right, with Michie beside her. Okonkwo settles at the foot of the table, across from the empty seat, his leather coat draped over the back of his chair like a cape on a throne. His eyes scan the room once more, noting the kitchen entrance, the beaded curtain, the back door. I’d say he’s paranoid, but then it’s not like no one is out to get him.

Wine appears. A bottle of red that Farah’s father opens with practiced ease, pouring for everyone except Madison, who covers her glass with her hand and asks for water. Michie takes a generous pour. So does Cassandra. Okonkwo raises his glass, examines the wine like he’s inspecting evidence, and takes a sip that he holds in his mouth for three full seconds before swallowing.

“Good,” he pronounces, and Farah’s father, who has been hovering, looks like he wants to take the glass back.

The food starts arriving and doesn’t stop.

Kibbeh first, ground lamb and bulgur shaped into torpedoes and fried golden, alongside a bowl of tabbouleh so green it looks like it was grown this morning. Then fattoush salad with crispy pita and sumac. Then lamb kofta on skewers, charred at the edges, arranged around a mound of saffron rice. Warm bread that tears like cotton. A dish of green beans in tomato sauce that Farah’s father says is the simplest thing on the table and also the best. Each dish arrives with a small ceremony, a placement, a description, a gesture toward the ingredients, and each one is better than the last.

“Kibbeh nayyeh I would make,” he says, “but I don’t trust you Americans with raw meat.”

The table loosens. Wine helps. Michie is on her second glass before the kofta arrives, and her voice gets louder and her laughter comes easier and the careful way she’s been holding her ribs relaxes into something more natural. Cassandra drinks steadily, the way she does at home, one glass becoming two without anyone noticing the transition. Even Okonkwo’s loosening up by degrees, his sentences shortening, his eyes checking the exits less frequently.

I eat and I watch. It’s what I do. But tonight the surveillance isn’t professional. It’s personal. Every person at this table is carrying something they can’t say, and there are so many ways that a wrong word can derail things that I want to follow every exchange at once.

Farah is at the center of it. She’s seated between the two Redmaynes and she’s doing what she does best: asking questions.

“So, Cassandra,” Farah says, tearing a piece of bread and dipping it in hummus. “How long have you been in Creeque?”

“Almost four years,” Cassandra says. “We moved from Portland after Madie’s father passed.”

“I’m sorry,” Farah says. “That must have been difficult.”

“It was. But Creeque was good for us. Quieter. More space.”

“And how did you and Hunter meet?”

Cassandra glances at me. We’ve never rehearsed this, and I’m recognizing the gap in real time.

“We met at the grocery store,” she says. “He gave me advice about wine.”

“I gave my opinion, not advice,” I say. “I didn’t know pinot noir from merlot but pretended I did.”

Farah smiles. It doesn’t reach her eyes.

“And Michie?” Farah asks. “I actually don’t know how they met. Hunter referred to her as his associate when we met.”

“Which was when?” Cassandra asks.

Two can play this game. And very well.

“I pulled him over,” Farah says. “It was late and that van he was driving just seemed out of place.”

The van. Always that fucking thing.

“Wow,” Cassandra says. “I’ve never made a connection that way. Hunter must have made quite an impression.”

“He’s not easy to forget,” Farah says. “So, how did you meet Michie, Hunter?”

I’m chewing, which conveniently gives me a chance to swallow before giving my answer. It’s no help because even after my mouth is clear I don’t have any better answer.

“We have kind of a long history,” I say.

“Not high school sweethearts, though, right?” Farah says. “She’s half your age.”

There’s an edge in her voice and the wine can’t completely smooth it out.

“Deac was my dad’s best friend,” Michie says.

“So, you’re kind of like an uncle?” Farah asks.

“No.”

The word falls on the table and rolls before coming to a stop.

“And the three of you,” Farah says, gesturing with her bread. “You all live together now?”

“We do,” Cassandra says. “Hunter and I are together, and Michie is his partner too. It’s unconventional, but it works for us.”

Farah nods. She’s filing this. I can see her mapping our household in her mind, slotting each person into position. Hunter and Cassandra, the couple. Michie, the ambiguous third. Madison, the daughter.

“And Madison,” Farah says, turning to her right. “You’re living at home too, right?”

“Yes.”

“Still in high school?”

“No, I graduated in the spring.”

“Madie was accepted to Stanford,” Cassandra says.

“Oh?” Farah asks. “What happened?”

Madison takes a sip of water before answering. Calm, composed.

“I deferred,” she says. “I wasn’t ready.”

“Nothing wrong with taking time,” Farah says. “I took two years between high school and the police academy. Drove my father crazy.”

“She put me into the grave early,” Farah’s father calls from the kitchen.

“You’re still alive, Baba.”

“Barely!”

