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1.

The smell of blood never stops reminding me of pennies. I don’t know why. I’ve never found myself covered head to toe in pennies, or had it soak through my clothes, or had to pour bleach around to remove any trace of pennies from a scene. A handful of wet change should make me think of blood, not the other way around. But, as I stand over the ruined remains of Okonkwo’s skull, the splatter pattern like a Jackson Pollock painting, all I can think of is Abraham Lincoln. For about half a second. Then, I focus on the women in front of me and how much they need me.

I set the gun I’m holding on the counter. Clank! Cassandra flinches. She’s pressed against the far counter with both hands over her mouth, tears running down her face, her robe hanging open over her nightgown. Her bare feet are on a floor covered in broken glass and she doesn’t seem to know it. She hasn’t moved since the shot.

Michie is on the floor to my side, arms wrapped around her ribs, face twisted up. She’s conscious but not moving much. Her tank top is ripped at one shoulder, showing the strap of her bra and the bruised skin beneath it. The cracked ribs from Quinn’s house just took another hit when Okonkwo swept her legs out and she went down hard on the tile.

Madison is kneeling beside Farah. Farah’s eyes are closed. There’s blood running from the wound on her neck into the collar of her green dress, the fabric darkening where it soaks through. Her chest is rising and falling beneath the dress, but slow. Too slow. Even like this, even bleeding on the tile, she’s beautiful in a way that makes the horror of it worse.

I have to comfort all of them, and I’m still in shock myself. I try to decide which way my attention should turn but my brain still isn’t working right.

Michie. Her first.

I step around the overturned chairs and offer my arm. She grabs with a grip strong enough that it’s like she wants the pain from her ribs to jump from her body into mine. At least that’s what it feels like. She groans, not loud but with real pain, as I pull her into a sitting position.

She gets herself upright against the overturned chairs, gritting her teeth the whole way. One side of her face is swelling where Okonkwo backhanded her across the kitchen. Her tank top is ripped at the shoulder.

“You okay?” I ask.

She nods, and even though I know she isn’t, I have to move on.

“Cassandra?”

Her eyes don’t move, still fixed on some distant point in space. She blinks, but it’s like she can’t get them focused. I approach her, touch her arm. She flinches.

“It’s all right,” I say. “It’s over.”

I need to think. Okay, let’s see. I’m standing in a destroyed kitchen at one in the morning with glass all over the floor and cold air pouring through where the sliding door used to be and all I can hear is that goddamn ringing.

I take a step toward her and then stop because my legs still don’t feel right. I grab the edge of the island for support.

“What did she do to Farah?” Cassandra asks. Her voice is barely there.

“She turned her,” I say. “Madie bit her and turned her into a vampire.”

Cassandra’s eyes move from me to Madison to Farah on the floor and back to me. Something crosses her face. I watch her arrive at a conclusion she can’t take back.

One small nod. Then she pushes off the counter, steps carefully around the glass, and walks to the hall closet.

Farah’s chest is still rising and falling, but slowly. So slowly now. I focus on my own breathing, realizing how little of it I’ve been doing since I pulled the trigger on her gun.

“Oh, Christ, Madie,” I say. “Why?”

Madison doesn’t even blink. Those pale blue eyes just look at me the way they always do, like she’s already thought through every objection I could possibly raise and decided none of them change anything.

“I had to,” she says softly.

Her tone isn’t defensive, but there’s no hint of apology in it either.

“She’ll wake up hungry. Probably within the hour. When she does, she’s going to need guidance and she’s going to need blood. She can’t stay here. Not in the kitchen.”

Or in this house.

“Where?” I say.

“The basement.”

Cassandra comes back with a broom and a dustpan and starts sweeping the broken glass from the kitchen floor, working her way toward the ruined sliding door with the focus and precision of a woman who has decided that the only thing she can control right now is where the glass goes.

“I’ll move her,” I say.

“And him.” Madison nods at Okonkwo’s body without looking at it.

“Her first.”

I cross the kitchen on legs that feel like they belong to somebody else. I crouch down and pick up Farah. She’s heavier than she looks. Dead weight, almost. Her head lolls against my shoulder and her dark curls fall across my arm and I can feel the blood from her neck soaking into my shirt. Her body is warm against my chest. Warm. Getting cooler.

Madison reaches for Farah’s hand to steady her as I adjust my grip.

“I’ve got it,” I say, not wanting Madison to touch her again.

Madison lets her hand fall back to her side.

I carry Farah through the kitchen, following Madison through the hallway opposite the refrigerator. Madison glides around me and opens the door to the basement stairs, then steps aside as I start down. Farah’s not heavy but I have to cradle the back of her head in one hand and keep her boots from hitting the wall as I descend.

It’s dark and I can’t find the light switch with my hands full, so I take each step slow, feeling for the edge with my boot before committing my weight. The light comes on above my head and it’s like a flash bulb erupting in my brain. Maybe that’s the fact that I got beamed in the head a few minutes ago.

At the base of the stairs I pause and look around me. Cassandra’s basement is finished but barely furnished. A couch, some cardboard boxes of stuff, the water heater, a concrete floor with a drain. I set Farah down on the couch as gently as I can. She makes a sound when I lower her. Not words. Just air leaving her body.

Madison descends and stands off to the side, watching me. I go back upstairs for Okonkwo. She follows.

We each take positions at either side of the body. I get the head, or the head end of the corpse anyway. I crouch and my knees, as always, don’t let me forget that they hurt.

This part is worse. Not because he’s heavier, which he is, but because of the state of him. The tactical vest is slick with blood and I have to grip the shoulder straps to drag him. There’s a trail on the floor behind us that I’ll have to deal with later.

We get him down. Set the body sitting upright against the far wall, as far from Farah as the basement allows. Maybe eight feet. Since the head wound is pretty ghastly, I find an old paint tarp to throw over him. The body sits weirdly, limbs splayed like a broken robot. I go through his pockets.

I take the phone, the motel key and the rental car key from Okonkwo’s jacket and pocket all of it. Gonna need those in the morning. I’ve got a lot of cleaning up to do, and the body is just one part of it. I run through next moves but my brain is fried. I have to prop my forehead against my knuckle just to keep from slumping over.

I leave the body and cross to the couch to check on Farah, but she’s unchanged. Her breathing seems to get slower and slower, but that’s all.

“She’ll be alright,” Madison says. “You can leave her here.”

I don’t want her to, even though I know there’s nothing I can do to make anything she’s going through better. She’ll be awake soon, and I don’t want Madison’s face to be the first thing she sees. Hell, even worse if she sits up and looks across the room to see the corpse crumpled up against the wall.

Madison’s at my side, her hand grazing my shoulder with the lightest touch.

“She’ll be alright,” she says again.

That’s not true. But I can’t fight her about it. So, I turn and walk back up the stairs again without even looking at Madison.

When I come back upstairs, Cassandra has swept a path through the glass. She’s standing at the ruined door frame, looking out at the sundeck and the dark pines beyond. The cold air is filling the house.

“What do we do about the door?” she asks.

She probably knows that it’s not the thing to focus on right now. But I get it. She’s trying to maintain some sense of normalcy in all of this craziness.

“Do we call the police?”

“Cassandra, no,” I say, stepping toward her, shards of glass popping under my boots until I step into the narrow path she’s carved out.

“Hear me out,” she says, mind already working. “We make sure it’s safe, and then we make the call so we control the narrative.”

“Cassandra, there’s a body in your basement and a woman turning into a vampire. We can’t have anyone here.”

“Then what do we do?” she says, helpless and hating the feeling more than anything. “Just leave the door open?”

“For now. We’ll fix it in the morning,” I say. “First thing. It’s a sliding door. It’s a panel of glass in a track. We go to the hardware store, we get a replacement panel, we slide it in. It’s fixable. I promise.”

She doesn’t look convinced but she doesn’t push it. I can see how tired she is. She’s looking at the place where her door used to be and the October cold is pouring through it. I take the broom from her hand and set it against the sliding door’s unbroken panel.

“I’ll take care of everything,” I say, as I put my arms around her. “You should rest.”

I don’t know if I’m covered in blood or what, but she flinches just as she did right after the gun went off. Then, she relaxes, her face pressing to my chest, her robe falling open against my arms. I can feel the thin cotton of her nightgown and the warmth of her body underneath it and the tremble running through her ribs.

“It’s okay,” I say.

I rock her gently and she lets me, allowing her weight to rest against mine. Michie’s sitting on the couch now, hunched over slightly with her arms crossed over her chest, the ripped tank top showing the bruise spreading along her side. She’s not looking at either of us.

This is one of those times where I actually don’t like having more than one partner. They both need me so much at the same time that it just makes moments like this harder. I want to be with them both, I have to be, and they both deserve me. But I can’t just run from one to the other like they’re spinning plates. So, I try to give Cassandra her turn. And that means being straight with her.

“We might have to leave,” I say softly. “I need you to know that.”

“Leave this house?”

“This house, this state. Maybe the country. Michie and I have done it before. We know how to disappear.”

“No,” Cassandra says.

“Cassandra—”

“No. I’m not running. This is my home.”

“If the Foundation sends more people—”

“Then you’ll keep us safe like you did tonight. But I’m not leaving my home because a man broke in and died here. I won’t do it.”

“She’s right, Deac,” Michie says. “We can’t disappear without the cops thinking we killed Farah. They’ll be looking for her. Rolly too, maybe. But her for sure.”

Damn it, she’s right. Running creates more problems than it solves.

“Okay,” I say. “One thing at a time. Farah’s car goes in the garage. Everyone tries to sleep.”

I let go of Cassandra and she picks up the broom, like she’s going to finish up.

“Let me do it,” I say.

She looks at me for a long moment, then sets it down again. She reaches over and touches my face. Her fingers come away with blood on them. Okonkwo’s. So there was blood on me.

We look at each other, and there’s still too much to say for either of us to even start unpacking it all.

“Goodnight,” she finally says.

She hands me the broom and then goes to Michie, kissing her on the head before exiting the living room.

I put the broom back where it was and focus on Michie.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Well, I don’t have a broken door, thank God,” she says. “Just a couple broken ribs, and I think I swallowed some glass.” 

“Did you actually swallow glass?”

“No,” she says. “But it feels like it.”

I put my arm around her and I try to make her feel this protective feeling I have for her. It’s inadequate and pathetic, and not for the first time I feel like a dad to her. Not a good dad. A loser dad. Of course, that’s wrong for several reasons. Not the least of which is the fact we’ve had sex and may, depending on what I say next, have sex again.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“You didn’t kick me.”

“Yeah, I did,” I say. “When I went to her first.”

She rubs her ribs.

“You helped me up,” she says. “I mean, you’re still a dick. But credit where it’s due.” 

“Well, that’s very generous of you,” I say.

“And you killed Rolly,” she says. “Which, fuck him, by the way. And you did that. Good job.”

“You helped,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says.

I nuzzle her as I pull her toward me.

“You’re so fucking strong,” I say, kissing her.

“I have to be,” she says.

And there’s this vulnerability that leaks through as she says it. She doesn’t want to be. Well, she does. She just doesn’t want her strength to be tested all the time, wants to lean on mine.

“I know.”

“I saw my first dead body when I was eight.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s not normal,” she says. “Normal is caring about your door because you don’t know how to process a dead body in your kitchen.”

“That’s right,” I say. “That’s why I went to her first. She’s not used to this like we are.”

“You’re gonna lose her if you don’t fix this,” she says. “And you know that.”

I nod.

“You’re afraid of losing her,” she says. “But you know I’ll never leave you. That’s why I always get the shit end.”

I really can’t win. But I can’t blame her either. She’s not wrong.

“You don’t have to say you’re sorry,” she says.

“I don’t?”

“No,” she says. “I know how it works. I care about C too. And you’re right about her.”

I run my hand across her shoulder. She doesn’t flinch at the fact that I’m covered in blood. In fact, I doubt she noticed.

“Tell me you’re really okay,” I say.

“I’m okay,” she says. “I’m really okay.”

It doesn’t change anything, doesn’t make anything better. But at least I heard her say it.

“Go get some sleep. I’ll handle things down here.”

“What are you gonna do?”

“Just clean up a few things, then go downstairs,” I say.

She looks at me. Even banged up and exhausted, even with her face swelling and her shirt ripped, she sees me. She always does. Not sure that I like it, but I have to admit that it’s nice when someone really sees you and accepts it.

“Help me up?”

I rise from my seat with more than a few of my own aches, but it hurts more to watch the look on her battered face as she stands.

“Am I still pretty?” she asks. One side of her face is swelling and her hair is matted with sweat and there’s a smear of someone’s blood across her collarbone and she’s still the prettiest thing in the room.

“No,” I say.

“Dick.”

“I’m still hopelessly in love with you.”

She sticks out her tongue. 

“It’s true,” I say.

“Night, Deac,” she says.

“Night, Michie.”

She turns and walks down the hall to her room, moving slow, arm pressed to her side. I watch her disappear.

The house is quiet now except for the wind through the open door. I finish clearing every little piece of broken glass, which requires several sweeps to get it right. The cold is unbelievable. October in Oregon and there’s a four-foot gap where the sliding door used to be and nothing between me and the pine trees but air and whatever’s out there in the dark.

When I’m done, I check the counter. The gun’s still there. Her personal piece, not her service weapon. She would’ve turned in the department-issue when she left the force to partner up with Okonkwo. This one’s hers.

I put the gun in a kitchen drawer and close it.

Then I go downstairs.


2.

Okonkwo’s blood has pooled against the far wall where I propped him up. He reminds me of a scarecrow, although they never sit. Scarecrows are crucified. The drain in the floor is three feet to his left and I’m gonna have to deal with that blood trail before it stains, but not now.

Farah is on the couch, very still. Her chest is moving, barely.

Madison is sitting on the floor beside her with her legs crossed and her back straight and her hands folded in her lap, the black t-shirt riding up past her knees. In the basement light, her skin is so pale it almost glows. Meditating, almost. Waiting for me.

“How is she?” I ask.

“Close,” Madison says. “She’ll be waking up soon.”

“How long?”

“She stirred about ten minutes ago. Small spasms. That’s normal. I guess you’d know that.”

I pull over one of Cassandra’s storage boxes and sit on it. The plastic lid creaks under my weight.

“Tell me why you did it,” I say.

“You know why,” Madison says.

“You didn’t have to do it.”

She looks at me with mild amazement, as if she’s only now realizing how dim I am.

“It wasn’t because you were hungry,” I say.

“No,” she says. “I wouldn’t have given her my own blood if I had been. I could have drained her completely. Instead, I pumped my blood into her veins.”

“You didn’t have to bite her at all. You could have disarmed her.” 

“You could have disarmed him,” she says, nodding at the corpse slumped against the wall. “Would he have given up and gone home?”

“I was handling it,” I say.

“You were fighting for your life,” she counters. “I was doing the same thing.”

“It wasn’t necessary. I could have changed her mind. I could have—”

“She wasn’t going to stop, Hunter,” Madison says, her tone definitive. “You wouldn’t have stopped if it had been you instead of her.” 

“And you would have done the same to me?”

“Honestly?”

There’s no malice in her tone, just a flat recognition of reality.

“I chose not to kill Farah because of you. She came to this house to kill me. And when I got behind her and I had her neck, I could feel the blood and I could have just kept going. I could have drained her dry in about thirty seconds, and then she’d be a living corpse.”

She pauses.

“I chose not to kill her. If that’s not what you wanted, then I don’t know what is.”

I don’t have an answer for that. It doesn’t change the fact that Farah didn’t get a vote. But I don’t have an answer.

I look at Farah. The green dress from the restaurant is dark with blood at the collar. Her black curls are matted on one side. Her gold hoops are still in. Something about the earrings gets to me. She put them on for dinner. She chose the green dress that showed her collarbones, and the liner that made her eyes look like something you could fall into, and the hoops that caught the candlelight every time she turned her head. She did all that for her father and for me and for the people at the table and now she’s lying in a basement turning into something that hunts.

“Why are you down here?” I ask. “Why do this to her just to hold a vigil until she wakes up?”

“We’re bonded now,” she says. “I feel responsible for her. It doesn’t mean we have to like each other.”

I nod. Fair enough.

“I want to be the one she sees when she wakes up,” I say.

Madison tilts her head.

“Why?”

“Because she knows me. She trusts me. If she wakes up and the first face she sees is the woman who bit her, she might—”

“Attack me?” Madison says. “She might try. I can handle it.”

“That’s not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“I want to soften the blow a little, if I can,” I say. “This is gonna be so hard for her.”

Madison studies me for a moment. Measuring something.

“What are the two of you, exactly?” she asks. 

She was at the dinner. She saw us together. But nobody ever spelled it out for her and she’s too smart not to ask.

“She’s someone I care about,” I say. “A partner. Or we might have been. I don’t know.”

“A partner? Like Michie is your partner?”

“Not exactly.”

“Not exactly? So, you won’t be sleeping with her while pretending she’s your daughter?”

I can’t help but smile, even though I really don’t want to. She drags it out of me. She’s good at making me feel things I don’t want to feel.

“Definitely not,” I say.

“You definitely won’t be sleeping with her, or you definitely won’t be pretending she’s your daughter? Because you don’t seem to have any red lines about keeping one partner at a time.”

“You’re starting to sound like Michie.” 

“This is just what a woman challenging you sounds like,” she says.

And strangely, she smiles too, one corner of her mouth lifting, those pale blue eyes catching the dim basement light. The smile reminds me that underneath the vampire and the tragedy and the blood on her hands, she’s also an eighteen-year-old girl who knows how to use that smile to make a man forget what he was angry about.

We sit in silence after that. The basement is cold and the only sound is the water heater clicking on and off and the wind from upstairs finding its way down to us. I’m watching Farah’s chest. 

Rise. Fall. Rise. Fall. Slower than it should be. 

Or maybe that’s normal for what she’s going through. I don’t know. I’ve never sat with someone during a turning before. I’ve killed plenty of vampires. I’ve never watched one being born.

Twenty minutes pass. Maybe thirty. My eyelids are heavy and the cold is making my joints ache and I’m starting to drift when Farah’s body jerks.

Not a stir this time. A full-body spasm, her back arching off the couch, her fingers clawing at the cushion. Then another. Then her eyes snap open.

They’re different.

Not the color. They’re still dark brown, framed by the smudged liner she put on for dinner, but there’s something behind them now that wasn’t there before. Something alert and fast and hungry. Her lips are darker than I remember, almost wine-colored, and the skin at her jaw has tightened in a way that makes her bone structure sharper, more defined.