Madison laughs. It’s small and polite but it’s real enough to pass. Farah leans back in her chair and I can see her relaxing by a degree, allowing the evening to be what it appears to be. A dinner with friends. New acquaintances. Nice people.

But then she leans forward again.

“Isn’t it funny,” Farah says, and the shift in her posture is subtle enough that only I notice it. “Cassandra, when I called you about Madison’s car, neither of us knew the other one was connected to Hunter.”

The table doesn’t go completely silent, because Michie is telling Okonkwo something at the far end that involves hand gestures and the word “absolutely,” but the air between Farah and Cassandra changes.

“Isn’t it,” Cassandra says, and the two women hold each other’s gaze for a beat that has more in it than the words suggest.

I reach for my wine as the conversation shifts. Cassandra focused on her food and Farah turns to Madison. “So, you sew everything yourself?” Farah asks. “No patterns?”

“I draft my own patterns,” Madison says. “I’m interested in fashion design.”

I try not to watch too closely but I can’t help it. They’re sitting beside each other, close enough to touch, and Farah has turned her body slightly to face Madison, which is the posture of someone who is genuinely interested in what the other person is saying. Or the posture of someone who is conducting a very gentle interview.

“Have you ever thought about modeling?”

“Not seriously,” Madison says. “Not as a career.”

“Why not?” Farah asks. “You have the figure for it.”

“But not the right temperament,” Madison says softly, absorbing the compliment without acknowledging it.

Farah nods. She doesn’t push. That’s the skill of it, the thing that makes her better at this than most cops. She asks a question, listens to the answer, and waits. The silence does the work. Most people can’t stand silence and rush to fill it. Madison can.

Farah’s father brings out baklava and a pot of coffee so thick and dark it could strip paint. The coffee goes around. Michie takes a sip and makes a face.

“Jesus,” she says. “That’s not coffee. That’s punishment.”

“It is how coffee is meant to be,” Okonkwo says, draining his cup in one pull. “Powerful. Uncompromising. This is very fine coffee. Very fine.”

Farah stares at the tablecloth. I look at her and it hits me. She would never make the compromise I’ve made with the girl sitting at her left.

Madison reaches for a piece of baklava. She picks it up, turns it over, examines the layers of phyllo and pistachio and honey. Then she sets it down without eating. The gesture is small, but Farah notices. Of course she notices.

“Not hungry?” Farah asks, her voice gentle.

Madison looks up. For a fraction of a second the mask slips again, and then it’s back.

“I’m sorry,” Madison says. “I know it’s rude to come to dinner uninvited and then not eat anything.”

“Are you feeling alright?” Farah asks.

“I have problems,” Madison says. “With food.”

The lie is so clean it’s almost true. Because in a sense, it is true. Madison has an eating disorder, just not the kind Farah’s imagining. She can’t eat this food. She can’t eat any food. The only thing her body accepts comes from a human vein.

“Take your time,” she says. “There’s no pressure here.”

Farah’s expression softens into something that I can only call compassion. Pure, uncalculated. The response of a woman who sees suffering and wants to help.

Cassandra sees it. I see her see it. The slight widening of her eyes, the almost imperceptible nod, as if something she suspected has been quietly confirmed. She doesn’t comment. She turns to Farah and asks about the baklava recipe, and the conversation flows on.

The evening winds down. Dishes are cleared. Farah’s father reappears with a box of leftovers that he insists we take.

“You come back,” he tells Madison, his hands on her shoulders. “I make you something you can eat. I promise.”

Madison’s eyes glisten. She nods.

We file into the parking lot. The night is cold and clear, stars visible above the pines. Okonkwo heads to his own vehicle, a rental sedan that looks a hell of a lot less badass next to his wardrobe, and raises a hand in farewell.

“Goodnight, Roland,” Farah says.

He gets in, checks his mirrors, checks them again, and pulls out. The taillights disappear down Pine Ridge Drive.

Cassandra takes Michie’s arm and steers her toward the car. Madison follows. I hang back.

“I’ll be right there,” I tell Cassandra.

She looks at me, then at Farah standing in the doorway. She nods. The three of them walk to the Subaru and I turn back to the restaurant.

Farah is leaning against the doorframe. The warm light from inside silhouettes her, the green dress, the dark curls against her shoulders.

We’re alone for the first time since this morning.
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Farah watches me approach. The smile from dinner is gone, replaced with curiosity and everything that’s between us.

“Your family is waiting,” she says.

She uses the word without irony, without edge, but it sits between us differently than it did when Michie said it in front of the stairs two hours ago. From Farah, the word sounds like a closed door.

“They can wait a minute,” I say.

I lean against the wall beside her, close enough to smell the sandalwood. From this close, I notice the small crease between her brows that appears when she’s thinking about something she isn’t sure she’ll say.

Neither of us speaks for a while.

“She’s lovely,” Farah says.