She sees me first. Good.

“Farah,” I say, leaning to bring my face closer to her. “It’s me. It’s Hunter. You’re safe.”

Her eyes move from my face to the basement around us, taking in everything in about half a second. The concrete. The couch. The water heater. Okonkwo’s body against the wall. Madison on the floor.

She looks at Madison and I see her jaw clench.

“You,” Farah says.

Madison says nothing.

“What did you do to me?”

“I turned you,” Madison says. “You were going to die. Now you’re not. Ever.”

Farah’s fingers move to her neck, the puncture wound closed but the blood still fresh on her collar.

“I’m a—”

“Yes.”

Farah sits up fast. Way too fast. She’s on her feet before I can react and she’s standing over Madison with her hands balled into fists and every muscle in her body coiled and I can see what’s happening. The anger Madison warned me about. It’s right there on the surface and it’s pointed at the girl on the floor.

“Farah,” I say, rising from the box. “Look at me.”

She doesn’t.

“Kill me,” she says to no one in particular. “Just kill me. I’d rather die than be this.”

“Nobody’s killing you,” I say.

“Then I’ll walk outside when the sun comes up.”

“You won’t,” Madison says. “That’s the anger talking. In about six hours you’ll feel differently.”

“Don’t tell me how I’ll feel!” Farah shouts. Her voice cracks on the last word and she presses her fists to her temples and starts pacing. Five steps to the wall, five steps back. The green dress swings at her knees with each turn and her dark curls bounce against her shoulders and the basement isn’t big enough for what she needs. “Don’t you dare tell me how I’ll feel. You did this. You took my life from me!”

“I saved your life.”

“This isn’t life!”

“Farah,” I say, and I move toward her slowly. Hands open, trying to show I’m not a threat while her tone says that she’s not afraid either. “Farah, listen to me.”

She stops pacing. Her eyes find mine and for a second I see the person I know. The deputy. The woman who got rid of a body in the woods with me and didn’t flinch. The woman who took my knife and the responsibility that came with it.

Her hand runs down her leg, pats her thigh.

“I need my gun,” she says.

“It’s upstairs. I’m not giving it to you.”

“It’s mine.”

“I know it’s yours. And when this is over you can have it back. But not right now.”

She stares at me. I hold her gaze. Behind her I can see Madison watching from the floor, perfectly still, ready to move if she has to but not making a show of it.

Farah sits down on the couch. She puts her face in her hands and she doesn’t cry. She just sits there, breathing hard, her fingers buried in her dark hair. The green dress has ridden up above her knees and she doesn’t notice or care. I can see the muscles in her forearms tensing and releasing as she grips her own skull.

Madison begins talking. Calm and specific. She tells Farah what’s coming. The hunger. How it starts as a low buzz at the back of your skull and gets louder every hour. How it changes the way you smell things, the way sounds register, the way people look to you. How blood goes from something disgusting to something you can’t stop thinking about. She describes it with the kind of detail that only comes from having lived it, and she doesn’t soften any of it.

Farah tells her to shut up.

Madison keeps going. She tells her there are ways to get blood without killing. Blood bags. Stolen supply. She nods at Okonkwo’s body. The blood inside him is coagulating. If she’s going to drain him she needs to do it soon.

Farah leans over the arm of the couch and throws up. Bile. Nothing in her stomach.

I’m at her side. I touch her shoulder and she slaps my hand away.

“Don’t,” she says. “Please don’t.”

“Okay,” I say. “Okay.”

Okonkwo’s sat phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out. The +36 country code. Kosa, calling again. I don’t answer. Twice in one night is aggressive even for him.

Madison tells Farah she’s staying with her until sunrise. Farah doesn’t object this time. She doesn’t have the energy.

“I’m staying too,” I say.

“No,” Farah says. “Go upstairs.”

“Farah—”

“I don’t want you here right now.” She says it without looking at me. “I don’t want you to see me like this.”

Madison meets my eyes across the dim basement. She gives me the smallest nod. Go. I’ve got this.

“I’ll stay until sunrise,” Madison says. “We can both rest after that.”

“Fine,” Farah says. “But I’m gone at sundown. You have no right to keep me.”

“Nobody’s keeping you,” I say. “You can leave whenever you want. I just hope you won’t.”

She doesn’t answer.

I climb the stairs. Fourteen steps. The kitchen is cleaner than I left it. Cassandra’s been sweeping while I was down there. The trail of blood from dragging Okonkwo is mostly wiped up. A dark smear remains near the island. I’ll hit it with bleach tomorrow.

Her gun is in the drawer. I check it. Still loaded. I close the drawer.

I make coffee. It’s past three in the morning and the cold from the door is making the kitchen feel like a walk-in freezer and I’m standing at the counter in a shirt soaked with Okonkwo’s blood and Farah’s blood and probably some of my own. I should change. I should shower. I should sleep.

Instead I stand at the counter and drink the coffee and look out at the darkness through the hole in my life where a sliding door used to be and I think about what comes next.

Okonkwo’s phone. The motel. The rental car. Kosa. The body. The blood supply. Farah. The police. The Foundation.

This isn’t how I imagined spending my retirement.


3.

It’s still raining at 6:15 when Michie and I drive down the driveway that turns into a gravel road around Cassandra’s estate. The wipers are going and the headlights are cutting through the kind of grey that makes you wonder whether the sun even bothered getting up. I’ve had maybe forty minutes of sleep, most of it on the couch with the cold from the door blowing across my face. Coffee is the only thing keeping me conscious.

Michie’s in the passenger seat with one arm pressed against her ribs and the other resting on the window ledge. She’s wearing yesterday’s jeans and a hoodie she found in the hall closet. Cassandra’s, I think. The sleeves hang past her fingertips and the neckline is wide enough to show her bare shoulder and the edge of the bruise that runs down her side. She looks like a kid in her mom’s clothes, which would be cute if not for the damage underneath.

“I should drive,” Michie says.

“It’s raining,” I say.

“Yeah, so?”

“Yeah, so it’s too late for us to switch now,” I say. “We’ll both get wet. Besides, I need to drive. If I’m not driving, I don’t know how I’m going to stay awake. And if I fall asleep now, I’ll really be tired.”

“Listen to what you’re saying,” she says. “Repeat that sentence back to me, if you can.”

I take the turn onto the highway. Route 7 is empty this early. Just us and the pines and the rain. The van’s engine sounds rougher than usual or maybe I’m just noticing it because everything sounds louder when you’re running on fumes.

The Royal Pines Lodge appears through the rain like a bad memory. Same 1970s neon, same gravel lot. I put the van in park and kill the engine.

“Can you switch seats without hurting your ribs?”

“No,” she says. “What are you gonna do?”

“I’m gonna go in there, get the stuff, and drive to the rental place in his car,” I say. “You’re going to drive the van over and be ready to pick me up from there. It’d be better if you didn’t get out first, in case someone sees you. But if you can’t move without hurting yourself—”

“I’ll survive,” she says.

I get out, the rain pouring down on me, and turn as Michie climbs across her captain’s chair to mine. Even with busted ribs, the way she moves has this loose-limbed grace to it. The hoodie rides up as she reaches for the grab handle and I catch a flash of bare stomach and the waistband of her underwear before she drops into the driver’s seat. The arm rests really should be adjustable, but they’re not, so I have to hold out my arm so she can steady herself as she climbs over the arm rests and into the driver’s seat. She winces and takes a breath once she’s seated, but her face is composed.

“Where am I going?” she asks.

“Day-by-Day Rentals,” I say, having to speak up to compete with the steady droning of the rain. “I looked it up last night. It’s a strip mall on Pine Crest Road. Use turn by turn directions if you need to.”

“Okay,” she says.

I give her a quick kiss before I shut the door, then throw the jacket’s cowl over my head as I hurry to get under the awning. The engine sputters to life behind me and she takes off.

The rain is useful. I can keep my cowl pulled over my head. Good reasons to have your face down that don’t involve avoiding security cameras. Although that’s exactly what I’m doing.

I take the key back out and slide it in, turn the handle, push the door open. The room’s tidy. Made bed, not much mess. Empty water bottle is already in the trash can, nothing but a toothbrush on the edge of the sink in the bathroom. The man was organized. Gotta give him that.

His suitcase is by the closet. Black rolling bag, standard issue for a man who travels light and professional. I grab it and scoop a phone charger off the nightstand, check the drawers. Empty.

I leave the room key on the bedspread. With the bag gone and the key returned the room tells a simple story. Guest checked out, took his things. No reason for the owner to wonder, no reason for anyone to come looking. In and out in under three minutes.

The beige sedan accepts the rental car key. I slip inside, putting the small black suitcase in the footwell on the passenger’s side. Nobody clocks me leaving the parking lot. Too early, and no one wants to be out in the rain.

I’ve still got the cowl over my head as I drive, just in case I happen to pass any traffic cameras. Shouldn’t matter, given the rain. Ah, rain. The outlaw’s friend.

The rental car place is less than twenty minutes away. I pass two gas stations on the way, but I don’t bother to pull in and top up. If the owners are upset when they find the tank half empty, at least they won’t come looking for me.

Day-by-Day Rentals is a mom and pop shop in a strip mall between a nail salon and a place that sells discount mattresses. I recognize immediately why Okonkwo chose it. A national chain keeps records, runs systems, asks questions. This place just wants its car back.

The van is parked in front of the nail salon.

I pull in three spots over and walk over to the van. I climb inside.

“Hey,” Michie says.

I shut the door behind me and then lean over to kiss Michie again.

“What was that for?” she asks.

“What? I can show too much affection?”

“I don’t mind,” she says, her hand reaching under the armrest to touch my thigh. Her fingers walk up toward my cock but the armrest blocks her reach and she settles for squeezing the inside of my thigh before starting the engine again. The warmth of her hand lingers after she lets go.

“Can we stop at McDonald’s?” Michie asks.

“You’re driving,” I point out.

“Yeah, but I don’t have any money.”

“I’ll pay.” 

Okay, with the motel cleared and the rental returned, there’s now no one in Creeque who knows Roland Okonkwo or has any reason to look for him. The thread is as clean as I can make it.

Okonkwo’s sat phone buzzes in my jacket. The +36 code again. Third time since last night. I ignore it and pull out my own phone.

Then my phone rings. Actually rings this time, not just a buzz. Michie looks at it. Looks at me.

“Don’t answer that,” she says.

I don’t.

I answer.

“Hunter,” Kosa says. “Where is Roland?”

“He’s dead,” I say.

The pause on the other end is long enough that I can hear the old leather of his chair creaking. Somewhere in Debrecen it’s late afternoon and a seventy-year-old man just got news he wasn’t expecting. Or maybe he was.

“Explain,” he says.

“I fucked up,” I say. “There was a second vampire. It hit us before we were ready.”

“It?”

“She. The vamp is female. She ambushed us at the Haddad woman’s location. Michie’s hurt, Okonkwo was bitten. I shot him before he could turn.”

Kosa is quiet for a few seconds. I can hear him breathing.

“And Deputy Haddad?” he asks.

“Fled,” I say. “I don’t know where she is. She might have been killed or turned. I just don’t know.”

“This is... extremely troubling,” Kosa says.

“I take full responsibility,” I say. “I told you the threat was neutralized and I was wrong. There was a second vampire operating in the area and I missed it. That’s on me.”

Another pause. I can hear him thinking. Kosa’s pauses are never empty. They’re the sound of a man weighing six variables simultaneously.

“You said you shot him,” Kosa says. “Before he could turn.”

“That’s right.”

“With what weapon?”

“Haddad’s. She’d drawn it during the attack. The vamp disarmed her. I recovered it.”

“I see.”

I need to get ahead of his next move. Kosa is going to send someone. That’s what he does when an operative goes dark. He sent Okonkwo when I retired. He’ll send two more now that Okonkwo is dead. The question is whether I can be the one to make that request before he makes the decision on his own. If I ask for backup, it looks like cooperation. If he sends backup without asking, it’s surveillance.

“Obviously, we’re not retiring,” I say. “Not yet. There’s an active vampire still in the area and a missing deputy. I need to handle both.”

“You wish to continue the operation?”

“I’m requesting backup. Send whoever you’ve got available. We could use all the support you can send.”

“Hmm,” Kosa says.

He’s suspicious. I can hear it in the way he modulates that single syllable. He doesn’t buy my story completely. But he can’t prove it’s wrong either, and I’ve given him enough operational detail to make it credible. I know how Kosa thinks. I know what a man in his position needs to hear. He needs to believe that the situation is being managed by someone who takes it seriously. I’m that someone. Even if everything I just told him is about sixty percent bullshit.

“I will consult with the board and arrange a response.”

“Thank you, doctor.”

“And Hunter?”

“Yeah?”

“You’ve already taken care to cover your tracks, haven’t you?”

“Of course.”

“And the body?”

“I’ll see that Roland’s buried in less than twenty-four hours,” I say. “The police don’t suspect anything.”

“Not so far as you know,” Kosa says.

“Right, well… right,” I say, trying to sound humble since I’ve been wrong already. It’s either looking like a bumbler or like I’m hiding something, and the first one is better for our purposes.

“Send me a photo before the job is done.” 

“A photo?”

“Of his neck,” he says. “The board will want proof.”

“I see. Of course. I can send it to you within the hour.”

“Take care of yourself, my boy.”

He hangs up. I set the phone down and let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“What did he say?”

“He’s gonna send people,” I say. “Two at least. Maybe more.”

“You think he knows?”

“I think he’s highly suspicious but too careful to ever operate on assumptions.”

“How long have we got?”

“Depends on who’s available and where they are. Probably a couple of days.”

“I don’t think I can dig two more graves,” she says, reaching down to rub her ribs.

“Maybe we won’t have to.”

“Yeah, maybe they’ll kill us. Then they’ll have to dig our graves.”

“Exactly.”

Next stop is McDonald’s. I don’t eat anything but I get a black coffee. After that, Goodwill. We need some clothes that won’t stick out. We’ve been in this town long enough that someone might remember our faces. Better that we be different people if we’re going to be staying here.

The Goodwill on Route 7 is in a converted church. I’m not making that up. They gutted the pews and filled the nave with racks of secondhand clothes and shoes that smell like other people’s closets. There’s a ceramic Christ watching over the dressing room.

Jesus saves, so why shouldn’t you?

I find a flannel shirt that’s too big for me and a trucker hat that says STIHL on it. A pair of reading glasses from the accessories bin.

“Have you figured out how you’re gonna break the news to Cassandra that you want to fuck her daughter?”

“Christ, Michie,” I say, my eyes darting involuntarily to the statue.

“No?”

“No.”

“That’s probably the right move,” Michie says. “Don’t say anything. Just let her figure it out on her own.”

“Who says I want to do anything with Madison?”

“Your eyes say it,” she says.

“Don’t let your mouth speak for my eyes,” I say. “Your mouth doesn’t even know what my nose knows.”

“My mouth knows things,” she says, running the tip of her tongue across the inside of her cheeks. 

She picks through the rack.

“You seriously don’t want to do anything with her?”

“Madie’s dangerous and predatory and unpredictable,” I say. “Which is precisely why you said we should kill her, as I recall.”

“I did not.”

“You did.”

“Well, times change,” she says. “People change.”

“That’s right, and sometimes people are changed. Forever. In a way that can never be taken back.”

Michie continues sorting through racks.

“Okay, you’re right,” Michie says. “But it’s not like Farah gave her much of an option. I mean, if I was the one who tried to stick a knife in her and she bit me instead, I wouldn’t take it personally.”

I’m sure this conversation would make no sense to anyone listening, but I don’t want to take any chances.

“Let’s talk about something else.”

“Okay, fine,” Michie says, holding up the same top and asking again in just the same tone, “Have you figured out how you’re gonna break the news to Cassandra that you want to fuck Farah?”

“This new subject isn’t different enough from the old one.”

“You always do this,” she says. “You wait until there’s a crisis to define things, to figure things out.”

“That’s not true,” I say. “I just find that I’m always responding to some crisis. There’s no bandwidth for anything else.”

“We’re in a safe place, Deac,” she says, waving the top on a hanger around the second-hand shop that was once a sanctuary. “You can unburden yourself here.”

“I’m good.”

“I’m perfectly comfortable discussing my feelings for Madie with you,” she says.

“Okay, what are they?”

“I don’t want you to get all judgy.”

“So, what? I have to prove that you’re welcome to say these things to me? I thought you were already comfortable.”

“Not judgy of me,” she says. “Of her. You still blame her for what happened to Farah.”

“What happened to Farah?” I repeat. “We’re slipping into the passive voice now? Madie bit her!”

Michie shushes me gently.

“Okay, fine,” she says. “Let’s table that for now. I’m gonna try these on.”

She goes behind the curtain and disappears, then reemerges a moment later wearing a pair of cutoff shorts that are sexy enough to be distracting, cut high enough to show the crease where her thigh meets her hip, and a long-sleeve thermal top that hugs her chest and covers the bruising around her midsection. She puts a hand on her hip and wiggles as she walks, and the shorts ride up another inch.

“How do I look?”

“Devastatingly beautiful,” I say, and I mean it.

“Really?” she says, prancing toward me. “I picked these out because I wanted to look like I’ve been shining knobs at a truck stop.”

“Why would you want to look like that?”

“It’s chez Creeque,” she says. “We’re blending in, right?”

“Uh-huh.”

She puts up her hands and claps them around my shoulders. It’s heartening that she doesn’t wince as she does it.

“To be clear, I don’t actually want to blow a bunch of truckers,” she says. “Just to look like I have been.”

I check myself in the mirror. The flannel and the hat make me look ten years older and twenty pounds heavier. The glasses change the shape of my face. It’s not great, but it’s alright for what I need.

“As someone who’s trying hard to look like a trucker, I guess we’re a match.”

“You need a haircut,” Michie says.

“I know. I’ll ask Cassandra.”

We pay cash. Twelve bucks for the lot. Can you believe that? Who says this country’s best days are behind it? We’re back in the van and headed for Lowe’s.

“Excuse me,” I say to the associate, a kid who looks like he’s been awake about as long as I have. “I need a replacement panel for a sliding glass door. Seventy-two by eighty.”

He types it into the computer.

“That’s a non-standard size,” he says. “We’ll have to custom order it for you.”

“How long will that take?” 

More typing.

“Four to six weeks lead time.”

“Four to six weeks?”

You gotta be kidding me.

“We can do a standard eighty by the same width in stock, but if it’s seventy-two height, that’s gotta be custom.”

“What about just the glass panel? Can I get that cut?”