“Which one?”

I’m genuinely not sure.

“Cassandra. She’s warm. She’s generous. So generous she says she wants you to have everything you want, except she actually means it.”

“She’s pretty unbelievable.”

“And Michie,” Farah says. “She’s my dad’s new favorite. She ate enough for four people.”

Farah uncrosses her arms. She turns to face me and there’s a searching expression in her eyes.

“I understand now,” she says, “why you’re staying.”

I nod. There’s nothing to add that the evening hasn’t already said. I brought them here. All three of them. Cassandra, Michie, Madison. I put them at Farah’s table and let the picture speak for itself. It wasn’t kind, exactly. But it was honest, and sometimes honesty is the kindest thing available.

“I owe you an apology,” I say. “For how today went. This morning, at the diner. You deserved better than that.”

“You already apologized.”

“I mean a real one. Not the one I gave you with Okonkwo ten feet away. You deserved to hear it from me, in private, before any of it happened. I should have told you everything before you showed up at the diner and learned your life was going to change.”

“Why didn’t you?”

Because I was in bed with Cassandra. Because her nails were on my chest and her voice was in my ear and the last thing I wanted to do was pick up a phone and break something. Because I’m a coward about certain things, and this is one of them.

“I didn’t have the words,” I say.

She nods. She doesn’t press it. There’s something generous in that. She could push and it would be justified, but she lets it go, the way she’s going to have to let a lot of things go in the days and months ahead.

“What are you going to tell your father?” I ask.

“I’ve already told him,” she says. “Not the details, obviously. I said I’ve been recruited for classified work. Government adjacent. I can’t say more, and he can’t ask.”

“And he accepted that?”

“He was a young man in Lebanon in the '80s,” Farah says. “He understands that there are things people do that can’t be spoken about. He didn’t like it, but he accepted it.”

I nod. She tries on a small smile.

“Do I have to disappear?” she asks. “Completely? Is that how this works?”

“There’s no slayer’s code,” I say. “No handbook. No regulations. It’s not a fraternity and there’s no oath. How you handle your personal life, your relationships, your ties to home, that’s your decision.”

“So, I can come back?”

“You can come back whenever you want. The question is how much risk you’re comfortable with. Anyone who knows what you do can be leveraged against you. The more people you care about, the more ways you can be hurt. You have to decide for yourself your own appetite for risk.”

“You seem to have quite the appetite,” she says.

I look at her.

“For risk,” she adds. “And other things, given what you’ve got waiting in that car.”

She holds my gaze a beat too long, and the second meaning sits there between us, visible and unacknowledged. I smile and let it go. Some doors you don’t open even to close them properly.

“Okonkwo will be a good partner,” I say, steering us onto safer ground. “He’s thorough. He’s experienced. And underneath all the theater, I think he’s solid.”

“I’d rather you were my partner.”

The words are simple and direct and they hit me harder than I expected. I look at the ground. A crack in the sidewalk, running from the restaurant wall to the curb. I trace it with my eyes because it’s easier than looking at her face.

“If you didn’t already have so many partners,” she says, “maybe you could have been.”

That crack on the sidewalk still has my eyes glued to it, because it’s easier than meeting the pair of eyes in front of me.

“Farah,” I say. “You’re too smart to be anyone’s partner forever. A man at your side would just slow you down.”

I mean it as a compliment. I mean it as the truest thing I can say about her without saying the other thing. She’s going to outgrow anyone who tries to keep pace with her. I include myself in that assessment. But I watch the words land and I see what they do to her face, the way they arrive as something intended to lift and strike instead as something that smoothers.

When she speaks again, her voice has changed. Harder. Resolved.

“How can you just walk away?” she says. “You know what’s out there. You’ve seen it. You’ve spent your entire adult life doing something that saves lives. People are alive right now because of what you do. How can you just stop?”

“Farah—”

“If everyone walked away when they wanted other things, who would be left to fight?”

I reach behind my back. My fingers find the grip of the knife where it sits in the sheath attached to my belt. The leather is worn smooth where my hand has found it a thousand times in the dark, and the silver is dark with age but still sharp enough to open a vein with one motion.

I draw it and hold it out to her. Handle first.

Farah looks at the blade. Then at me.

“It’s time for you to take this,” I say.

“Hunter—”

“I’ve trusted my life to this blade,” I say. “Now I trust it with something more precious. It’s yours now.”

She reaches out. Her fingers close around the grip. The balance, the heft, the particular density of silver that tells your body this is something made for killing. Her hand is steady. Her eyes are not.

“But someday,” I say, “if you want to set it down again, do it knowing that you’ve already given all you need to give. No matter how much you love this job, Farah, it will never love you back. All it can deliver you is another monster. And if there comes a time when you want something that loves you back, don’t let make you feel like you owe them more than you’ve already paid.”

She holds the knife in her hand. The silver catches the light as she turns it in her hand. She’s not so much looking at the silver as looking through it, as if the reflection is a mirror she can peer into.

“Do you have a sheath for this?” she asks .

I look down at my belt.

“I do,” I say. “But I’d have to unbuckle my pants to get it off.”

She looks at me. Doesn’t say anything, doesn’t look away. Her eyes stay on mine with an expression that says, very clearly, without a single word: that would be alright.

I hold her gaze for a long moment. Her dark eyes are steady, her lips slightly parted. Then I clear my throat and unbuckle my belt. The leather slides free of the loops and I work the sheath off the back of the strap, keeping my pants from falling with one hand while I thread the belt back through with the other. It’s not graceful. It’s the opposite of graceful.

I get the belt buckled and the zipper confirmed right as the kitchen door swings open and Farah’s father steps out with a garbage bag in each hand. Farah conceals the knife in her hand so fluidly it looks practiced. Her father glances at us, sees nothing worth commenting on, and hauls the bags out through the back entrance.

Farah slides the knife into the sheath and tucks both into her jacket. The motion has a finality to it that we both feel.

She turns to face me.

“Is it worth it?” she asks. “Is she worth it?”

The question hits me with a force I wasn’t expecting. She’s searching my face. She’s asking whether the thing she lost to was worth losing to.

“Yes,” I say.

The word fights its way out of my throat.

“Yes,” I say again. “It’s worth it.”

Farah nods. Her jaw is tight and her eyes are bright and she doesn’t look away from me and she doesn’t cry. She takes it without flinching. Her jaw tightens and her nostrils flare, but she doesn’t look away.

“Then it’s what you have to do,” she says.

I can hear the effort in those words. The discipline it takes to say them and mean them, or to at least make them sound meant.

“Thank you,” I say.

“Goodnight, Hunter.”

“Goodnight, Farah.”

Neither of us says what this might have been. We just say goodnight, the way people say goodnight when they’re standing close enough to touch and choosing not to.

She goes inside. The door closes.

I walk across the parking lot to the Subaru. Through the windshield I can see Cassandra in the driver’s seat.

I get in.

“Everything okay?” Cassandra asks.

“Everything’s good,” I say.

She puts the car in reverse and we pull out of the lot. The Fig Tree recedes in the side mirror, its green awning and warm windows growing smaller until the road curves and it’s gone.

The house feels warm when we arrive home. Cassandra turns on the lights and Michie kicks off her heels at the door and pads barefoot into the kitchen to put the leftovers away. The box of food from Farah’s father fills the kitchen with the smell of lamb and garlic and cardamom, and for a moment the house smells like the restaurant.

Madison goes upstairs. Her room, her curtains, her silence. The pink dress disappears up the staircase and the door closes softly behind her. I take off my boots and leave them by the entrance before following Cassandra and Michie into the kitchen.

I take out my phone and connect it to the speaker on the kitchen counter. It takes me a minute to find what I want. Then the opening bars fill the room and Willie Bobo’s “A Koko” starts to groove.

Cassandra looks up from where she’s hanging her jacket on the back of a chair. She crosses the counter to me and I take her hand and pull her close. She laughs, surprised, as I put one hand on the small of her back and lead her in something that’s not quite a dance and not quite a sway, somewhere in between, the two of us turning slowly in the kitchen with the congas in our ears and the wine still warm in our blood.

“You’re full of surprises,” she says, her cheek against mine.

“Not that many.”

“More than you think.”

The song changes. Something slower. Cassandra lets me lead, and I feel the trust in it, her body relaxing against mine, her hand loose in my grip. She smells like the wine and the perfume she put on tonight and underneath both, the vanilla body wash that I’ve come to associate with home.

Michie appears from the kitchen with a glass of water and stops.

“Oh,” she says. “We’re dancing?”

“We are,” Cassandra says, lifting her head from my shoulder.

“Can I cut in?”

Cassandra releases me with a graceful step back and a small bow, and Michie takes her place. She’s shorter and has to hang her arms around my neck. She winces and adjusts, finding the position that doesn’t compress her ribs. We sway. Her head barely reaches my chin.

The music plays and for twenty minutes nobody says anything important and nothing needs to be said.

Michie yawns first. The wine and the food and the ribs conspire against her and by eleven she’s kissing Cassandra on the cheek and squeezing my arm and padding down the hall to her room. The door closes. The house gets quieter.

Cassandra and I take the last of the wine to the living room. She curls against me on the couch, her shoes off, her feet tucked underneath her, the blue dress bunching at her knees. I put my arm around her and she leans against my side.

“Good night?” I ask.

“Wonderful night,” she says. “The food was incredible. Farah’s father is a force of nature.”

“He is.”

Her finger traces a line along my forearm.

“Farah is beautiful,” she says.