“We can order tempered glass cut to size but it requires professional installation. Delivery and install, probably two weeks minimum. You want me to schedule that?”

The basement will be cleared of evidence in two weeks. But who knows what could get into the house in the meantime.

“I’ve got a house that’s sitting wide open. What do I do in the meantime?”

“Plywood?”

That’s what I figured. I grab a sheet of three-quarter-inch plywood and the kid and I haul it onto a cart. Leaving the door and window aisle, we pick up a few materials that could come in handy. I add a handsaw, latex gloves, and a box of heavy-duty garbage bags. Michie looks at the cart.

“Deac.”

“Yeah?”

“We look like we’re about to commit a murder.”

“Grab a bag of potting soil,” I say. “And some of those flower bulbs. Tulips.”

“Tulips.”

“Tulips make everything look innocent.”

She grabs the tulips and the soil and drops them in the cart. It helps. Slightly. We pay and load the van and get on the road.

Back at Cassandra’s place, Michie helps me get the plywood in and then I go back and put the rest of the stuff in the garage.

I’m able to slide the plywood in and fit it into the track, but the job is harder than it should be. My left shoulder is still messed up from Quinn’s place. There’s a deep ache in the joint that flares when I lift my arms above my head, which is exactly what you gotta do to hold a four-by-eight sheet of plywood against a door frame. Michie tries to help but she can’t hold anything heavy against her chest without her ribs screaming. So it’s me and a drill and a lot of swearing.

When it’s done I step back and look at it. A sheet of plywood where a glass door used to be. It blocks the wind. It does not block the cold. And it sure as hell doesn’t look like a home that’s got its shit together.

Michie stands beside me, both of us looking at our handiwork.

“See, this is why it’s better not to have nice things,” Michie says. “We could call this good if we were in Moldova. But I don’t think it will pass with Cassandra.”

“No,” I say. “Probably not.”

“But it’s something,” she says.

“It’s something.”

“How are you still not tired?” she asks as I stretch my back, trying to chase the ache out of it.  

“I feel okay,” I say. “Maybe I don’t need to sleep anymore. Maybe I’m becoming like that guy.”

“What guy?”

I scratch my head.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t remember.”

“You’re not making sense,” she says again. “You need sleep. Come sleep with me.”

“I’m not finished yet,” I say. “I told Kosa I’d give him proof Okonkwo was bitten.”

“So, you’re going to make Farah bite him?”

“She said she won’t do it,” I say. “But she has to feed sometime.”

If there was ever a vampire who died from refusing to feed, I never heard about it. Even the ones who are disgusted by what they’ve become succumb eventually. Everyone has limits. The hunger always gets to them in the end.

This never bothered me before. In fact, it made it all the easier to treat them all as threats to eliminate. Knowing that it’s happening to someone I care about changes everything.

“You want me to join you?”

“It’s okay,” I say. “I can handle it. You get some sleep. You need to heal.”

I throw an arm around her and she mocks socking me in the stomach. I gasp, pretending to be hurt. 

“So do you,” she says, rubbing my stomach.

“Don’t worry about me,” I say. “I worry about you. I take care of you. That’s how it works with us.”

“There’s really nothing I can do for you?” she asks, her eyes half-lidded as her fingers walk down my thigh. My cock stirs without stiffening as she traces the outline of my head through the denim, her thumbnail pressing just enough to make my breath catch.

“I promise we’ll have some time together,” I tell her. “I promise we will.”

“Just as soon as you’re done with all your other chores.”

I sigh. Not because she’s wrong but because I know she’s got a point.

“It’s fine,” she says quickly. “Your brain is clearly fried, which means your dick is probably a wet noodle anyway.”

“Michie.”

“Would you rather I assume you’re just as horny as me but are just looking for excuses not to fuck me?”

“I would hate for you to think I’d let a little thing like hiding the evidence of a murder I committed steal my attention away from you.”

“—And how hot I am?”

“And how hot you are,” I intone.

“—And how much you want me?”

“Exactly.”

“Don’t forget you need sleep,” she says.

“I won’t.”

“Even if it’s not with me, you need to sleep with somebody. Soon. Like, now actually.”

“Okay, I’ll get some sleep, I promise.”

I rub my nose against hers and we Eskimo kiss before really kissing.

“Good night,” I say.

“Good morning,” she says.

I watch her as she crosses the room. She seems a little better than she was even last night, not nursing her side quite as much as before. She’s healing.

Michie disappears down the hall, rounding the staircase to her room. I look at the plywood. I check my phone. 9:41 in the morning. I’m running on whatever chemical your body squirts into your bloodstream when it realizes you’re not gonna give it what it needs, so it might as well help you limp to the finish line.

Time to go deal with what’s in the basement.


4.

Down in the basement, Madison and Farah are both still. Vampires don’t actually sleep in coffins. That’s a myth. In reality, they look remarkably human when they sleep, at least at first. But then you notice the little differences. There’s no twitching, no shifting. They’re weirdly still. 

Madison is on the floor with her back against the wall, her knees drawn up, the black t-shirt pooled in her lap. Her white-blonde hair has fallen across one cheek and her lips are slightly parted. She looks for all the world like a teenager who fell asleep doing homework. Farah is on the couch in the same position I left her, curled on her side with her face turned toward the wall.

I decide to let her be, turning to look at Madison.

Madison’s eyes open. She doesn’t stir, doesn’t move her head. One second her eyes are closed and the next they aren’t. Still creeps me out when they do that.

She shifts her hips and turns onto her side, rising without making a sound.

“Morning,” I say quietly.

“Hi,” she says.

“How is she?”

She shrugs slightly.

I get it. How can she be?

“She’s resting. We talked for a while after you went upstairs.”

“About what?”

“Beauty tips,” she says. “Things she can do with her hair and makeup so she won’t look so dead.”

She studies my face for some kind of a response.

“Nothing? Really?”

“Sorry,” I say. “I appreciate the effort.”

“You’re just not ready to forgive me.”

I think she can tell that I’m not, and I don’t want to insult her intelligence by lying about it. She’s too smart for flattery and we both know it.

“I need a favor,” I say.

“What is it?”

I point to the body against the wall.

“He died by vampire bite,” I say. “And it’s got to look right. If Farah won’t do it…”

“I get it,” she says. She crosses the basement to where Okonkwo’s body is propped up. She doesn’t hesitate. I’ll give her that. She kneels beside him and tilts his head to expose the neck. A portion of his skull is missing above the left ear where the round exited. It’s bad. But the neck is intact and that’s what matters.

She bites. I look away for a second and then make myself look back. I don’t know why, but there’s something about seeing her this way that I can’t look away from. Her pale throat moving as she swallows, her eyelashes dark against her cheeks, the faint sound she makes. It’s repulsive and intimate and I have no right to be watching.

It doesn’t take long. When she pulls back, her lips are dark and there are two clean punctures below his jaw. The rest of the damage to his head actually fits the story I told Kosa. Okonkwo was bitten by a vampire. I shot him before he could turn. The missing chunk of skull is consistent with a close-range gunshot, which is exactly what it was. Sometimes the truth does your lying for you.

I crouch beside the body and take three photos with my phone. The bite wound at the neck, the overall head damage, and one showing both together. I check the images. Clear enough. I send the best one to Kosa. Bite marks visible at the neck. Gunshot wound to prevent turning. It looks like what it should look like. 

I pocket the phone.

“Thank you,” I say to Madison.

She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and nods. There’s a faint flush to her cheeks that wasn’t there before. Feeding does that, I’ve noticed. Brings color to her cheeks, to her lips. Her skin goes from marble to something warm and flushed, almost rosy, and her eyes brighten until the pale blue has a warmth I haven’t seen before. Even her eyelashes look darker and more luminous. It’s the strangest thing. Something so repellent can make her face so—

Bang!

What now?

I’m on my feet and halfway to the stairs before I realize I don’t have a weapon on me. Damn it.

I take the steps two at a time and burst into the kitchen ready for whatever fresh disaster is waiting. The plywood is on the floor. The wind knocked it over. That’s it. That’s the emergency.

A four-by-eight sheet of plywood lying flat on the tile with the October breeze rolling in over it like this house doesn’t have enough problems.

I right the plywood and lean it back against the frame. I’m gonna have to add more screws. Later. Everything’s later.

Cassandra appears in her robe, her hair mussed and falling across one eye, her face soft with sleep. The robe is loosely tied and the nightgown underneath shows the shape of her body in a way she probably wouldn’t allow if she were fully awake. Even half-asleep and worried, she makes the room warmer just by standing in it.

“What happened?” she asks.

“The plywood fell over,” I say. “Wind got it.”

She cinches her robe and stops at the edge of the kitchen. She looks at the plywood and then at me. I can see her assembling the question she wants to ask and deciding how to phrase it.

“How long is that going to be there?” she says.

“Longer than I thought,” I say. “The door panel is a custom size. Four to six weeks for a replacement.”

She doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. She just looks at the plywood.

“We can’t bring contractors here,” I say. “Not with what’s downstairs. So, it’s gotta be us. I’ll figure it out, Cassandra. I will. But it’s not gonna be today.”

“Okay,” she says.

It’s the way she says it that gets me. Not angry. Not even disappointed, exactly. More like she’s making a small adjustment in her expectations, filing this under the growing list of things that Hunter promised and Hunter can’t deliver. The door. Safety, a normal life.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“It’s not your fault the door is a weird size.”

“I’m not talking about the door.”

I nod.

“I don’t want to be one more thing you have to manage,” she says. “You’ve got enough. The police, the foundation, Farah, the body. I know there’s a hundred things on your plate.”

“You’re not on my plate, Cassandra. You’re the reason I even have a plate.”

She doesn’t laugh. I wasn’t trying to be funny, but it came out like I was, and she lets it pass. She leans into me instead, her forehead against my shoulder, and I wrap my arm around her. Through the thin robe I can feel her heartbeat against my ribs and the soft press of her breasts against my chest. She smells like the lavender soap from her bathroom and sleep.

“Let’s go to bed,” she says softly.

This time, I don’t refuse. I follow her upstairs. The bedroom is dim, the curtains drawn. I close the door behind us.

She sits on the edge of the bed and looks up at me. Her reading glasses are on the nightstand next to a glass of water. The iMac on the desk is dark. This room looks exactly the same as the first time I saw it, when she brought me up here and showed me Madison’s phone records.

“How’s Madie?” she asks.

“Good,” I say. “She’s downstairs. She just helped me with something.”

“And Michie?”

“She did great,” I say. “We tied up some loose ends. Now nobody’s going to come looking for the man downstairs. We took care of that.”

Cassandra processes this. Maybe she’s reassured by how easily I can make people who threaten us disappear completely. But I have to think her emotions about it are complicated.

“What about her?”

Michie? No, that’s brain fog. She means Farah. 

“She wants to leave at sundown,” I say.

Cassandra lifts her head. There’s relief in her face. Just a flash of it before she smooths it out.

“Okay,” she says.

“She’s not dangerous,” I say. “Not to us.”

“She came to our house with a gun, Hunter.”

“She thought she was doing the right thing.”

Find the vampire. Kill it. Protect the innocent. That was my m.o. too until about a week ago. 

“Someone else needs your attention right now,” Cassandra says.

“Michie?”

“Madison,” she says. “I mean, Michie too, of course. But Madie’s the one who has to live with what she did.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. Madison bit Farah to save her, or because she couldn’t stop herself, or because she saw an opportunity and took it. But she’s the one who has to carry the weight of that choice. She bonded herself to a woman who hates her. She took on a responsibility that didn’t exist twelve hours ago. And she did it without asking because there wasn’t time to ask.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say.

“Good,” Cassandra says. “Now come get some sleep.”

She squeezes my hand and lets go. I stand up.

I’m running on coffee and adrenaline and twenty-three years of conditioning that says you don’t rest until the threat is handled. But the threat isn’t going anywhere. Farah’s in the basement. Okonkwo’s in the basement. The plywood is up. The motel is cleared. Kosa has his photo.

“Alright,” I say, stretching. “Time to hit the hay.”

I start unbuttoning my shirt and let it slide off my shoulders.

“Give that to me,” she says, holding out her hand. “Where did you get that shirt, anyway?”

“Goodwill,” I say, undoing my pants and stepping out of them.

“You didn’t go out all bloody did you?”

“Of course not,” I say. “I showered this morning, or last night. Between the two.”

I hand over the clothes and she puts them in the hamper by the bed. I climb into bed and a moment later, she joins me. She presses against my side, her leg sliding over mine, the nightgown riding up past her knee. Her skin is warm from the covers she’s been under all morning.

I set the alarm for six-thirty. Dusk. I want to be awake to see Farah off, to see if I can say something, anything to her. Cassandra’s hand finds my chest. 

“Your heart’s going fast,” she says.

“Yeah. Hard to shut it off.”

“Try,” she says. “For me.”

I close my eyes and feel Cassandra’s hand on my chest and the warmth of the bed and the quiet of the room. Somewhere below us, in the basement, two women are resting. One of them is my responsibility. The other might be something more.

I’m asleep before I can figure out which is which.
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My alarm doesn’t go off. That’s the first thing I notice when I open my eyes. The room is dark and the clock on the nightstand says 8:14 PM. I set the alarm for six-thirty. That was dusk. I’ve overslept by almost two hours.

I reach for the phone and check. The alarm’s been turned off. I didn’t do that. Cassandra must have.

I don’t know whether to be grateful or suspicious. Did she let me sleep because I needed it? Or did she let me sleep because Farah was leaving at sundown and Cassandra didn’t want me anywhere near that goodbye?

I find my clean pair of jeans and a fresh shirt and go downstairs.

The living room is the kind of drafty cold that seeps into your bones. The plywood may be holding up, but it’s not a perfect solution.

Cassandra is on the couch in a wool sweater with her knees pulled up. Michie is in the armchair in a hoodie that’s three sizes too big for her, a blanket over her legs. Madison is sitting cross-legged on the floor, spine perfectly straight. She seems to prefer that pose to furniture.

Three women in a cold room, bundled against the chill. All of them are beguiling even though none of them is trying. Cassandra’s cheeks are flushed from the cold and her hands are wrapped around a mug of tea. Michie’s bare feet are visible beneath the blanket, her toenails painted the same chipped coral as her fingernails. Madison’s legs are folded beneath her on the floor, the pale skin of her ankles showing between her socks and the hem of her jeans. They’ve been waiting for me.

“Hey, Sleeping Beast,” Michie says.

“Hey,” I say. “What happened to my alarm?”

Cassandra doesn’t answer that question. Madison does.

“Farah left at dusk,” she says. “About an hour and a half ago.”

I stand there for a second, processing. Then I walk to the kitchen and open the drawer where I put the gun. The drawer is empty.

She took it. So she’s really gone.

“Did she say anything?” I ask.

“She said goodbye,” Cassandra says. “That was it. I would have woken you if she’d asked me to, but…”

That last part stings more than it should.

“I slipped a blood pack under her car seat before she left,” Madison says.

I turn and look at her. Earlier she was claiming the blood supply was hers and arguing with me about sharing it. Now she’s giving it away to the woman who came to kill her.

“Why?” I ask.

“Because she’ll need it,” Madison says. “And because I know what the first night is like without it.”

“Thank you,” I say. “That was generous.”

She nods. Just a small nod. No big deal.

Michie shifts in the armchair, pulling the blanket tighter around her legs.

“She’ll be back,” Michie says.

“You think so?” I say.

“Oh, yeah. Where’s she gonna go? She can’t eat, she can’t work. She can’t go around looking for vampires to slay without looking like a total hypocrite. She’ll come back.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “She’s stubborn.”

“She’s also smart,” Madison says.

“Smart doesn’t always beat stubborn,” I say, nodding at Michie.

Madison smiles. Michie pulls her hand out from under the blanket to brandish a middle finger at me.

Cassandra has the face of a woman who’s moved on from this topic.

“How about takeout tonight?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll go get it.”

I’ve got one more thing I have to deal with tonight and it’s downstairs. Okonkwo isn’t gonna bury himself.

“There’s just the thing in the basement I have to take care of first,” I say. “Tonight. While it’s dark.”

Michie’s moving immediately, swinging her legs off the chair, the blanket falling. She winces a little at the sudden movement but then straightens. 

“Let’s go,” she says.

“Actually,” Madison says, “I should be the one.”

We all look at her.

“I can carry you and the thing through the forest without leaving footprints,” she says. “We can get miles from any trail. No tracks, no scent, nothing. If you and Michie go alone, you’re leaving boot prints in wet soil that anyone could follow.”

Hard to argue with that.

Michie clocks the shift. I can see her processing it. She’s always been the one to do dirty work with me, the two of us in the dark doing what has to be done. Now someone else who can literally fly through the forest is volunteering.

“Michie,” I say. “I need you to stay here. Keep your knife close. Someone should be with Cassandra.”

“Yeah, okay,” she says, clearly smarting. “It’s not like we all don’t realize you’re just looking for an excuse to sneak off and make out.”

Then, off my very unamused look—

“With Rolly, of course,” she says. “Go on, get outta here, you sick necrophile.”

“Hey, don’t yuck my yum,” I say, using the same line she used before with Farah.

Michie laughs in spite of herself, Cassandra makes a show of rolling her eyes. Madison is pacific as always. 

We take a tarp from the garage, wrap up Okonkwo’s body in it, and carry him up and out through the garage to where the van is parked. Madison follows. We load him into the back of the van and I pull out.

The night is clear and cold. No moon, which is good. I take the back roads out of the neighborhood and get onto a logging road that heads north into the Cascades foothills. Madison sits in her unnaturally straight way beside me.

For a while neither of us talks. There’s nothing but the engine noise and the tires on wet gravel with darkness pressing in around us on all sides. I find a turnout about six miles in, well off any hiking route. I kill the headlights and park.

“I owe you an apology,” I say.

“For what specifically?”

“For everything I said in the basement. About you making the choice to turn Farah without asking. I was angry and I was right to be angry. But you were right too. She came to kill you. You did the only thing you could.”

“Okay,” Madison says.

“The problem between us,” I say, “and I’m gonna be honest with you because that’s the only way this works. The problem is I don’t trust you. And I know it’s unreasonable to expect you to trust me either. I’ve given you plenty of reasons not to.”

Madison looks at me across the cab. The dashboard light catches the pale blue of her eyes.

“What more can I do?” she asks.

“I don’t know,” I say. “You’re helping me bury a body. You kept your pledge not to kill. You left Farah a blood pack she needed more than you did. I don’t know what else to ask for.”

“Do we need to trust each other?” she asks.

“We’re living under the same roof,” I say. “We’re sharing, well, a lot of things.”

“I didn’t always trust Quinn,” she says.

Quinn. Her dead sire. The sire who’s dead because I killed her and Madison let me.

“Well, trust is something I need to have in my relationships with people,” I say. “That’s why I’m trying to trust you.”

“It’s not really the kind of thing you can give though, is it?”

“Not really,” I say. “But in my experience, the right kind of pressure together makes a big difference.”

“What kind of pressure would that be?” she asks, shifting in her seat and maybe, I can’t be sure because I can’t take my eyes off the road long enough to confirm, but maybe she presses her thighs together just a little.

“Tension,” I say. “The real kind.”

“I don’t think we’re short of that, do you?”

“Let’s just see what comes from it.”

I find a place that’s as good as any to pull over. I go around back and unload the body, hurling it over my good shoulder in a fireman’s carry. He must have been close to two hundred pounds full of blood, and even drained of that, the flesh and bones provide enough dead weight that even my good shoulder screams.

Madison crouches and gestures for me to climb on her back. Like a goddamn piggyback ride. Me, holding a dead man, on the back of a hundred-and-ten-pound girl.

“You’re serious,” I say.

“Get on.”

Well, try to picture it. It’s awkward as hell. But somehow we manage.

She rises under the combined weight of me and Okonkwo like it’s nothing. Then she moves.

I’ve watched vampires in motion before. Usually as they’re coming at me. But I’ve never been carried by one. She doesn’t run so much as glide. Her feet barely touch the forest floor. Branches part around us or she ducks under them without slowing down and the trees blur past like we’re on a train. The cold air rips at my face and I’m holding Okonkwo’s body with one arm and gripping Madison’s shoulder with the other.

I’m riding through a dark Oregon forest on the back of an eighteen-year-old vampire holding a dead man. This is my life now.

She stops in a clearing maybe three miles from the road. No trail, no footprints behind us. Just the two of us and the body and the sound of wind in the canopy.

I dig. The ground is soft from the rain, which helps. The shovel I brought cuts through it easy enough. Madison watches. She offers to help but I tell her no. This part is mine. Some things you gotta do with your own hands.

The hole is about six feet deep when I decide it’s enough. I lower Okonkwo in and wrap the tarp over the body. Then I fill the hole and cover it with leaf litter and dead branches until it looks like every other patch of forest floor.

Nobody’s finding this. Not ever.

I can’t say that I feel triumphant. Secure, yes. And that feeling of security is a good one. But I can’t bury him without imagining him doing the same to me. If that fight had gone differently, I’d be the one going in the ground. He wasn’t a bad guy. I kinda liked Okonkwo. Less when he was alive. More in retrospect if I’m being honest. But, still. 

All he ever did was follow a code. It was me who broke faith. But here I am. The one who’s still here.

The ride back is quieter. I’m on Madison’s back again and this time I don’t have Okonkwo’s weight pulling me sideways so I can actually hold on properly. 

My arms are around her shoulders and my chest is against her back. Her body between my thighs is slight and hard and cool. The intimacy of it is something I’m trying very hard not to think about. Her hair whips across my face and the scent of her fills my nose, mingling with pine and something cooler, something mineral that isn’t human. My hands are clasped against her collarbone and I can feel the ridge of it beneath her shirt. Neither of us says anything about what this feels like. Neither of us has to.

Back at the van, we get in and I start the engine.

“What should we pick up for dinner?”

“You’re asking the girl who doesn’t eat?”

“Sorry,” I say.

“It’s alright,” she says. “I still enjoy the smell.”

She ponders for a moment before making a decision. 

“How about Mexican food?”

“Sounds good to me.”

We hit the Mexican place on Route 7. I order through the window while Madison sits in the passenger seat with her eyes closed, inhaling through her nose. Moments later, we get the food and I hand it to her. She holds the bag in front of her and draws the aroma into her nose like she’s doing a line of coke.

“I miss food so much.”

“I too often take it for granted,” I say.

“You know what I miss most?”

“What?”

“Grilled cheese,” she says, without hesitating. “My mom makes a grilled cheese with brie and fig jam on sourdough.”

“That sounds pretty incredible, actually.”

“It is,” she says. “I’d kill for one. Well. You know what I mean.”

I take the long way home down Pine Ridge Drive. I drive past the Fig Tree, scanning the lot for Farah’s Civic. It’s not there.

“She’s not at the restaurant,” I say.

“She wouldn’t go there yet,” Madison says. “Too many people. Too much temptation.”

“Do you think she’ll come back?”

“I wouldn’t have turned her if I thought it wouldn’t change anything,” Madison says. “She was really lovely at dinner. And she’s a very beautiful woman. It would be a shame if we couldn’t all get along.”

She lets that sit in the air between us.

“It would be a lot more fun for everyone if we could,” she adds.

I keep my eyes on the road and my mouth shut, but in my peripheral vision I can see her in the passenger seat with her legs drawn up and her bare feet on the dashboard and that post-feeding flush still warm on her cheeks.

Back at the house, I bring the food in. Cassandra has started While You Were Sleeping on the big TV. She hits the pause button and Sandra Bullock freezes mid-kiss. I hadn’t thought about it before, but Sandra Bullock is herself a Cassandra. Doesn’t matter. But it’s something I notice. 

“How’d it go?” Cassandra asks.

“Smoothly,” I say.

“Did you get carnitas tacos?” Michie asks.

“Yes.”

“Burritos? Chimichangas? Chips and dip? Guac?”

I hold out the bags in front of me as if to surrender them.

“Just take it,” I say. “Take everything.”

“Hold on,” Cassandra says. “Mama’s hungry too.”

She goes to the cupboards and starts taking out plates and silverware from the drawer. I start taking the tin foil and plastic tops off everything and let everyone take what they want. Michie takes a plate from Cassandra and starts loading it up. Cassandra notices Madison hovering close to the kitchen island.

“Come sit with us,” Cassandra says. “You don’t have to eat to watch a movie.”

We all crowd around the home entertainment center. Madison takes the spot on the floor in front of the couch. Michie throws her the blanket.

After the movie, Madison suggests the hot tub.

“I can’t use it,” she says. “But you three should. You look like you need it.”

“I don’t have anything to change into,” Michie says.

“You can borrow my suit,” Madison says.

Something passes between them. Quick, barely visible. A look. A memory of the time when Madison offered Michie something to try on, in her motel room.

“Yeah,” Michie says. “Alright.”

Cassandra goes upstairs to put her own suit on and I strip down to my boxers.

The hot tub is on the sundeck, which means stepping past the plywood into the cold and then climbing into the water. But once you’re in, the heat does something to you. Melts the knots. Quiets the noise in your head. I lean back against the jets and close my eyes and for about thirty seconds I forget about everything.

Then Michie comes out in Madison’s bikini and I remember everything all at once.

It’s small on her. Way too small. Which is the point, obviously. She’s spilling out of it in ways that I’m pretty sure violate the manufacturer’s intended use case. The white triangles barely contain her breasts, and the bottoms sit so low on her hips that I can see the tan lines from her regular underwear. The bruise along her left side is fully visible now, a mural of purple and green that somehow makes the rest of her look more alive by contrast.

“How do I look?” she says.

“Get in the water,” I say.

She eases herself in, wincing as the heat hits her ribs. Cassandra watches her with something between amusement and sympathy.

“Cassandra,” Michie says. “Your daughter has amazing taste. This suit is obscene.”

“I’ll let Madie know you approve,” Cassandra says.

We soak. Nobody talks for a while, which is a relief after the last twenty-four hours. Just the bubbles and the steam and the pines above us black against the sky. Somewhere out in the dark a bird calls once and doesn’t get an answer.

“I want to pick up Madie’s car from the impound lot,” Cassandra says, out of the blue. Or out of the black as the case may be.

“Why?” I say. “Why go anywhere near the Creeque County Sheriff’s Office?”

“Hear me out,” she says. “It’s been sitting at the impound since the party in the woods. If I go get it now, it’s a normal thing. Mother picking up her daughter’s car.”

“And if someone at the station asks questions?”

“What questions would they ask? You took care of everything, right?”

“Cassandra—”

“There’s another reason,” she says. “If nobody reacts when I show up, if they just hand over the keys and let me drive away, then we know we’re in the clear. The police aren’t looking at us. And if we know that, we can move ahead with the blood bank plan.”

She’s thought this through. I shouldn’t be surprised. Cassandra processes by planning. It’s how she stays sane.

“I don’t like it,” I say.

“I know you don’t.”

“It’s a risk.”

“Everything we’re doing is a risk. This one has an upside.”

I look at Michie. She shrugs. Don’t look at me.

“Alright,” I say. “But not tomorrow. Give it another day. Let things settle.”

“Day after tomorrow,” Cassandra says.

“Fine.”

She smiles. A small, satisfied smile. She’s won and she knows it.

I sink into the water, rolling my shoulders and stretching my spine. I should soak like this every evening.

“How are you feeling?” Michie asks, her hand touching mine.

“Relaxed,” I say.

The bubbles stop and I guess that means that the timer they’re on has run out.

“That’s enough for me,” Cassandra says, rising from the water and reaching for a towel. “Let’s all take showers so we don’t smell like chlorine tomorrow.”

I watch as she dries herself, padding her arms first and then wrapping the towel around her thighs. My eyes move to the space between those thighs, but then they dart to Michie, who’s staring out into the blackness. 

I’ve been making her feel unappreciated for far too long, and it’s time I acknowledge it.

“I’m sleeping with Michie tonight,” I say.

Not looking for permission. It’s just a simple statement of fact.

“He’s being euphemistic,” Michie adds. “We’re not actually gonna sleep.”

“Fine by me,” Cassandra says, wrapping the towel around herself. “I had you this morning. And you’ve had plenty of sleep already.”

She shivers as she stands in the cold night air.

“Are you coming in?”

I don’t ever want to get out of this hot tub. I can’t be coaxed out for anything.

“I think I’m going to stay in for a few more minutes,” I tell her.

“I think I’m gonna go inside, strip naked, and writhe on the bed as my hands move across my body, waiting to be ravaged,” Michie says.  

On second thought, maybe I’m warm enough already.
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I take the towel off her shoulders and toss it on the floor. We’re in Michie’s room. She’s still in Madison’s bikini, the white triangles straining against everything they’re trying to contain. I hook a finger under one of the straps and she lifts her arm so I can slide it down.

“Careful,” she says. “Left side.”

“I know.”

I peel the top off her gently, working around the bruise, and she reaches down and peels off the bottoms herself, shimmying a little as she slides them down and then lets them slide off her big toe, holding onto my arm for balance. 

She’s naked except for the flush from the hot tub and the bruise painting her left side. Her breasts settle against her ribs as she lies back, still warm and pink from the water, and her hips have that curve that I can never stop tracing with my eyes even when I’ve seen it a hundred times.

“Be honest,” she says, one eyebrow rising in a challenge. “Am I totally unfuckable now?”

I smile and her lip curls just a little at the edge of her face, but I can tell that even though she’s expecting me to say ‘no’ that secretly I mean ‘yes.’

“Not according to this,” I say, taking her small hand in mine and guiding it to the erection forming in my damp shorts.

“Really? You’re into this? Even though I’m all bruised and gross and I smell like chlorine?”

I look down at my cock, which is only getting stiffer in my boxers.

“Sorry,” I say. “But you’ll have to do better than that. Maybe if you had a huge scar right here—”

I draw a jagged invisible line down the center of her face.

“—actually, if you lost your nose in a fight, that would do it,” I say. “I’d toss you to the curb. Not proud to admit it, but it’s better you know the truth.”

The coral-pink tips of her fingers find my stubble-covered neck. I wince a little but can’t stop grinning. 

“Your scars are hot but mine are not,” she says. “So fucking unfair.”

Her hands slide down my neck to my chest and she runs her fingers across the hair there, tracing the scar below my collarbone from a fight I barely survived in Bucharest.

“This one’s new,” she says, touching the cut along my ribs from Okonkwo’s blade.

She runs her finger along the tiny cut, which both tickles and stings in equal measure. I squirm under her touch. Then I grab her around the waist and lift her thigh with one hand so that it rests against my waist. Her pelvis presses against my throbbing cock. I’m ready to toss her onto the bed, but I hesitate, not wanting to drop her on her bruised side.

“Don’t go easy on me,” she says. “I mean, don’t hurt me on purpose or anything. Just, don’t hold back, okay?”

“Michie, I’m sore too,” I say. “Believe me, you’re not the only one recovering. I’ll give you all I’ve got, but—”

She stops me with a kiss, pressing her soft pink lips to mine. Those big eyes peer deep into mine.

“Give me everything you’ve got,” she says. “I want it all, and I deserve it too. I’ve been patient.”

It kills me how simple and direct her request is. Of course, it means now I’ve really got to deliver.

“You’re right,” I say, our foreheads meeting as I hold her. “Tonight you get whatever you deserve.”

I lean down and kiss her. She kisses me back, slow at first, then with more urgency. She wraps her arms around my neck and pulls me down and we’re pressed together and she gasps when my weight shifts against her ribs and I lift up immediately.

“Shit, sorry—”

“Don’t stop,” she says. “Just be on top. I’ll tell you if it hurts.”

I yank my shorts down, not bothering with finesse, and kick them off. My erection stands hard and eager as I settle back between her thighs. Her gaze dips, and a smirk quirks her lips.

“This is mine now,” she murmurs, her voice low as her fingers curl around me, stroking gently but confidently. My hips buck into her grip, her touch invigorating me.

“Michie,” I rasp, leaning down to claim her mouth in a bruising kiss. My hand slips between us, finding her already slick and warm. I rub slow, deliberate circles over her clit, every little gasp and twitch feeding the fire in my gut. She’s so responsive, it’s driving me insane.

I position myself, the head of my cock pressing against her slit. She told me she doesn’t want me to hold back, so I don’t wait for her to let me in. I push in, firm but not hurried, feeling the tight, wet heat of her stretching around me inch by inch.

“Oaaah,” she gasps.

It’s overwhelming, like every nerve in my body is zeroed in on where we’re joined. I bottom out, my forehead pressing to hers, and let out a shaky breath, fighting the urge to just let go right then.

“Fuck, you’re tight,” I mutter, my voice rough as I start to move, rolling my hips in a steady rhythm. I’m careful, mindful of her side, but the way her walls grip me makes it hard to hold back. Her legs hook around my waist, pulling me deeper, and I feel the tension in my body coil tighter.

“Harder,” she gasps.

I spread her legs back, bottoming out again. She’s grinning and wincing at the same time, and I can tell the pain is working for her.

I growl, picking up the pace, driving into her with more force while still keeping my weight off her bruised ribs. Every thrust is electric, the friction of her body against mine igniting something primal. My chest tightens with the effort of control, but the way she moves with me, meeting every stroke, is making it hard to hold it together.

Sweat slicks my skin, mixing with the faint chlorine scent lingering from the hot tub. Her breath hitches, turning into sharp, desperate gasps, and I can feel her getting closer, her body tightening around me in a way that’s pushing me to the edge. I thrust with more force, pressing her under me, my shaft rubbing her clit and making her moan as she clenches around me.

“That’s it,” she whispers. “Right there.” 

She arches beneath me, her moan soft but real, and I feel her shatter, her inner muscles pulsing around me. I’m close. Very close. If I pick up the pace, I can finish her off. Shit, I’d better pull out. I don’t know if I can control myself. Then, I hear a sound that stops me cold. 

Knock, knock.

We both freeze. Then I hear her voice.

“It’s me,” Madison says.

Michie looks at me. I look at the door. This isn’t the first time Madison’s interrupted us. It is the first time she’s announcing her presence.

“Can I come in?” Madison asks.

“You can’t,” I say. Firm, not harsh.

Vampires don’t actually need to be invited in. That’s a myth. But I’m glad this one at least has some sense of boundaries. 

“Hold on,” Michie whispers. “I get a vote too, don’t I?”

“I have veto power,” I say. Then, louder, “We’re busy!”

“She knows what we’re doing,” Michie says. “She wants to join.”

“Well, she can’t,” I say, realizing that there’s no point in whispering because she can hear our heartbeats through the door. She could be at the end of the hall and still hear us clear as day.

There’s a pause and then I hear Madison’s footsteps moving away. Then silence.

Michie stares up at me. My cock is still hard, throbbing with the nearness of release, and the interruption has only sharpened the edge of my frustration. Her skin’s flushed, her chest rising and falling fast, and I can tell she’s just as worked up as I am. I need to finish what we started, but not if she’s still thinking about Madison.

“I know you want to play, and experiment,” I say. “And we can. But not yet. Not without Cassandra knowing.” 

“We’re gonna tell her,” she says. “Me and Madie.”

“Fine,” I say. “But tonight you’re mine.”

“So hurry the hell up already,” she says with a grin.

Oh, she deserves a smack for that one. We pick up where we left off. This time there are no interruptions. My hands tighten on her hips, feeling the curve of her under my palms, the way her body still trembles from how close we were. Every inch of me is hyper-aware of the slick warmth between her thighs, the way her legs are still hooked around me, urging me to go over the edge. My cock twitches, brushing against her clit, and I bite back a groan, the need to finish almost blinding.

I press down harder, reaching under her to swat her on the ass.

“Hey!” she squeals.

That just earns her another firm thwap!

“I thought you liked it rough,” I say, sinking deeper into her.

She pants, nodding just a little as if to say I’ll learn to love this.

I thrust harder, deeper, no longer taking care to protect her left side. If this is going to sting, so be it. But she will enjoy herself.

“Oh, fuck!” she gasps as she finishes.

I pull out fast, spilling seed all over her inner thighs. My face is slick with sweat and I have to wipe my forehead as I let out a breath and come down. 

“Ohhh, yeah!” she mumbles.

She’s glistening too, and I bring my forehead to touch hers again as our limbs untangle.

“That,” I say. “That was just for us.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

She rolls onto her good side and tucks herself against me. Her breathing evens out fast. There’s a box of tissues on the end table by the bed and I crawl over and grab it. We clean ourselves up and then I go over and shut off the lights. 

We cuddle under the covers and I think about Madison. She was really so bold that she wanted to join us when she knew we were having sex? This wasn’t like the first time, when she was just scoping us out. This time she knew exactly what she was doing. What would have happened if I’d let her?

Michie’s asleep in about three minutes, which is a gift I’ve always envied. When Michie’s done, she’s done. Unconscious. Lights out.

I’m not so lucky.