It’s not a question. It’s not an accusation. It’s just an observation, offered the way Cassandra offers everything, calmly and with the understanding that she already knows the answer and is giving me the opportunity to be honest about it.

“She is,” I say.

“And she cares about you.”

“We’ve been through a lot together. A short time, but intense.”

Cassandra nods. She doesn’t push. She trusts me. The simplicity of that trust makes my chest ache.

“I’m glad you brought us tonight,” she says. “It was good to meet the people in your other life. Even if that life is ending.”

“It’s ended,” I say. “This is my only life now.”

She tilts her face up and I kiss her. She tastes like wine and a coffee. We stay like that for a while, her body warm against mine. The music’s off. It’s quite now.

Around eleven-thirty, Cassandra goes upstairs. I walk her to the landing and she kisses me again at the top of the stairs, her hand on my jaw, her eyes soft and heavy with wine and sleep.

“You tired?” she asks.

“Not yet.”

“Don’t stay up too late.”

“I’m right behind you.”

She disappears into the bedroom. I go back downstairs. The wine is warm and steady in my blood, not buzzing anymore but not gone either, and my mind is turning over the evening and all the choices I can’t take back.

The kitchen is clean. I pour myself a glass of water and lean against the island in the near dark, listening to the house settle.

The door to the garage opens and closes. I hear soft footsteps. Madison comes through into the kitchen holding an empty blood bag, the plastic folded neatly in her hand. She’s changed out of the pink dress and into a black t-shirt and shorts, her hair loose, her feet bare. She drops the bag in the trash and rinses her hands at the sink.

“Good dinner,” she says, not turning around.

“You didn’t eat.”

“I ate,” she says. “Just not at the table.”

She dries her hands and leans against the counter across from me. The kitchen is lit only by the light above the stove, and in the dim amber glow she looks almost warm. Almost ordinary. A girl in a t-shirt getting a late-night snack, except the snack came in a medical-grade pouch.

“Farah noticed,” I say.

“That I wasn’t eating? Everyone noticed.”

“The eating disorder line was smart.”

“It wasn’t a line,” Madison says. “It’s the truth, just translated.”

I nod. She’s right. The best lies are the ones built on top of something real.

“She’s sharp,” Madison says. “Farah.”

“She is.”

“She watches people the way you do. Cataloging. She was doing it all night.”

“She’s a cop. It’s what they do.”

“It’s what you do,” Madison says. “And you’re not a cop.”

She holds my gaze for a moment. Then she pushes off the counter and pads toward the stairs.

“Goodnight, Hunter.”

“Goodnight, Madie.”

She goes up. I stay in the kitchen, alone with the stove light and the water glass and the sounds of a house full of sleeping women. I turn off the speaker. I rinse my glass and set it in the rack. I stand at the kitchen window and look out at the dark pines and the sky full of stars and I think about the knife I gave away tonight. Farah. Cassandra asleep upstairs. Michie down the hall. Madison, who just went up the stairs with blood on her lips that she rinsed away like toothpaste.

Four women. All of them mine, in different ways, for different reasons, and none of them fully known to any of the others. I’m the only one who sees all of it. Each of them knows a version of me, and none of the versions match.

I turn off the stove light. I head for the stairs.

Madison is standing at the bottom of them.

Her expression is taut, alert. She’s heard something the rest of us can’t.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Farah is here.”

I stare at her.

“What do you mean she’s here?”

“She’s outside. On the roundabout. She’s standing next to her car.”

The house is silent. No engine sound, no tires on gravel. Nothing. But Madison hears what I can’t. She heard the car on the long driveway. She heard the engine cut. She heard a door open and close and footsteps on gravel, and she heard all of it from behind a closed door on the second floor with blackout curtains drawn.

“How long has she been there?” I ask.

“A few minutes. She’s waiting for someone to come out.”

I look at the stairs. Cassandra is up there, asleep. Michie is down the hall.

“Wake them up,” I say. “Both of them. Tell them to stay inside.”

Madison nods. She moves up the stairs without a sound, and I watch her disappear into the dark of the second-floor hallway.

I go to the front door and open it. The night air hits my face, cold and sharp, and the roundabout driveway stretches in front of me, lit by the porch light and the faint glow of stars.

Farah’s Civic is parked on the gravel. Headlights off. Engine off. And Farah is standing beside the driver’s door with her arms at her sides, her dark hair loose around her face, her body very still. The green dress catches the wind and presses against her legs.

It fits her like it was cut for her body, and in the porch light the fabric looks almost black, showing the shape of her waist and the swell of her hips. And on her belt, catching the faint glow from the porch light, is a pistol and the knife. My knife. The leather sheath I unbuckled my pants to give her two hours ago.

She’s not wearing the expression of a woman who came to say something she forgot. She’s wearing the flat, controlled composure of a person who’s already made a decision and is waiting for the other side to catch up.