I lie there for an hour, maybe more. Thoughts turn in my head, and not just of Madison. I think about Cassandra, trying to imagine any combination of words that could possibly make her amenable to what her daughter and my lover have in mind with each other. 

And I think about Farah, out there somewhere in the night. She didn’t even want to say goodbye. Maybe she didn’t know how to. Is it the last time I’ll ever see her? Somehow that feels impossible, but why should it be?

I give up on sleep around two in the morning. I slide out of bed without waking Michie and pull on my boxers and a t-shirt. The hallway is dark and cold. I pad to the kitchen for water.

The cold from the plywood is nothing compared to some of the places I’ve spent time in. But cold is cold, and it’s October in Oregon. I fill a glass at the sink and lean against the counter and drink.

And then, for the second time in the same night, I hear a knock.

A knock on the plywood. From the outside.

I set the glass down. My hand goes to my hip before I remember I don’t have a weapon on me. I don’t have my knife at all anymore. She took it with her. I’m standing in boxers and a t-shirt in a dark kitchen and something just knocked on the board where my door used to be.

I grab the plywood by the edge and tilt it inward, walking it out of the way. And there she is.

Farah. Standing on the sundeck in the moonlight.

The green dress from the restaurant is gone. She’s in jeans and a dark jacket, her black curls loose around her face. The moonlight catches the sharp line of her jaw and the fullness of her lower lip. She looks smaller than I remember. More vulnerable but no less lovely.

“Farah,” I say.

“Hi,” she says.

“Why’d you come back?” I ask.

She takes a breath. It’s not that she needs to do it anymore. I think it’s just habit.

“I couldn’t stay at home,” she says. “The food in my fridge made me sick. Everything smelled wrong. I couldn’t sit still. There was this buzz in my head, like a frequency I couldn’t turn off.”

The hunger. The cravings they all get. I’m reminded again that I don’t have my knife. And I’m standing in front of a vampire who is telling me she’s having trouble controlling her urges.

“When you left, I thought it was the last time I would ever see you,” I say, keeping the quiver from my voice even as my joints are spasming from the cold.

“I didn’t know what to say. And I couldn’t ask to enter Cassandra’s bedroom to say goodbye.”

“I get it,” I say.

Maybe it’s the fact that I’m in my underwear and she’s got a jacket on, but she seems completely still, calm and composed.

Behind her, the pines and the stars and the vast dark quiet of the forest. In my mind I see Cassandra, on this same sundeck, in the brilliant afternoon wearing a sundress with flowers on it. That was the day when she brought me into her world. Now Farah is asking to be let into mine.

“Can I come in?” she says.

I step aside, crossing my arms and rubbing my sides. She doesn’t move.

“You aren’t really the one I need to ask, are you?”

“I’m the man of the house by default,” I say. “But I have zero claim to it or anything inside it.”

“I don’t have to stay.”

“Come in first,” I say. “We’ll figure things out.”

She approaches the gap between the door and enters. I follow her. Inside the kitchen, the temperature is close to the same as outdoors, but at least there’s no wind. I force myself to ignore the cold and focus on her. 

“Do you need anything?” I ask, standing in the kitchen and realizing it’s useless to offer a vampire refreshment. She shakes her head.

Neither of us says anything. I decide it’s better to just be present and say whatever she wants to when she’s ready. She runs her fingers through her hair. It looks lustrous even in the low light, but it has no scent.

“I went to my father’s house,” she says. “I wanted to tell him…anything. I didn’t know what I wanted to say.”

I nod, letting her know it’s okay to keep going. 

“I watched him through the window. It was like a dream.”

I can see from her face she’s mentally back there. 

“Thoughts crawled into my brain that weren’t mine. I watched him and I could hear his heart beating. I could smell him with my tongue.” 

Her voice catches, and I can see how hard this is for her.

“I wanted to—something inside me told me to...”

She doesn’t have to finish. We both know what was climbing inside her skull.

“I understand.” 

“I didn’t do it,” she says, finding her composure again. “I went back to my car. And I could smell it. Under the seat. The blood pack.” She pauses. “My body knew what it needed before my brain did. I pulled over and turned off the engine. I dug it out from under the seat and I drank it.”

Her hand slides into her pocket and she palms something. She pulls it out and opens her hand. The empty blood pack.

I step toward her and reach for her hand. She flinches. Not away from me, exactly. More like a reflex she can’t control.

“Go slow,” she says. “Please.”

“Okay,” I say. “I promise.”

Farah’s eyes dart to the entrance to the living room. Madison is there, staring at us from beside the couch.

“You’re back,” she says. “Good.”

She glides toward us, smooth and silent.

“I’m sorry to interrupt again,” she says. “But I could hear you. I wanted to let you know you can stay with me in my room. I’d like the company.”

“I’ll take the basement,” Farah says quietly.

“I’ll get some clean linens for you,” Madison says. “The basement is drafty.”

“I don’t get cold,” Farah says.

“But you’ll be more comfortable sleeping on clean linens.”

Madison retreats into the darkness and retrieves the sheets from some corner of the house I don’t know about. She returns freakishly fast. She holds out the sheets which smell musty under the detergent.

“It’s almost four hours until sunrise,” Madison says. 

“I’ll wait,” Farah says.

She accepts the linens.

Madison takes a step backward, almost as she’s a servant and we’re her guests.

“I’ll be in my room.”

“Thank you, Madie,” I say.

She nods. Farah turns in the direction of the basement. I turn too and Madison wordlessly disappears again.

I flip on the light before we descend the stairs. The basement is cleaner now. Madison must have wiped down the floor while I was sleeping. The dark stain near the drain is gone.

“Hunter.” She looks at me. “What happened to Roland?”

“It’s handled,” I say. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

“And the Foundation?”

“They’re sending more people. I’ve got a plan for that too.”

She nods. She doesn’t ask what the plan is. She goes over and sets the stack of linens on the couch.

I have a seat on the storage box across from her. The same one I sat on last night while we waited for her to wake up.

“You don’t have to stay,” she says. “I’m alright.”

“I know.”

“Go back upstairs, Hunter,” she says. “Your women need you.”

There’s nothing mean in the way she says it. She’s just stating a fact.

“Okay,” I say. “Goodnight.”

I rise from the box I’m sitting on and cross to the stairs.

Orpheus is a lute player. He’s happy until Hades steals the woman he loves. So he goes to the underworld to bring her back to life, and it almost works. Then he gets scared and looks behind him. He doesn’t trust her to follow him, and after that she can’t. She has to stay. He has to leave her there.

I climb the stairs. Fourteen steps. At the top I don’t look back.


7.

I bring Cassandra coffee in bed. I used the good stuff, the blend she likes from Papua New Guinea. It’s warmer here under the covers than in the kitchen, which is why I’ve brought it to her. But I also need a favor. She takes it with both hands and blows across the surface, watching me over the rim.

“Before we go to the sheriff’s office, I need you to cut my hair.”

She sets the coffee on the nightstand and looks at me the way you’d look at a man who just asked you to shave a dog.

“How short?”

“All of it,” I say. “Buzz cut. I gotta look like a different person.”

“You know how rare it is to find a man your age with hair like yours?” she asks.

Without waiting for an answer, she throws the duvet cover off her legs and swings them over the side of the bed.

“Go sit on the edge of the tub,” she says.

Ten minutes later I’m sitting on the cold porcelain while Cassandra stands between my knees with the clippers. Her robe brushes my thighs as she moves around me. She smells like the coffee she just drank and the lavender soap from last night’s shower. I close my eyes as her fingers guide my head to one side, then the other. The hair falls in dark clumps around my feet. I’ve kept it long enough to cover my ears for ten years or more and now it’s a quarter inch all over. I run my hand from the crown of my head to the base of my neck and feel soft stubble. She turns off the clippers and I stand to look at myself.

The man in the mirror looks harder, older. Like someone who works construction or drives a truck for a living.

“I like it.”

“I prefer you the way I found you,” she says. “Though there’s something rugged about it.”

She runs her fingers across my scalp and plucks a stray hair with merciless precision. She sets the clippers down.

“Farah came back last night,” I say. “She’s in the basement.”

“Will she also be needing a haircut so she won’t be recognized?” she asks, her finger flipping the switch on the clippers and making them whirr through the air like a predatory wasp.

“No.”

“Well, maybe I’ll give her one anyway.”

She grins to herself, slicing the air with the clippers before switching them off and setting them on the counter. I smile, relieved that she’s at least not so upset that she can’t see the funny side.

“She can’t stay at home,” I say. “She’s bonded to Madie. She needs her guidance, and I think Madie really wants to help her.”

“What if she tries to hurt Madie as revenge? Or what if someone else comes to hurt her and instead they end up hurting us?”

“She’s on our side,” I say. “As of now.” 

“She came to my house to kill my daughter, Hunter,” she says. “Nothing you can say can make me forget that.”

Her jaw is set in that way that tells me she’s not performing anger. She’s in it.

“Listen to me,” I say. “She’s dangerous on her own. She doesn’t know how to manage the hunger yet. If she loses control and hurts someone, that puts all of us at risk. Every dead body in Creeque is a trail that leads to this house.”

“You’re telling me she’s out of control, and that’s your pitch for why she should stay?”

“Madison is the only one who can guide her through this. She’s been doing it. They spent the whole first night together in the basement. Farah needs her here.”

“What about what I need?” Cassandra says.

It’s a fair question, and I think I know how to answer it.

“You need to feel safe,” I say. “It’s the reason why I’m shadowing you this morning at the sheriff’s office. So if anything happens I’ll be right there, ready to do anything it takes to ensure your freedom and safety. That has to count for something, right?”

She looks at me for a long time. Then she picks up the clippers and puts them in the drawer.

“When Madie says she can leave, she leaves, okay?”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me,” she says. “This isn’t generosity. This is damage control.”

Fair enough. I try to wrap my arms around her, but she presses the tips of her fingers against my sternum.

“You clean up these hairs, take another shower, and then I’ll hug you.”

Again, fair enough. She brings me a broom and dust bin and then leaves me to rinse the stray hairs off me.

I go to the bedroom and put on the Goodwill disguise. The flannel that’s too big. The STIHL trucker hat. The reading glasses. I check myself in Cassandra’s full-length mirror and then start working on the character. Different posture. Shoulders rounded, chin down. A shuffle instead of a stride. The kind of walk that says I’ve got nowhere to be and I’m in no rush to get there. I’ve got a gut too, I decide, so I stick out my stomach as I walk.

If I can fool them, I’ll know two things. First, that it’s safe for Cassandra to walk in and retrieve Madison’s car without anyone putting any pieces together. Second, that the reason it’s safe is that deputies aren’t sharp enough to realize that I’m the same guy with the snake van they liked for a murder.

Cassandra drops me a quarter mile from the station and I walk the rest of the way. It’s better that I go first, let her enter separately. The morning is grey and cold. The sheriff’s department is in the same squat building I remember from before. The memorial park is across the street and there are two cruisers parked out front.

I push through the door and slouch up to the counter. Bruckner is behind the desk. Perfect. If a guy who emasculated a corpse doesn’t register with him, nothing will.

“Help you?” he says.

“Yeah, uh, my brother got picked up last night,” I say, letting my voice go flat and nasal. Slower than my normal register. “Drunk and disorderly. Little guy, red hair? Name’s Teddy Kowalczyk.”

Bruckner squints at me. His portly face registers no surprise, just confusion.

“He’s not here.”

“His real name’s Theodore,” I nasal. “Should’a said that.” 

“We didn’t have any D and D’s last night,” he says.

He does not recognize me. I shudder to think how many criminals must be walking free in this town.

“You sure? He called me from the back of a squad car. Said he was being brought here.”

“When was this?”

“Around eleven. Maybe midnight.”

“Nobody was brought in last night,” Bruckner says. “You sure you have the right county?”

“This is Andover, right?”

“Creeque County.”

“Oh,” I say. “Shit, okay. Sorry about that.”

“Take Route 7, about ten miles south.”

“Right, right,” I say. “I knew that. Sorry. Mind if I sit down for a sec? Hell of a long drive.”

He waves at the plastic chairs along the wall. I take a seat, making a show of being tired and confused. The waiting area gives me a clear line of sight to the counter and the door.

Moments later, Cassandra walks in.

She’s dressed well but not too well. Slacks, a blouse, a light coat. The kind of outfit that says responsible homeowner, not person of interest. She walks to the counter and smiles at Bruckner.

“Good morning,” she says. “I’m here to pick up a vehicle from the impound lot.”

“Name?” Bruckner asks.

“Cassandra Redmayne. It’s my daughter’s car.”

He types something into the computer. Takes his time about it.

“Silver Honda?”

“That’s the one,” Cassandra says.

“I’ll need your ID and the registration.”

“Of course.”

She produces her driver’s license and a copy of the registration from her purse. Bruckner examines both, types some more, and then slides a form across the counter.

“Sign here. Impound fee is eighty-five dollars. Cash or check.”

Cassandra writes the check without hesitation. Bruckner tears off the receipt and gives her directions to the impound lot.

“Thank you so much,” Cassandra says. “I appreciate your help.”

“Have a good day, ma’am.”

Clean. Totally clean. No follow-up questions about Madison, no mention of the Fig Tree dinner, no sideways glances. They’re clueless.

Cassandra glances at me on her way out. I give her the smallest nod. Go. Get the car. I’ll be right behind you.

I’m about to stand up and follow her out when the front door opens again and two people walk in.

The man is tall with a shaved head and the kind of build that comes from a gym, not a desk. The woman is shorter, compact, with her hair pulled back tight. They move through the door the way people move when they’ve walked into a hundred buildings and assessed the exits before their second step. Both are wearing black. The choice color of outlaws and, not unironically, law enforcement.

I know what they are before they open their mouths.

They approach the counter. The man produces a badge.

“FBI,” he says. “We’re looking for Farah Haddad. Is she here?”

Oh, fuck me.

“She’s not with this office anymore,” Bruckner says. “What’s this about?”

“She was expected at Langley but she failed to report for duty,” the woman says. “We have reason to believe she may be missing.”

I need to get out of here. But if I stand up now, right when these two walked in, it looks like I’m reacting. I need a reason to be up and moving. So, I get up and approach the counter, hovering just behind them. I catch fragments. They’re asking about the Fig Tree dinner. About who Farah was seen with. The man’s voice is the one doing most of the talking and it’s got the flat, practiced quality of someone who’s done this before.

But he’s not FBI. I know that much. The badges might be real enough to fool a dope like Bruckner, but the way they move, the way they scanned the room, the way the woman positioned herself with a clear line to the exit. This is the backup I’ve been promised.

Bruckner looks at me, annoyed.

“What’s wrong?”

“I need the key to the John.”

“Down the hall, first door on your left,” he says. “It don’t need a key.”

“Alright, alright,” I say.

I go into the restroom. I don’t need to piss. I gotta think.

Kosa’s operatives got here faster than I expected, which means either they were already close or Kosa moved the second I hung up the phone. Maybe both.

I flush for show, wash my hands, and walk back out. The male agent watches me as I pass. His eyes track me for about two seconds too long. I keep my head down, my pace slow. Just a confused guy looking for his drunk brother. Nothing to see here.

I round the corner, push through the front door, and hit the parking lot. Cassandra is sitting in the Subaru at the curb, engine running. I get in.

“We’re not going to the impound lot,” I say.

“What? Why not?”

“Those two people who just walked in are not FBI. They’re slayers.”

Cassandra’s hands tighten on the wheel.

“There’s no need to panic,” I say. “We can pick up the car later. But for now, let’s go home.”

She pulls out. I watch the rearview the whole way. As soon as a black SUV appears a car length behind us, I know it’s going to maneuver to get behind us, and so it does. Cassandra sees it too. 

“Hunter,” Cassandra says, her knuckles white on the wheel. “What do we do?”

“It’s okay,” I say. “They aren’t the police.”

The SUV flashes its high beams twice. The universal language of pull the fuck over.

“Stop here,” I say.

Cassandra pulls onto the shoulder.

“Stay in the car no matter what,” I tell her.

I’m out of the passenger side before the car has fully stopped, walking toward the SUV rather than waiting for them to come to me. This is an old trick. If they’re expecting a target who sits and waits, you take that away from them. You control the distance. You set the terms of the conversation before it starts.

Also, if this goes sideways, every step I take toward them is a step farther from Cassandra.

Two doors open. They get out on both sides and walk toward me. He moves like a swimmer, long and efficient. She walks with her weight forward, ready to change direction fast.

They’re young. Younger than me.

“Hey,” I say, spreading my hands. “About time.”

This throws them. The man stops walking.

“Why didn’t you call first?” I ask. “If you’re looking for Haddad, I could’ve told you what you need to know. Didn’t Kosa tell you to get in contact?”

“We’re still getting the lay of the land,” the man says.

“Lay of the land?” I say. “It’s trees in every fucking direction. What more do you need?”

I perform mild hurt. Not anger. Hurt. The kind of professional disappointment a team leader feels when his people go around him.

“Come on,” I say. “I’ve been handling this alone for two days. You could’ve called. I would’ve brought you up to speed.”

“We wanted to assess the situation independently first,” Hesset says. First words she’s spoken. Her voice is clipped, economical. She doesn’t waste syllables.

“Well, anyway, you’re here,” I say, and I extend my hand. Lyman shakes it. His grip is firm and brief. Hesset doesn’t offer hers. She’s watching my hands, my waist, my feet. Evaluating.

“Lyman,” the man says, after a beat. “This is Hesset.”

“I’m Deacon. Where are you two coming from?” I ask. Casual. Like we’re colleagues catching up.

“Seattle,” Lyman says. “We were wrapping a job when Kosa redirected us.”

Seattle. That’s maybe a five-hour drive. Kosa redirected them from Seattle to Creeque, which means they were already in the Pacific Northwest when Okonkwo went dark.

I do the math. These two arrived at the sheriff’s office this morning. Even from Seattle, that timeline is tight. They would’ve had to leave before I called Kosa. Before I reported Okonkwo dead.

Kosa dispatched them the moment Okonkwo stopped answering his phone. Not as a response to my call. As insurance. They were already on the road before I fed Kosa the story about the second vampire.

That means Kosa never trusted my account. Not for a second.

“Why are you walking around pretending to be FBI?” 

“What’s wrong with it?” Hesset says. “We’re hunting a cop. Escalating the authority chain is standard.”

“So, at least learn the cover story properly first,” I say. “Langley? That’s CIA. The FBI Academy is in Quantico.”

Which reminds me of the NBC series Quantico, which makes me think of the time that Farah interrogated me.  

“What would you have done?” she demands.

“Something inconspicuous,” I say. “Something that every deputy in Creeque won’t be discussing by nightfall.”

“Like what?” Lyman asks.

“Like, I don’t know, snake relocation?”

They both stare at me.

“If you commit to the story, it works,” I say with confidence.

I see Lyman’s jaw relax half a centimeter. Hesset’s doesn’t. She’s the sharp one. But they’re both starting to read me as someone who’s been in the field too long, who’s a little banged up, a little slow on the draw. The veteran who needs the younger operators to clean up his mess. The rube who will keep feeding them rope to hang him with.

Good. That’s exactly what I want them to think.

“So where’s Okonkwo?” Lyman asks.

“Buried,” I say. “I took care of it.”

“We’d like to see the site where it happened,” Hesset says.

“I’ll take you there,” I say. “I can show you the whole setup. The body’s not there. I moved it. But you can have a look around, see if there’s anything I’m missing.”

“Let’s go now,” Lyman says.

“No,” I say. “Not in daylight. We’re hunting a vampire. She’s nocturnal. If she’s anywhere near that house, you’re not gonna find her at eleven in the morning. And if the neighbors see three strangers poking around an abandoned property, that’s more attention we don’t need.”

“Neighbors?” Hesset says.

“It’s rural. Doesn’t mean it’s empty. There are homes within earshot. We go after sundown. Quieter. Safer. Better odds of catching her in the area if she’s still around.”

They don’t like it. I can see the calculation running in Lyman’s head. He wants to go now. He wants to control the situation. Making him wait gives me the advantage and he knows it.

The standoff lasts about five seconds. Nobody says anything. Hesset shifts her weight. Lyman’s hand is resting on his belt, four inches from something I can’t see under his jacket.

For one cold moment I’m not sure they’re gonna let me leave here with Cassandra or not.

“After sundown,” Lyman says. “Where do we meet?”

“You know where the Lowe’s is? On the highway?”

“We’ll find it.”

“Eight-thirty. I’ll drive you to the site from there.”

“Fine,” Lyman says.

We turn and walk in opposite directions. I get back in the car. Cassandra is gripping the wheel with both hands and looks like she hasn’t taken a breath since I left.

“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s over. We can go home now.”

She looks like she wants to ask more but decides against it. Minutes later, we’re back on the road. The SUV doesn’t reappear as we turn onto the road leading to Cassandra’s house. We pull into the driveway and the house appears through the trees.


8.

“Here’s where we are,” I say. “The slayers Kosa sent want to meet tonight. They think I’m gonna take them to the site where Okonkwo was killed and show them the scene. What they’re actually gonna do is get me inside that building, get what they need out of me, and kill me.”

I brief the household in the living room. It’s just after nightfall. I would have rather had this conversation in the afternoon, but that wasn’t possible given Madison’s aversion to sunlight. Cassandra is on the couch. Madison is on the floor. Michie is in the armchair with her knees pulled up, wearing those Goodwill shorts and a tank top that shows the last of the bruising along her ribs. Her bare legs are pulled up against her chest and her chin is resting on her knees.

“How do you know they’re going to try to kill you?” Madison asks.

“Because it’s what I would do,” I say.

“So, they obviously don’t believe anything you say,” Michie says. “Why would they agree to meet at all?” 

“They’re flying blind and they need intel,” I say. “They know I can’t be trusted, but I’m not the priority. There’s a vampire running wild, and they can’t kill me until they’re certain that they already know all that I know. So we have two options. Option one, we leave. Pack the van, drive tonight, don’t look back.”

Cassandra opens her mouth.

“I already know what you’re gonna say,” I tell her. “But I gotta put it on the table.”

“It’s not on the table,” Cassandra says. “Pick it up and put it back in your pocket.”

“Fine. Option two, we fight back. We set our own trap inside theirs. They’re expecting a cooperative informant walking into a building where they control the environment. But we’ll actually control that environment.”

“Where?”

“Quinn’s grandma’s house. Michie and I will lead them there, but what they won’t know is that Madison will be waiting for them.”

“So will I,” says a voice from the corner of the room.

Farah’s still wearing those jeans with a dark shirt tucked in, her hair pulled back tight enough to show the elegant line of her neck, with a puncture mark I can’t make out from here. She looks like a cop getting ready for a shift.

The room shifts when she appears. Cassandra’s posture stiffens.

“Well, I’m not just going to stay in the basement while you all risk your lives,” she says. “I want to fight.”

“Okay,” I say. “Good. Two vampires are better than one.”

“Are they?” Cassandra asks. “You told me she was uncontrollable.”

“I didn’t actually say that,” I hasten to tell Farah. “But I did say that you may be dangerous.”

“Well, maybe I am.”

“Oh, yeah, Farah!” Michie says. “Embrace your bad bitch side!”

“I won’t kill them,” Farah says. “I want that on the record before anyone asks.”

“Agreed,” I say. “Nobody dies tonight. Killing either of them ends any chance of peace with Kosa. We subdue, we negotiate, we secure a deal and then we let them go.”

“What if it goes sideways? What if they get the upper hand?”

“There are more of us than there are of them,” I say. “We have the element of surprise—”

“If they don’t suspect anything,” Cassandra says. “Which you just said they probably do.”

“I’m not saying there’s no risk,” I say. “But it’s a calculated risk. We can all walk away from this unscathed. I can’t promise it will happen like I plan it, but we don’t have a third option.”

“Okay,” Cassandra says. “I trust you.”

I lay out the plan.

“We know the house’s layout and they don’t,” I say. “No neighbors close enough to hear anything. No streetlights. One way in from the front, one from the back. It’s the perfect place for an ambush.”

I look at Madison and Farah.

“You two will approach from the back and get into position before Lyman and Hesset arrive. Find positions inside the house where you can close distance in under two seconds.”

Madison nods.

“Okay,” Farah says.

“Michie and I are the show. We’ll be out front when they pull up.”

“So, what’s my role?” Michie asks.

“Best thing you can do is be yourself,” I say. “Flirt with me shamelessly, make up embarrassing kinks you claim I have—”

“—oh, yeah,” Michie says to Farah. “He doesn’t actually jerk off while watching me with other guys.”

“Good to know,” Farah says. “I was wondering.”

“I’m sorry,” Cassandra says. “What?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “The point is that I have to play the fool if we’re going to make this convincing. And nobody is better at making me look like a fool than Michie.”

She smiles, seemingly proud of that.

“Play it up. Make them think the reason Okonkwo is dead is because I was in a hurry to wrap the job quickly so I could get back to screwing you. They’ll hear a story that’s embarrassing enough to be true and it’ll confirm that I’m sloppy and distracted and not operating at their level.”

“Good plan,” she says.

I turn to the matchups.

“Madison, you take the male,” I say. “Lyman. He’s the bigger threat. Longer reach, more experienced. He’ll react fast when the ambush starts. I need you on him because you’re the fastest thing in that building.”

Madison nods.

“Farah, you take Hesset,” I say. “She’s smaller and more compact. You’re law enforcement. She won’t be expecting that kind of training. You know how to control a suspect. Use that.”

“What if she bites her?” Cassandra asks. “You told me she has to stay here because she could be dangerous to strangers. Now your whole plan depends on her maintaining control of her urges?”

“I’m getting tired of being referred to as if I’m not here, Cassandra.”

“I see that you’re here, Farah,” Cassandra says, her tone sharper than it has to be. “In my home.”

“If you don’t want me here, I’ll go,” Farah says. “I’ll leave with Hunter and I won’t come back, no matter how things go tonight.”

Cassandra looks like that would suit her fine. But then Madison jumps in.

“Mom, the only reason Hunter and Michie are here is because you were afraid to be alone with me.”

Cassandra absorbs this.

“I’m the reason that Farah is the way she is,” Madison says. “And I’m willing to trust her. She deserves that from us.”

Farah looks at Madison. Madison looks back. Something passes between them that I can’t name. They’re stuck with each other, and the look says they both know it.

“So, what will I do?” Cassandra asks. “What’s my part?”

I think she probably already knows what the best place for her is.

“You’ll stay here,” I say.

“And wait for you, and worry,” she answers.

She hates it, the feeling of not being in control. I know it. I know she needs to be tended to properly, but there are things I have to do first.

“This will all be over soon,” I say. “I promise you. We’ve got a clean shot at holding this household together for good. We have to take it. We leave at eight. Questions?”

Nobody has any.

“Good,” I say. “Eat something if you can. Rest if you can. Tonight’s gonna be long.”


9.

Quinn’s property looks worse than I remember, possibly because I’m seeing it after our fight. The yellowed siding has buckled in places and the porch railing is still broken from that night. Nobody’s been here since the night we killed Quinn. The place has just sat here, rotting.

Madison and Farah are already in their positions inside. We worked through all the possible contingencies I could think of. They’re out of sight but ready to engage when the time is right.

Michie and I are standing on the front porch. Her top is low enough to show cleavage and the shorts are high enough to show the bottom curve of her ass when she shifts her weight. Her knife is strapped to her calf under the denim. She’s chewing gum because she says it helps to sell the clueless teenage girl character she’s playing.

“We should work out a signal between us,” Michie says in between chews. “Like a code word only we know that we can use to spring the trap.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“How about gangbang?”

“How about something a little more subtle?”

“Fingerbang?”

“I’m having a hard time thinking of ways to work that naturally into the flow of conversation.”

“Your brain doesn’t work like mine,” she says. “If everyone agrees that the signal will be gangbang, give no sign.” 

She stops chewing and tries to wrap the wad of gum around her tongue, thinking she’s going to blow a bubble with it. 

“It’s Juicy Fruit,” I say. “You can’t blow bubbles with Juicy Fruit.”  

“Whaa?”

Headlights on the road. The black SUV turns onto Alder Cutoff and rolls toward us, slow, headlights cutting through the dark. They park behind my van and kill the engine.

Lyman gets out first. Then Hesset from the passenger side. They approach the house side by side, scanning the tree line, the porch, the boarded window. They’re doing what I’d do. Checking corners, counting exits, mapping the space.

I wave them up. The gate’s unlocked and Lyman looks over his shoulder as the two approach.

“This is where it happened?” Lyman asks.

I nod.

“She got the jump on us,” I say. “Not gonna let that happen again. Not with you two here.”

Lyman nods. Hesset doesn’t. Her eyes are on the broken window.

“What happened there?” she asks.

“The fight,” I say. “The vamp came in through the window. Okonkwo was inside when it happened.”

Michie leans against the porch railing and chews her gum.

“I told him not to go in first,” she says, shaking her head. “He’s a little overeager, ya know? Always in a rush to finish.”

She makes a lewd face, her mouth opening wide in what I’m guessing is supposed to be me mid-orgasm. The gum falls out of her mouth and lands at her feet. She purses her lips, pretending she’d intended to do that.

“And you are?” Lyman asks.

“Michie,” she says. “I’m with Hunter.”

“With him how?”

“In every way a girl can be with a guy,” she says, running a finger down my arm.

Lyman looks at me. I shrug. The shrug says: yeah, she’s like this. What can you do?

We go inside. The front room is exactly as we left it. The floorboards creak under our weight. It smells like rot and that chemical odor that seeps into abandoned buildings.

“This is where it happened,” I say, gesturing to the spot on the floor where Michie bled after she came through the window. “Okonkwo was here. The vamp came in from the back. He didn’t have time to draw a weapon.”

I’m walking them through the layout as I talk. Positioning myself between the front door and the hallway that leads to the back of the house.

“Where were you standing?” Hesset asks, moving to my side like she’s trying to look over my shoulder, imagining the scene.  

I nod vaguely at a spot in the corner.

“So, he was there,” Hesset says, pointing to the spot opposite. “The vamp comes through the window, he’s not got his weapon drawn and so he gets bit. But you have enough time to reach for yours?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Because she had her fangs in his fucking throat. So, yeah. That gave me the edge.”

“But not enough to kill her?” Hesset asks. “You’ve got your weapon out, you see him down, you have a shot at the vamp, why didn’t you take it?”

“I did,” I say. “She was too fast for me.”

“We’d had a bit to drink that night,” Michie offers.

“Michie, will you shut up?” I say, though of course she’s doing just what I want her to.

“Rolly did too,” Michie says, defensive. “Probably didn’t help his reaction time either.”

She says this while pushing her chest out and running her tongue along her lower lip and tilting her head in a way that would make a dead man look twice. The top pulls tight across her breasts and Lyman’s eyes go exactly where she wants them for about half a second. That’s all she needs.

Michie drifts to my left, closer to Lyman, still looking like the least dangerous person in the room.

“I thought there were two of them,” Lyman says.

“What?” I say.

“You reported there were two vampires at play.”

“I said there were two active in the area, not in this house.”

“Where was the other one when this happened?”

“You think they told me?”

Lyman just shakes his head and smiles. 

“You can’t possibly be this stupid,” he says. “You’d be dead already if you were.”

“Hey, we’ve made some mistakes, I’ll admit that. But we’re all playing for the same side here. Right?”

I put just a little apprehension into my voice, like I’m finally catching on to what they’ve got planned. Hesset’s moved to the far side of the room, putting distance between herself and Lyman. They’re opening the triangle again. I’ve seen this formation before. They’re getting ready to close it.

“Cut the shit,” Hesset says. “You killed Okonkwo because you’re protecting a vamp.”

Lyman’s hand moves to his jacket. I see it. Michie sees it too because she shifts her weight, just slightly, just enough to tell me she’s ready.

“You want the truth?” Michie says to Lyman. “The vamp was never here.”

This gets their attention and for a moment the ambush stops.

“Oh, Hunter killed Rolly alright. But it was an accident.”

“Accident?” Lyman says.  

“I saw the whole thing,” Michie says, a smile forming on her lips. “But I had nothing to do with it. I was only here for the— gangbang!”

Whoosh! Madison bursts from the darkness at the back of the house, a pale shape moving with that liquid speed that my brain still registers as wrong. Her hair streams behind her and her eyes catch the dim light and throw it back, silver-blue, and she’s on Lyman before he can take another step.

His training kicks in and his arm swings the blade in an arc that catches Madison across the forearm. Her flesh hisses at contact with the silver, but she doesn’t stop. Vampire biology is already closing the wound as she throws herself on top of him. They go down together, crashing into the broken chair, scattering the wood.

Hesset moves. She’s fast and she’s trained and her knife is out before I can blink. She’s going for the exit, because that’s what a smart operative does when an ambush engages. But she doesn’t make it.

Farah comes from behind and catches Hesset completely off guard. Farah hits her in the face, then sends an open palm into her midsection, driving her into the wall. Plaster dust rains from the ceiling. Hesset’s knife arm is pinned and Farah’s got her by the collar, lifting her off the floor with a strength that even Farah is surprised by.

For about two seconds, it looks like it’s gone according to plan.

But then I see it. The punch split Hesset’s lip. Just a cut, barely anything, but the blood is there and Farah can smell it.

I can see the change come over Farah from ten feet away. Her grip loosens. Her jaw goes slack and her lips part. Her canines appear, bigger and sharper.

“Farah!” I yell.

She doesn’t hear me. Her eyes lose focus and her nostrils flare. Something floods in, something predatory and ancient and completely at odds with the woman who used to wear a deputy’s badge.

She freezes. It’s all the opening Hesset needs. She twists in Farah’s loosened grip, getting her knife arm free. She drives it toward Farah’s throat.

I’m moving toward them but Madison is faster. She catches Hesset’s wrist an inch from Farah’s neck and strips the blade out of her hand like she’s taking a toy from a child.

Farah hisses, baring her fangs, her instincts flared. Madison moves from Hesset to Farah, at her side in an instant. She puts a finger to Farah’s lips.

Don’t.

The blood is right there, on Hesset’s lip, on the blade, on the floor. Farah’s pupils are blown wide and her nostrils are flaring. Every muscle in her throat is taut as a wire. But Madison calms the predator inside her even as she’s struggling against the same urges herself.

Lyman is on the floor, dazed but not out. I’m across the room, pinning his back with my foot before he can even raise himself up.

“Stay down,” I say, pressing my heel into him just enough to let him know that trying anything isn’t a smart idea.

Farah comes back to herself. I see it happen in real time. The hunger recedes and the cop resurfaces. Madison steps aside and Farah flips her captive around and twists Hesset’s arm behind her back in a control hold that any law enforcement officer would recognize, driving her face-first into the wall.

“Don’t move,” Farah says. Her voice is shaking but her hands aren’t.

Michie appears beside me with zip ties. I learned how essential these can be in a pinch. Not that they’re much use against vamps, but they’re excellent for subduing unfriendly humans, which is why I always keep a few in the van. She reaches down to tie Lyman’s hands behind his back while I hold him and then crosses to Farah so she can do the same with Hesset. Michie leads her over to a spot next to Lyman and makes her kneel on the floor and lie on her back.

Both slayers are down. Tied. Disarmed.

The room is quiet. Wind comes through the open window.

I look at Madison across the room. She looks back at me. The cut on her arm is almost closed, the new skin pink and raw. She’s still breathing hard, even though she doesn’t need to breathe at all.

She chose not to bite. She could have. Everything in her was telling her to. Instead, she fought the urge and held Farah back from succumbing to her own.

Lyman’s got a lump rising on his temple. Hesset’s lip is split and her arm is wrenched. Madison’s forearm wound is already closing but still red and raw.

And Farah. Farah is standing against the wall with her arms wrapped around herself, shaking. The effort of not feeding is written across her whole body. She looks like someone who just walked to the edge of a cliff and stepped back.

But we’re all here, we’re all whole. And now we have leverage.


10.

“Yes?” Kosa says.

“Doctor,” I say. “It’s Hunter.”

I can hear the creak of leather as he leans forward for this one.

“Hunter, my boy,” he says.

“No, no,” I say. “Not this time. I’m looking at the backup you sent. They’re splayed across the floor with their hands tied. They’re not hurt, though.”

“May I have confirmation of that fact, please?” he says softly.

“Yes, you may.”

I bend over and hold the receiver close to Lyman’s mouth.

“We’re alive,” Lyman says. “We’re somewhere—”

“That’s enough,” I say.

I bring the phone back to my ear and walk a few paces away so that they can’t signal anything more.

“Hunter,” he says. “Please let me ask you now, what do you plan to do with them?”

“Release them,” I say. “Unharmed. But of course, that depends on you.”

He coughs and then clears his throat. 

“My boy, why do this?” he asks.

“You know why,” I say. “You sent them to kill us both.”

“You were turned,” he says, his tone even but without a hint of apology.