I step off the porch and walk toward her across the gravel. The stones crunch under my boots. She watches me come.
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“Farah,” I say. “What are you doing here?”

“Don’t ask,” she says. “You already know.”

The words hit me with the force with which they were thrown. The warmth from the restaurant, the confidences between us, all of it gone. It’s not Farah standing in front of me. It’s Deputy Haddad.

“After you left,” she says, “I helped my father clean up. I washed the dishes. I put the chairs on the tables. And the whole time I was thinking about Madison. How she moved. How she didn’t eat. Her skin was so pale.”

My stomach drops.

“I drove to the station,” she continues. “I pulled Madison Redmayne’s phone records. She called Clayton Hatch three times the night he died.”

I don’t respond. There’s nothing to say that wouldn’t be a lie, and the time for lies ended when she pulled into my driveway.

“She’s a vampire,” Farah says. “She’s been one the whole time. And you’ve been protecting her.”

“Farah—she’s not what you think.”

“She’s exactly what I think. She’s a vampire, Hunter. And the whole time, you knew.”

If she were yelling I could handle it. But she’s not yelling. Her voice is steady and quiet and the steadiness is what guts me.

“I made a promise to her mother that I would protect her.”

“A promise?” Farah says. “You made a promise to protect a vampire?”

“You don’t know her,” I say.

“I know what she is.”

“What she is isn’t all she is,” I say.

Farah stares at me. The porch light catches the gold hoops in her ears and the silver handle of the knife on her belt, my knife, the one I carried for years and gave to her because I believed she would carry it better than I did. I was right about that. She will.

“Hunter,” Farah says, and her voice drops. She steps closer and I can see her eyes glistening in the porch light. “Please. Listen to me. You taught me what it means to do this work. You gave me that knife and told me the job matters even when it costs you everything. And now you’re standing here telling me that all of that, everything you believed, it just stops? Because of one girl?”

“Because of this girl. Yes.”

“Then you know what I have to do.”

“Farah, don’t. Please don’t.”

“She’s a vampire and a killer. She has to die. That’s the work.”

“I’m asking you not to do this,” I tell her. “Farah, I’m begging you.”

Glass shatters inside the house. Fuck!

The sound comes from the back. The sundeck, the sliding glass door. A crash that shakes the floor, followed by Michie’s voice, sharp and high, shouting something I can’t make out.

Farah was the distraction.

I’m running before I’ve finished turning. Through the front door, through the foyer, into the kitchen. The sliding glass door is destroyed. Shards across the tile, the frame twisted, the curtain torn from its rod and puddled on the floor. Cold night air pours through the opening.

Okonkwo is in the kitchen.

He climbed the stairs of the sundeck while Farah held me in the driveway. The leather coat is gone. The dark glasses are gone. The theatrical self-seriousness that made him look like a character from a movie is gone. What’s left is a man built like a fireplace who knows how to move through an enclosed space. He’s wearing a black tactical vest, and in his right hand he’s carrying a silver blade, short and heavy, with a wide curved edge designed for close-quarters work. A weapon that doesn’t need precision. It just needs contact.

Cassandra is against the far counter in her robe, frozen, her hands gripping the edge behind her. Her face is white.

Michie is between Okonkwo and me. She’s grabbed a kitchen knife from the block on the counter, holding it in her good hand, her other arm pressed against her ribs. She’s barefoot, in the shorts and tank top she sleeps in, and she’s positioned herself between the slayer and the stairs. Between Okonkwo and Madison.

“Rolly,” she says. Her voice is steady but there’s a tremor underneath it, the vibration of a body that is running on adrenaline and the knowledge that the knife in her hand is stainless steel and useless against a man in a tactical vest. “Don’t do this.”

Okonkwo doesn’t answer. He doesn’t look at her. He rushes forward.

Michie doesn’t flinch. She drops her weight low, blade up, putting herself in his path, and she’s fast, she’s always been fast, but Okonkwo has sixty pounds on her and the momentum of a man who has already decided. He catches her wrist as she swings, twists, and the kitchen knife spins out of her grip and skitters across the tile. His elbow catches her in the sternum and she folds, gasping, her cracked ribs screaming. She hits the counter and slides to the floor.

I hit him from behind.

My shoulder drives into the small of his back and we crash through the kitchen. His body slams into the island and I hear the air go out of him, but the silver blade is still in his hand and he’s already turning. He swings. The curved edge passes an inch from my face, close enough that I feel the displaced air on my cheek. I throw myself sideways and my hand closes on the first thing it finds on the counter. Cassandra’s cast-iron skillet, cold and heavy.