“I wasn’t, and I’m not turned now,” I say. “Neither is Michie.”

Of course Farah was, but he doesn’t need to know that.

“You’ve been protecting vámpürok,” he says. “And lying to me about it. When you failed to find one vámpür in a small town, I had my suspicions. I had a great many more when you told me you were retiring. But when I learned that Roland was dead? Then, then I knew!” 

“It was self-defense, I swear it was.”

“Why hide a vámpür? I sent Roland because you failed to do your duty. If not for you, he would be alive now.”

I have nothing to say to that. He would be. I realize I’m pacing the dusty floor and stop. 

“Listen,” I say. “We don’t want a war. The promise of peace, that’s all we’re after here. If we have that, you don’t have to cross these two off your roster. That’s the deal.” 

“The deal?” Kosa repeats. “You are making the demands?”

“I’m describing terms,” I say. “There’s a difference.”

“You call me and tell me you’ll kill two people unless I do as you say? This is not a negotiation, Hunter. This is extortion.”

“Oh, so suddenly the sanctity of human life is such a precious thing to you? Please. You sent these two here to cut our throats. How many tears did you spill over that decision?”

“It was not. So. Easy.”

“Never is. But here we are. Their lives are in your hands now.”

He goes quiet for a long time. Kosa is not a man who panics. I’ve known him a very long time and I’ve never heard panic in his voice. But a silence this long means he’s looking at a board where all the good moves have been taken.

“All right, dear boy,” he says. “I’ll tell you anything you want to hear. But why should you believe me?”

“Look what we were able to do with this pair,” I say.

“The next pair I send, you will not see them when they come,” he says.

“Don’t be so sure,” I say. “You didn’t expect to hear from me again, did you? If there’s ever a next time, there won’t be another phone call. You send more slayers, maybe you succeed in closing this loop. Or maybe we both spend whatever’s left of our lives looking over our shoulders.”

More silence. We’ve hit a wall. I’ve said everything I can say from a position of threat. He’s said everything he can say from a position of authority, and neither of us has anything left that can make the other admit he’s serious.

Michie is sitting against the wall about ten feet away. She stands up, walks over to me and puts out her hand. That’s all she has to do. She makes that little “gimme” gesture. 

“Michie—”

Gimme, gimme.

I put the phone to my ear and clear my throat.

“And now, here’s Michie.”

I hand her the phone.

She puts it to her ear and takes a breath and when she speaks her voice is different; it’s not her usual bratty bravado. It’s the tone she saves for those rare moments when she isn’t trying to piss someone off.

I don’t hear the other side of the conversation, but I can fill in the blanks with my guess of what Kosa says based on Michie’s response.

“Meechie, you don’t know how sorry I am that it has come to this.”

“It’s hard for us too, sweetie,” she says. “It wasn’t my decision to give up the life.”

She looks at me and gives me this little shrug. It’s the truth, but she’s also deploying it strategically.

“Listen, I won’t ask you to apologize for sending these two jerkoffs to kill us—”

“Fuck you, bitch!” Lyman retorts.

I go over and gently guide his forehead into the floor with the toe of my boot.

“—and you don’t ask me to apologize for, well, it’s a long list, I guess…” 

There must be a laugh or at least a chuckle on the other end because she’s smiling.

“I know we’ve caused a lot of damage, and you have no reason to trust us, but all we want is to be left alone.”

“What about the vámpürok?” I guess he says.

“Well, the thing about that is, we have a kind of arrangement with them. They won’t be a threat to anyone else ever again.”

She sits down on the floor with the phone to her ear, her back against the wall, her bare legs stretched out in front of her. The cutoff shorts have ridden up to her hip bones and her eyes are on the ceiling.

“All this only makes sense if you understand one thing,” she says. “We found a home. You gotta understand what that means. We’ve been on the road for years, sleeping in shitty motels, struggling to stay alive, patching each other up. And it was okay. It was enough, because at least we had each other and we had the work.”

Lyman shifts on the floor, peeking his head up. His eyes roll up to look at my boot. He’s not going to be saying anything more. Hesset has her head turned to the side, already resigned to what’s happening. Michie doesn’t look at either of them.

“But now we’ve got something real,” she says. “He told you we’re lovers, didn’t he?”

“Darling, he’s so much older than you!” is what I’m sure he says.

“I know but how was I not going to fall in love with him? I mean, we were together all the time for all those years. It was bound to happen.”

“Just like it happened with your father.”

“Yes!” Michie says, holding the phone away from her face. “Levente and I agree. My dad was totally in love with you!”

I almost laugh. Almost.

“And just like him, there’s nothing I can do about it. I love him. And he loves some other women. Some of whom are vampires. And that’s fine, honestly. It’s weird, but this whole thing works between us.”

“What about Roland?”

“Yes, that was terrible. It shouldn’t have happened that way. But if you had been there, you’d agree that Deac really didn’t have any other choice.”

“I can’t overlook a thing like this so easily.”

“I’m not asking you to overlook it,” she says. “I’m just asking for all of us to move on.”

The room is quiet. Lyman has stopped fidgeting. Even Hesset is still.

“Please just let us go,” Michie says. “That’s all I’m asking. Let us go.”

Michie listens to Kosa’s response. I count the seconds. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven. I honestly can’t guess what he says to her, but whatever it is seems to be the resolution we’ve been waiting for because she hands me the phone.

“Hunter?” Kosa asks.

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Release your captives. Once you do that, our business is finished.”

“They’ll be free within the hour,” I tell him. “You have my word.”

“Take care of each other,” he says. “I won’t forget you.”

There are two ways for me to take that statement, and both apply. He’s reminding me that he’s not going to forget where I am, what I’m doing, and what I did to bring us to this point. But he’s also trying to say goodbye, and I want to let him.

“Goodbye, Doctor Kosa.” 

That’s it. He hangs up and so do I.

Madison is studying me. She’s holding her arm, which has already closed on its own.  Her hair is loose and wild and there’s a flush across her cheekbones from the fight that makes her look more alive than I’ve ever seen her. Farah is still hugging her knees, but there’s a hopeful expression on her face.

“It’s over,” I say.

“Alright,” Michie says. “Let’s get these assholes out of here.”

We raise Hesset and Lyman onto their feet and walk them out the front door. I scan for anyone who might be watching us marching these two out with their hands behind their backs. But the night is still and the darkness provides cover until we reach the gate.

“This sure worked out well for you,” Lyman says, looking at me over his shoulder. “You get your fairytale ending.”

“Well, you’re not leaving with a knife wound in your gut, so I guess you’re both making out pretty well, too.”

“Have fun sleeping with two vampires,” he says. “I’m sure that’ll never come back to bite you, well…anywhere.”

Madison leans over and sniffs the back of his neck. He flinches.

“You smell great,” she tells him, letting out a deep contented sigh. “I’m going to remember that scent.”

I smile as I cut him loose. He rubs his wrists, moving as quick as he can toward the van. Farah does the same to Hesset. We keep their silver knives. Those are ours now.

“Don’t come back now, ya hear?” I say with an ironic drawl.

Lyman gives a little mock salute. Michie flips him off. As they climb into their SUV, I duck down and slip the tracker from my pocket. It attaches to the rear bumper with a click. I don’t care whether they see me do it. At least now we can watch when they cross state lines.

Their taillights disappear down Alder Cutoff Road.

“You think it’s really over?” Farah asks.

“The Hunyadi Foundation has been around for over four hundred years,” I say. “It’s an institution with a long memory, but it’s still made up of people. I think Kosa will leave us alone if we let him.”

I look at the faces of three of the women who matter most to me, and then my thoughts turn to the one who’s missing and what she’ll say when we return victorious. Madison’s eyes are still on the old house behind us when she says—

“Let’s go home.” 


11.

Now it’s morning and the house smells like coffee. Outside it’s grey but I’m feeling sunnier than I can remember. The plywood is still covering and the cold is still coming through but something has changed. The pressure that’s been sitting on my chest since the gun went off three nights ago has lifted. Like somebody took one of the cinder blocks off the pile.

Cassandra comes downstairs in her robe, her hair still mussed from the pillow, the belt loosely tied so the robe shows a strip of nightgown and the swell of her breasts underneath. She’s slept. Actually slept, for the first time since that night. I can see it in her face. The tightness around her jaw is softer, and there’s a flush on her cheeks that sleep put there. She pours herself coffee and stands across the island from me.

“How’d you sleep?” she asks.

“Not as well as you,” I say.

“You must have gotten up early.”

I nod, taking a sip from my own coffee mug.

She nods. Takes a sip of coffee. Sets the mug down.

“So, it’s over?” she asks.

“Well, they’re definitely gone,” I say. “I put the tracker Madie put on my van on their SUV last night. Checked it twenty minutes ago. They were passing Salem, heading south on I-5.”

“Toward California?”

“Probably,” I say. “Doesn’t matter, so long as it’s somewhere that isn’t here.”

“What if more of them come here?”

“We’ve made the cost of doing that as high as we can,” I say. “I can’t promise no one will ever come looking for us. For now, there’s nothing more we have to do except figure out a way to live together.”

She studies me for a moment. Then she reaches across the island and squeezes my hand.

“Okay,” she says.

Moments later, Michie shuffles into the kitchen in an oversized t-shirt that slips off one shoulder and shorts so short they’re barely visible under the hem. Her hair is doing something that defies physics and her bare legs are long and unblemished even if she’s still nursing some wounds in other places.

“Coffee,” she demands.

I pour her a mug.

“Not like that,” she says, taking it and eying it skeptically. “Don’t we have sugar?”

She checks the area around the coffee maker but finds just one pink packet.

“Not worth it,” she says, handing the mug back.

“I’ll put sugar on the list,” Cassandra says.

“Thank you!” Michie says.

“We can pick that up,” I say.

We haven’t been here long enough for me to be completely comfortable with Cassandra paying for everything. But it’s not like I can live on checks from the Foundation anymore.

“What a week,” Michie says. “Is it still the same week? I’ve lost track.”

“It’s Tuesday,” I say.

“Tuesday! We should pretend it’s Saturday.”

“You’ve never had a job,” I say. “For you, every day is Saturday.”

“Exactly. Hey, is there any of that Mexican food left?”

“Hold on,” I say. “I was going to make breakfast for the three of us.”

“I can eat that too,” she says.

She is a teenager, I have to remind myself. She’s still a teenager. 

“It’s in the fridge,” I say.

She gets up with a groan and pads to the refrigerator, pulls out the styrofoam container and eats a cold burrito standing at the counter in her bare feet. I watch her eat because watching Michie eat has always been one of life’s small pleasures. She commits to food completely, without reservation, and with a total lack of self-consciousness that’s pretty much her defining characteristic. She licks sour cream off her thumb and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and her t-shirt rides up past her belly button to grab a glass from the cabinet.

My coffee mug is empty but hers is full, so it’s my new cup now.

“So, is it safe to call someone about the door?” Cassandra asks.

She’s staring at the plywood. It’s become the focal point of the house’s living space.

“It’s absolutely safe,” I say. “But let’s take care of the installation ourselves.”

“You’re sure?”

“Why not?” I say. “We’ve got the time.”

“And the muscle,” Michie says as she flexes a bicep.

“Okay,” Cassandra says. “I’ll order it today.”

Cassandra turns away and Michie makes a show of bending down and clenching her glutes, which is just for my benefit. I give her a playful swat on the ass as I cross to the counter.

I set my second cup of coffee aside to fry some bacon and eggs with baked new potatoes and toast. Michie eats the most of the three of us. After cleaning up, everyone takes another soak in the hot tub.

We while away the rest of the day like that, just hanging out. It’s just the three of us on the “day shift.” It’s making me think that maybe we’ll all switch schedules to sleep during the day out of courtesy to the vampires in our household. It’s still surreal that this is my life now. For the first time that I can remember since coming here, there’s no looming threat, no lingering mystery casting a pall over everything. Madison is a vampire, and now Farah is too. But we have it under control. At least, that’s what I choose to believe until nightfall comes along and sets me straight.   

Madison comes downstairs just after dusk. She enters the kitchen in bare feet and a black slip that ends mid-thigh, standing in the spot near the counter that’s become hers, the one that’s closest to the hallway in case she needs to disappear. Her white-blonde hair is loose and the basement light has left her skin even paler than usual, almost translucent at the wrists.

“I need to talk to everyone,” she says.

Uh, oh. Here it comes.

“About what?” Cassandra asks.

“About how we’re all going to live together,” Madison says. “We need to figure out how we’re going to make this thing we have work.”

I haven’t been looking forward to this conversation, although it was probably inevitable that it was going to happen sometime. I have no idea how Cassandra is going to respond. She’ll be shocked, obviously. Maybe angry. She’s already sharing her boyfriend with another girlfriend, there’s a woman she doesn’t trust living in her basement, and now she’s about to learn that her daughter wants to experiment with her boyfriend’s girlfriend and that said girlfriend won’t do it unless I’m there too. And I could put all of this to the side if only there was still someone out there who wanted to kill me.

“Here’s the problem,” Madison says. “Before Farah, I was burning through one blood pack every three days. That was sustainable. It isn’t anymore.”

I guess this isn’t the conversation I thought we were having, although it’s turning out to be an interesting one.

“Now that things have settled, I can get certified and start volunteering at the blood bank,” Cassandra says.

“It doesn’t matter anymore, because the math has changed,” Madison says. “With Farah here, we’re burning two packs every three days. Maybe more if she’s exerting herself or if the hunger spikes, which it will sometime.”

“Well, she won’t be staying, will she?” Cassandra asks.

“She’ll need her own blood supply,” I say. “Wherever she goes, we can’t let her figure out how she’s going to feed on her own.”

“Right,” says Madison. “Our current supply lasts about two weeks at that rate. After that, we’re dry. Mom, you can skim maybe one or two units at a time without anyone noticing. That’s still risky, and it barely covered me before when I was the only one. With two of us, you’d have to steal so frequently that the shortages will show up in an audit sooner or later.”

She’s right, and I should have thought of it sooner.

“So what do you propose?” I ask.

“The American Red Cross Cascades Region facility,” she says. “It’s a regional blood processing center in Portland. They receive donated blood from collection sites across Oregon and Washington, process it, and distribute it to hospitals. Part of that process involves staging near-expiry product for disposal. Blood that’s about to age out gets pulled from inventory and held in a refrigerated staging area until a disposal company picks it up.”

“How do you know this?” Cassandra asks.

“I spent hours last night researching,” Madison says. “I knew the supply problem was going to get worse. I started looking for solutions while you were all sleeping.”

Leave it to a vampire to think through the logistics of keeping herself supplied with blood.

“The staging area holds between two hundred and three hundred units at any given time,” Madison continues. “It’s used to store near-expiry product. Blood that’s going to be incinerated anyway. Nobody’s going to miss it because it’s already been written off.”

“How big is this facility?” I ask.

“Commercial scale. Loading dock, offices, processing areas.”

“A facility that size will be full of staff, people who could see us.”

“Not necessarily,” Madison says. “If we go late at night there will probably only be a skeleton crew. We could work around them if we know where the cameras are.”

“And how do we find that out?”

“We put someone inside,” Madison says. “A recon visit. During business hours.”

“Alright, so we go in and scope the place out and then go back and hit it later when they aren’t expecting us.”

“Right,” Madison says. “Except you won’t be on the recon team.”

“Oh?” I say, amused at the idea of taking direction from an eighteen-year-old. “Who will?”

“Mom, you should go,” Madison says. “You’re a civilian, so you won’t raise as much suspicion. Farah will go with you.”

“Why?” Cassandra asks.

“Farah has law enforcement training,” Madison says. “She can appear in uniform, which makes this seem like a routine inspection. She knows how to move through a building, map exits, and identify camera positions without looking like she’s doing it.”

“What if she can’t control herself?” Cassandra asks. “There’s blood in this facility. I mean, have you thought about that?”

“I have,” Madison says. “That’s why this is also a test. If she can handle this first step, then she can handle the actual operation.”

“And if she can’t?”

“Then we know, and we plan accordingly.”

I lean against the counter and cross my arms. I don’t love this. I don’t love anything about sending Cassandra and Farah into a risky situation while I sit in a parking lot and wait. But the supply problem is real and it’s gonna get worse fast. Madison has thought this through more carefully than any of us, and the facility she’s describing is exactly the kind of target that a well-planned operation could hit cleanly.

“When do you want to do the recon?” I ask.

“As soon as possible,” Madison says. “We don’t want to wait until the supply is low.”

“Okay, we’ll need some time to outfit the van,” I say. “We’ve got to get both of you to Portland without risking sun exposure. But I don’t see any reason why we can’t.”

“Hold on,” Cassandra says. “Shouldn’t we wait until Farah has committed to the plan before we start making decisions?”

“She needs blood as much as Madison,” I say. “This is by far the most ethical option for getting it. I can’t see any reason why she’d object.”

“Right,” Madison says. “It’s hardly even stealing, and it puts us all at much less risk. If we can pull this off cleanly, we’ll have enough blood to last years with careful rationing.”

“I’m in,” Michie says, entering from the hallway.

“You don’t even know what you’re committing to,” I say.

“Doesn’t matter,” she says. “It’s better than doing nothing.”

“All right, then,” I say. “And let’s say we do the recon and everything looks good, then what?”

“I go in with Farah,” Madison says. “We can move the fastest.”

“Your mom’s right, though,” I say. “The two of you around that much blood? Even if Farah can handle being in that office, handling the blood on your own is asking for trouble. I’m going in with you.”

“What’s my role?” Michie asks.

“You stay with the van at the loading dock.” “That’s all?” Michie says. “Can’t I snap a guard’s neck or something? I mean, I know we’re going for stealthiness here, but there’s gotta be something more I can do.”

“You can charm the guards,” Madison offers.

“Charm them so good their necks snap?”

“You’re not that charming,” I say.

“You haven’t seen everything I’m capable of,” Michie says, wiggling her eyebrows.

I look around the room. Michie’s sitting forward in the armchair now, the blanket fallen off her legs. Cassandra has her arms crossed but she’s already committed. Madison is standing in the kitchen looking at all of us, perfectly still, waiting for a verdict she already knows.

This is the first time the household has functioned as a team with Madison at the center rather than me.

Part of me wants to resist this. I’m always the one in control with all these schemes. I’m the one who makes the plans. I’m the leader.

But Madison identified the problem, researched the solution, designed the plan, and assigned the roles. I’m the muscle now. The guy whose main attribute is that he’s not going to get distracted by the smell of blood.