I bring it up as Okonkwo closes the distance and his blade hits the pan with a clang like a bell. The impact vibrates through my arm and into my shoulder and the pain from the cinder block three days ago flares white. He swings again. I block. The clang reverberates off the tile and the cabinets and the broken glass. He’s fast. Faster than he looked in the diner. The softness around his middle was camouflage. Men who were once hard don’t lose it. They just pad over it.

He drives me backward. A blow to my forearm that numbs my hand. A kick to my knee that buckles my leg. I swing the skillet at his head and he ducks under it and comes up inside my guard, the blade driving toward my stomach. I twist. The silver catches the edge of my shirt and opens a line of fire across my ribs. Not deep. Deep enough.

I bring the skillet down on his blade hand. The impact is brutal, bone on iron, and his fingers spasm. The silver weapon clatters to the floor.

His fist catches me on the jaw and the kitchen tilts. The skillet falls from my hand. I hit him back. My knuckle connects with his cheekbone and his head snaps sideways and then we’re in it, no weapons, no technique. He drives his fist into my ribs where the cut is and the pain whites out my vision. I elbow him in the throat. He staggers. I grab him by the vest and slam him into the refrigerator. The magnets and photographs scatter across the floor.

He headbutts me. Stars. My grip loosens and he shoves me backward into the island. My spine hits the edge and I slide, my legs going, and he’s on me. His knee on my chest, his hand on my throat, and the weight of him pins me to the tile. His face is six inches from mine. Blood from a cut above his eye runs into the vitiligo patches on his neck. His breathing is ragged but his eyes are calm. Professional. He’s done this before. Finished operations that went sideways.

I claw at his wrist. The pressure on my throat increases. Stars at the edges. The world narrows.

Michie hits him across the back with the skillet.

The sound is different from the blade. Duller. Heavier. The impact drives him forward and his grip on my throat loosens for a fraction of a second and I suck in air. He spins, backhanding Michie across the kitchen. She crashes into the dining chairs, arms wrapped around her ribs, the skillet clanging away across the tile. She doesn’t get up.

But the second was enough. I roll sideways, gasping, trying to get my legs under me. Okonkwo turns back to finish it.

“Stop!”

Farah’s voice. From the doorway.

She’s standing at the entrance to the kitchen, framed by the foyer light. Her service weapon is drawn, held in a two-handed grip. The stance is textbook. Feet shoulder-width, elbows bent, eyes on the room. The gun moves between me on the floor and Michie against the overturned chairs.

“Both of you,” she says. “Stop. Now.”

The kitchen goes still. Okonkwo straightens, breathing hard, blood running from the cut above his eye. I’m on my hands and knees on the tile, my throat on fire, my ribs screaming. Michie is crumpled against the chairs, conscious but not moving. Cassandra hasn’t moved from the counter. Her hand is over her mouth and her eyes are enormous.

“Where is she?” Farah says.

I don’t answer.

I don’t have to.

I see Madison before Farah does.

She’s behind Farah. She’s come from the hallway, from above, from the stairs, and she’s moved with the silent, liquid speed that still shocks me every time I see a vampire in full motion. No footsteps. No sound. No displacement of air. Just a girl appearing where a second ago there was nothing, the way a shadow appears when the light shifts.

Her pale blue eyes are fixed on the back of Farah’s neck.

“Madison,” I say.

It’s not a word. It’s everything. A warning, a plea, a name, a prayer.

“Madie, don’t!”

She doesn’t stop.

Her arms come around Farah from behind. One across the chest, pressing Farah’s breasts flat, one at the jaw, tilting Farah’s head sideways to expose the brown skin of her throat with a precision that says she’s done this before, that the body remembers what the conscience tried to forget. Farah’s gun hand drops and the weapon clatters to the tile.

Madison’s mouth finds Farah’s neck.

The sound is small. A puncture. A gasp.

Farah’s eyes go wide. They find mine across the wrecked kitchen, across the broken glass and the overturned chairs and the blood on the tile. The expression on her face isn’t shock. It isn’t fear.

It’s recognition.

She knew this was possible. She came to this house knowing what lived inside it, knowing what it could do, and she came anyway.

Farah’s knees buckle. Madison holds her, gently, almost tenderly, lowering her the way you’d lower someone into water. They sink together, the deputy and the vampire, until Farah is on the kitchen floor and Madison is cradling her head and the blood is running in a thin dark line from the wound on Farah’s neck into the collar of her dress.

Okonkwo lunges for the gun on the tile. I see it happen from the floor, three feet away, six feet from the weapon. He pushes off the counter, his wounded body surging on adrenaline and professional reflex.

I throw myself at him. My arms close around his waist and we hit the tile together, sliding through the broken glass, and the gun is between us, just out of reach. He claws forward. I drag him back. He drives his elbow into my jaw and the kitchen tilts again. I hold on. He kicks, trying to break free, and his boot catches the tile and he surges forward and his fingers close on the barrel.

Michie comes from the side. She’s on her feet, barely, one arm clutched to her ribs, and she kicks the gun away from Okonkwo’s hand. It spins across the tile. She drops and grabs it. Her hand is shaking but she wraps both hands around the grip and trains it on Okonkwo, who is still tangled with me on the floor.

“Don’t move,” she says. Her voice is raw. “Rolly. Don’t.”

Okonkwo goes still. His hands come up, palms open. The gesture of a man who knows what a gun looks like from the wrong end. His eyes are on Michie and his breathing is ragged and for one second I think it’s over.

His leg sweeps out. The heel of his boot catches Michie behind the ankle and she goes down hard, the gun flying from her hands as her body hits the tile and her cracked ribs take the impact and the sound she makes is a sound I never want to hear again.

“Aaaaaagghaaa!”

The gun hits the floor and slides.

We both lunge. His hand and mine reach the weapon at the same time. Our fingers tangle on the grip. He’s stronger in the hands, even now, even bleeding, even with a skillet’s worth of bruising across his back, and he wrenches the weapon sideways. I twist my wrist and feel the muzzle swing. Not away from him. Toward him. His eyes register the change. He tries to wrench it back.

But I’m bigger. And I made a promise.

Bang!

The sound in the enclosed kitchen is catastrophic. A concussive blast that rings through the tile and the bones of every person in the room.

Cassandra screams.

Okonkwo’s body slumps sideways, the tactical vest riding up, the vitiligo patches on his neck disappearing under the blood.

I push his body off me and try to stand. My legs don’t work on the first attempt. On the second I get upright, stumbling, catching myself on the island. The kitchen is ringing. Everything is ringing. The gun is in my hand and my hand is shaking and I can’t make it stop.

What’s left of Okonkwo’s face is not something I can look at. The round entered below his chin and exited through the top of his skull and the wall behind him is painted with what was inside it. His hands fall open. His eyes are gone.

Madison releases Farah. She lowers her gently to the tile, Farah’s head resting on the floor, the blood still running from the wound on her neck. Farah’s eyes are closed. Her chest is rising and falling, but slowly, too slowly, the breathing of a body that’s beginning a process nobody in this room can stop.

Michie is on the floor near the overturned chairs, conscious, her arms wrapped around her ribs, her face twisted with pain. Cassandra is against the far counter, both hands over her mouth, tears running silently down her face. Madison is kneeling beside Farah, her pale hands stained dark, her expression unreadable.

This is my family. This is what I chose. This is what it cost.
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Matty Navarro’s California dream feels like it’s slipping through his fingers. A fraudulent medical claim by his shady ex-boss is bleeding him dry with legal fees. His hard-won freedom—and the nest egg that secures it—could vanish if he loses the case. Worse, the dream he shares with four remarkable women is on the skids.

Collision Course is their passion project, a film about unconventional romance that could turn heads in Hollywood and launch all their futures. But indie movies don’t fund themselves, and surviving the industry grind means playing a game where every open door hides a slippery character on the other side. Still, every woman in Matty’s life is all-in, ready to bring her own special talents to make the dream real.

And then there’s Eliza, the screenwriter. She's got that wholesome, earth-goddess thing going on. Everything about her screams natural beauty with serious curves. The bare feet just add to that "come as you are" vibe— and make you want to do exactly that.

Eliza’s got a vision, a few secrets she isn’t telling, and a twin sister with a radically different style and an agenda of her own. Matty’s not sure how or whether either of these unique women fit into his future, but his squad of ladies is more than happy to let him follow his heart and find out.

Collision Course 4 is a cozy haremlit series for men who want slice-of-life warmth, low drama, cozy vibes and women worth chasing dreams with.

Collision Course 5

Matty Navarro’s dream project is finally coming together—and threatening to come apart at the seams.

With the cameras rolling and his girlfriends by his side, Matty has poured everything he has into Collision Course, the sensual, boundary-breaking indie film that’s going to prove to the world they can make art on their own terms.

But when real passions spill over on set and Jordan’s pregnancy brings unexpected stakes, Matty finds himself pulled between two worlds—the family he’s building, and the film that might make or break them all.

Soli, his fierce first love, burns bright in front of the camera. Roxy, the green-eyed wild card, pushes every scene and every boundary. Natalie, the cerebral producer, is fighting to keep the project from imploding. And Eliza, the red-haired goddess directing it all, is trying to turn scandal into something transcendent. Add to the mix Sasha Vega, a former adult film star who might hold the answers to all their dreams, and you’ve got one hell of a pile-up.

But as lines blur between performance and passion, and every choice carries a price, Matty has to ask himself:

Can a story this steamy ever be taken seriously? And when the project wraps— or gets shut down, what will they be left with?

A cozy, sweet, slice-of-life romantic fantasy for men—and a heartfelt finale to a series about a love that gets stronger as it grows.
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