“It’s a good plan,” I say. “I think we should do it. I’ll tell Farah. All of us should be ready tomorrow.”
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Out With the Fang is going out with a whimper. Our once proud fake business is about to be history.

Michie and I are in the driveway with the back doors open and the contents of a vampire hunter’s toolchest spread out on a tarp. Silver blades, UV lights, CO₂ canisters, the portable heat and oxygen system, a crossbow I haven’t used in six years, wooden stakes, holy water from a church in Bratislava that probably isn’t holy anymore, and the false panel that hides all of it.

I pull the panel off and toss it on the tarp.

“What do we do with all this stuff?” Michie asks.

“Garage,” I say. “For now. We can’t take a crossbow to Goodwill.”

“We can if we bury it under some old cookware and an artificial Christmas tree.”

Probably true, but also wildly unethical.

“Maybe we should hold onto some of this stuff,” Michie says.

“Why? Just in case we someday come across any vampires we want to kill?”

She raises one shoulder in a little half shrug.

“Vampires, or anyone else.”

“I don’t plan to give up all our weapons,” I say, picking up one of the silver knives that we took off those two and admiring its shine in the light. “But after two decades of living and very nearly dying by the sword, I’m happy for the chance to beat these silver knives into plowshares.”

“What’s a plowshare?”

“It’s just an expression. It means, we’re switching over from war to peace.”

“Sounds nice,” Michie says. “But if you dump a bunch of creepy shit in Cassandra’s garage, you may find yourself fighting on a new front.”

“She’s put up with a lot so far.”

“Exactly,” she says. “You’re one big fight away from sleeping in this thing.”

“If it comes to that, at least now I’ll have room to stretch out,” I say.

I take a seat on the bumper and then lean back so that I’m laying flat against the van’s cool metal interior. Michie comes over and lays down beside me.

“Will you come out and sleep here too? Keep me warm?”

“Nah,” she says. “I’ll be sleeping in Madie’s bed.”

“Traitor.”

I lean toward her and our foreheads press together. If not for the cold metal on my injured shoulder, this would feel pretty comfortable.

“Do you want to sleep with me and Madie?” she asks.

“That’s sure to put me back in Cassandra’s good graces.”

“No, I mean how do you really feel?” Michie says. “You keep saying, not unless Cassandra says it’s okay.”

“Right.”

“Pretend she’s fine with it. What’s your answer?”

I guess I can be honest. We’re outside, during the day. Madison is probably fast asleep upstairs. But even so, her hearing is preternatural. I keep my voice low when I answer.

“Madie is beautiful,” I say.

“Beautiful and fuckable?” Michie adds.

“Yes, sure,” I say.

I don’t have any reason to bring up the fact that she’s barely legal, though it’s true. She also may not be a virgin in the strictest sense, but as far as I know she’s never once been with a man.

“So, you’re cool with everything?” she asks. “Not holding back any hidden reservations? Because when it happens—”

“If it happens.”

“Right, if,” she says. “I don’t want you going soft on us when the big moment arrives.”

“You won’t have anything to worry about on that score.”

“So that means she gets you hard, right?”

“What, are you wearing a wire?” I ask.

“Hey, I just want to get the facts straight and out in the open,” she says.

I reach over and stroke her cheek, brushing a strand of hair out of her face with the tips of my fingers.

“Thanks for checking in with me first,” I say. “I think it’s sweet that you want to make sure I’m comfortable emotionally with the three-way you’re plotting for us.”

“You deserve it,” she says, perhaps unaware of the irony of my tone. “You always make me feel safe. And I want you there, because without you I wouldn’t feel as safe.”

“Aww.”

“Or as wet.”

“Oh! Well, that’s good to know.”

I feel my cock stirring, but this isn’t the time or place. We still have work to do. 

“What about the decal?” she says, meaning the snake head and the lettering on the side of the van.

“That’s gotta go.”

We rise from out of the back of the van and get back to work.

I find a can of primer in the garage. Flat grey, leftover from some project Cassandra must have done years ago. It’s not really the right kind of paint for this type of job, and it will take a few passes before it even covers the decal, but it’s still a rough-and-ready solution. We tape off the edges and she paints over the snake while I gut the interior. The compartment goes, the mounting brackets go, the tie-downs for the UV rig go. When I’m done the back of the van is just a van. Empty metal floor, bare walls, a cargo space that could belong to any electrician or guy who moves furniture on weekends.

It’s weird, honestly. This van has been my home longer than any building. Michie and I have slept in the back of it, planned operations from the front seats, hauled dead things in the cargo space. The snake on the side did a terrible job of deflecting attention, but I’ll still miss patting it for good luck. Watching Michie paint over it with flat grey primer feels like something I should mark somehow. A moment of silence. A toast. Something.

Instead I just keep pulling brackets off the wall.

Once the gear is cleared out, I turn to the van’s interior and start rigging the UV-blocking coverings that Madison gave me from her room. Heavy black fabric that blocks sunlight completely. I drape it across the rear windows and the side windows, securing it with clips. A heavy tarp goes in as backup. When I’m done, the back of the van is a blackout chamber. Madison and Farah can lie flat back here during daylight and nobody looking in the windows would see anything but dark fabric, which is totally non-suspicious. Maybe Michie is right about vans like this one drawing unwanted attention, but since we can’t take Cassandra’s Subaru it’s the best we’ve got. 

Collapsible coolers go in next. Four of them, the kind you can pack flat and then pop open. Cold packs from the camping supply store that Cassandra bought yesterday. Space for a hundred and eighty units, maybe more if we stack tight.

Up front, nothing changes. Driver and passenger seats. Michie and me, like always.

Cassandra will take the middle section. The bench seat with the seatbelt that only works if you yank it three times.

Five people in a van built for two. Cramped and uncomfortable. That’s alright. We’ve had worse.

“Hey, come look.”

She comes around to the back of the van where I’m sitting on the bumper with a wrench in my hand. She’s got grey primer on her fingers and a smear of it on her cheek that I want to wipe off with my thumb. Her tank top is damp with sweat from the work and it clings to her chest.

I climb out and walk around to the side. The primer is dry. The snake is gone. Where Out With the Fang used to grin at the world, there’s nothing but flat grey paint on a white panel. Michie’s standing back with her arms crossed, appraising her work.

“How’s it look?” she asks.

“Like a van,” I say.

“I’d forget it if I saw it once, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe to a cop or a witness who might be questioned about it later,” I say. “But to me, it’s full of memories.”

She punches me in the arm. Same spot. Always the same spot.

“Let’s go inside,” she says. “I’m starving and my ribs hurt.”

We wrap up the tarp of weapons and equipment and find a corner for it in the garage. The kitchen is warm because Cassandra turned on the space heater she bought along with the cooler bags. It’s still a little drafty in here, but the heater helps a lot.

Something smells good. Cassandra’s cooking. Actual cooking, with steam and the sound of something in the pot sizzling. She looks up from the stove when we come in, a wooden spoon in one hand.

“Hey,” I say.

“How’d it go?”

“We took a collection of sharp and potentially dangerous items out of the van and put them in your garage.”

“I see, and should I be fine with this?”

“You don’t have to be,” I say. “But if you’re angry about it, better that you hear about it now when the only thing you have handy to clonk me with is a wooden spoon.”

She touches the edge of the spoon gently to my forehead like a benediction.

“Clonk.” 

The steam has put a flush on her cheeks and her blouse is unbuttoned one past where she started the day. She’s got that look on her face. The one she gets when she’s decided the world can go to hell because she’s making dinner for her family and that’s what matters.

“Wash your hands,” she says. “Both of you. Dinner in twenty minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Michie says, saluting with her grey-primer fingers.

We sit down to eat, the three of us. For twenty minutes, nobody talks about blood or vampires or the Foundation or the police. Cassandra made chicken and rice and something with green beans that Michie eats two helpings of. The kitchen is warm and the food is good and from the outside this would look like any family sitting down to dinner on a cold night in October, which I guess is what we are if you don’t look too carefully.
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We’re clearing the plates when Farah comes upstairs.

She stands in the kitchen doorway looking at the three of us like she’s not sure she’s allowed to be here. Cassandra’s rinsing dishes at the sink. Michie’s wiping down the table. I’m putting leftover chicken and rice in a container that doesn’t quite fit.

“Hey,” Farah says.

“Hey,” I say. “You, uh,—” I stop myself just before I make the mistake of wanting something to eat, “sleep okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” she says, her eyes avoiding the chicken and rice in the tupperware like it’s forbidden fruit.

Cassandra turns off the faucet. She dries her hands on the dish towel and looks Farah up and down, clocking the same dark shirt and jeans Farah’s been wearing for days now.

“Farah,” Cassandra says. “When’s the last time you changed?”

Farah looks down at herself.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I guess I haven’t.”

“Come with me,” Cassandra says. “I’ve got some things that’ll fit you.”

She walks past Farah and around the counter in the direction of the stairs. She doesn’t look back to see if Farah’s following. Farah glances at me, probably wondering if this gesture is supposed to be friendly or a power move. I shrug. It’s not one or the other. It’s both. So, what else is there to do but go with it?

Farah follows her upstairs.

Michie stops wiping the table and looks at me.

“Looks like Mama’s cracking the whip,” she says.

“Or, maybe she’s being nice and generous, which is, after all, in Cassandra’s nature.”

“What if C dresses her in leather gear?” Michie says. “Or like a super short skirt and a teeny top she’s almost busting out of, and then she marches her downstairs and Farah’s jiggling all over the place and she’s nervous as hell because she’s about to pop out of her outfit?” 

“Why would Cassandra do that?”

“She wouldn’t,” Michie says, grinning. “But you’re getting a chubby picturing it, aren’t you?”

I roll my eyes. Not because she’s wrong but because she’s right in the Michiest possible way. She comes around with the damp sponge still in her hands and smacks my crotch with it, leaving a damp mark.

“What the hell?”

She does a free-throw toss and the sponge lands in the sink.

Farah and Cassandra come back down about ten minutes later. Farah’s wearing a pair of Cassandra’s linen pants and a soft grey pullover that’s a little loose on her because Cassandra’s shoulders are a little broader. I never noticed that before. Farah’s hair is pulled back with one of Cassandra’s clips. She looks different. Not a clone of Cassandra but definitely a different version of her.

“How do I look?” Farah asks, pivoting her hip so that I can view her from behind.

“You look great,” I tell her and mean it.

“You have excellent taste, Cassandra,” Farah says.

Cassandra just smiles and absorbs the compliment.

Madison drifts in a few moments later. She sees Farah wearing Cassandra’s clothes and something moves across her face. Quick, almost invisible. Curiosity, maybe more.

“Thank you,” Farah says to Cassandra. “For letting me borrow your clothes. And for letting me stay. I know I didn’t ask whether I could stay. I don’t know why I felt I had to come back.”

“It’s the bond between you, right?” Cassandra says. “You and Madison?”

“Oh, yes,” Farah says, flustered. “Between us.”

But Farah doesn’t look at Madison. She looks right at me.  

Farah’s standing in the living room. Cassandra sits on the couch. Michie’s in the armchair. I lean against the kitchen counter. Madison takes her usual spot on the floor. We’re all assembled in our usual positions and none of us knows what to say to one another.

“I owe both of you an apology,” Farah says, looking at Cassandra and then at Madison. Cassandra nods gently, urging her on. “I have spent a lot of time being angry. And maybe I have a right to be.”

“You do,” Madison says, softly but sincerely.

Farah’s thrown by this but continues with what she worked out in her head.

“You also have every reason to be angry at me,” Farah continues. “I came into your home and…”

She’s struggling to find the right words; each attempt is not quite the right one. The room allows her space to find her footing.

“It wasn’t personal,” she continues. “It was about duty. I came here because I felt that there was something that I had to do. I thought there was a bright line between good and evil, and I knew which side I was on. If I was good, then you had to be evil. I was wrong.”

“Why?” Madison says.

“What?” Farah asks, clearly not understanding the question.

“Why were you wrong?” Madison says. “I mean, I did kill people.”

Nobody knows what to say to that. Cassandra shifts uncomfortably.

“I’ve killed people,” Michie says. “And I don’t consider myself evil. I mean, I’m not exactly good. But, ya know.”

“I don’t understand,” Farah says, cutting straight through Michie’s comment. “You’re saying you are evil?”

“I’m saying that I was sure I was good too,” she says. “The men I killed, they weren’t innocent. And I had to feed myself. I thought I was doing good by killing them. I felt right doing it. But doesn’t everybody?”

Nobody says anything to this, so I fill the awkward silence.

“I also have killed people,” I say. “And I guess I should own that too.”

“You aren’t evil, Madie,” Cassandra says firmly. “You’re not.” 

“Mom, all I’m saying is that Farah shouldn’t feel like she’s the only one who’s wrong,” Madison says. “If you’re going to be honest about your mistakes, I owe you the same.”

Farah opens her mouth to say something, but the words don’t quite come out.

“If you’re sorry for coming into my home with a knife you planned to kill me with, then I’m sorry for turning you,” Madison says. “I truly am. I know what I did to you, what it means more than anyone else here.”

Farah can’t answer except with a nod. Her eyes are tearing up at the edges, but she wipes them away. I feel it too. Madison’s admission is more real and honest than any of us were prepared for. Michie too is moved, in her way.

“Aww,” Michie says. “Madie, can I hug you?”

Madison turns to her and gives a big, kid-like smile as she opens her arms wide to embrace Michie. Michie slides off the chair and both girls hug each other, colliding on the floor. It’s sweet and a little sexy if I’m being perfectly honest. Farah watches and a smile appears, almost certainly unexpected. 

“Thank you, Madison,” she says. “I’m grateful to you for saying that.”

“It’s the least that I owe you,” she says. “Plus a big hug, when you’re ready.”

Farah’s brow furrows but she smiles at the same time, still not sure how to figure Madison out.

“Alright,” she says. “That’s enough confession for one evening.”

It’s not dismissive. It’s Cassandra reading the room and deciding the emotional weight has reached its limit.

“Farah, I’m glad you’re here with us tonight because there’s something we need to work out between us. Tomorrow we’re going to do something that neither of us is ready for. We need to prepare for the heist, or whatever you call it. It is a heist, technically. Isn’t it?”

“That’s what I would call it,” I say. 

Farah straightens her posture as she shifts her weight between her hips. She’s done with emotional vulnerability. Cop mode has been activated.

“You’re right,” Farah says. “We’re going to walk into a building we’ve never been in and pretend to be people we’re not, and we’ve never worked together before. We don’t know each other’s tells. We don’t know each other’s limits.”

“What's our story?” Cassandra asks. “We want to volunteer?”

“That’s the thing,” I say. “This isn’t a neighborhood blood donation center. It’s a regional processing facility. You can’t just walk in off the street and ask to volunteer. They’ll want to know who sent you and why.”

“So, what gets us through the door?” Cassandra asks.

“Farah does,” I say. “She’s got the badge and the uniform. You two are conducting a follow-up on a public health inquiry. Something routine. Not some serious crime, just something procedural no one will think twice about.”

Farah nods. She’s already building it in her head.

“We can call it a county health liaison,” Farah says. “Creeque County Sheriff's Office referred a complaint about a possible contamination event in donated blood product. We’re following up. I need to inspect the cold chain process and the staging area where near-expiry product is held before disposal."

“Is that a real thing?” Michie asks.

“It’s not common, but it’s close to a real thing,” Farah says. “County health offices coordinate with the Red Cross on contamination reports all the time. The facility staff aren’t gonna call Creeque to verify. They’ll assume it was routed through the state office, which is in Salem, and nobody at the state level tracks individual follow-ups.”

“What about ID?” I ask.

“I've still got my deputy credentials,” Farah says. “The department never collected them when I left. The badge says Creeque County Sheriff's Office That's all they need to see.”

“And what about me?” Cassandra asks.

“You’re with me,” Farah says. “County health administrator. She’s the civilian side of the referral. She processes the paperwork, I do the walkthrough.”

“Do I need credentials?” Cassandra asks.

“Business card,” I say. “We can print one tonight. County health offices have generic titles. Environmental Health Specialist. Community Health Coordinator. Something with enough syllables that nobody questions it.”

“Community Health Coordinator,” Cassandra says. “I like the sound of that.”

“The trick is the attitude,” I say. “You’re not there to impress anyone. You’re there because the county sent you and you’d rather be somewhere else. Government employees don’t hustle. They shuffle paper and check boxes and ask where the restroom is.”

“I can do bored government worker,” Cassandra says.

“That's the spirit.”

Michie hops out of the armchair and pulls a chair from the kitchen table into the living room.

“Okay,” Michie says, shifting into character. “I’m Diane. I’m the shift supervisor at the Red Cross Cascades Region facility. I’ve been working here for twelve years, I have a fat ass and thighs, and I definitely own at least three cats. You two just showed up at my front desk with badges and a clipboard. Go.”

“Why does Diane have to have a fat ass?” I ask.

“Because after three cats, you stop giving a fuck,” Michie says. “Go!”

Farah squares her shoulders. When she speaks, her voice drops half a register into the flat, authoritative tone I remember from the interrogation room where she asked me about the corpse’s missing penis.

“Good evening. I’m Deputy Farah Haddad, Creeque County Sheriff’s Office. This is Mrs. Tillman from County Health. We’re following up on a contamination referral.”

“Do you have a case referral number?” Michie asks.

“Uh, okay, yes I do,” Farah says, pretending to take a note pad out of her pocket. “I’ll have my real note pad with me, when we do this for real.” 

I nod and she slips back into character.

“The case number is 2024-CF-1187.”

“That’s good,” I say. “The case number is a nice touch.”

“Thanks,” Farah says. “The number is made up but the format is real. Nobody memorizes case numbers anyway. They just write them down.”

“Mrs. Tillman,” Cassandra says, trying the name on her tongue. “I’m Mrs. Sandra Tillman. I’m the Community Health Coordinator.”

“Can I make copies of your credentials?”

Cassandra glances at Farah.

“We can provide copies on request through the county office,” Farah says. “For now, visual inspection of the badge should be sufficient. This is a preliminary walkthrough, not a formal audit.”

“Preliminary walkthrough,” Michie repeats, nodding like she’s impressed. “Damn, that’s good. Diane would eat that up."

“Alright, pause,” I say. “Farah, the walkthrough is your cover for mapping the building. You ask to see the staging area, the loading dock, the disposal chain. Whoever’s working the desk walks you through it. While you’re in the back, you clock the cameras, the exits, the staff positions. You find an office with a network port and you plant the device.”

“What device?” Cassandra asks.

“It’s a flash drive,” I say. “We’ve used it before. Just insert it into the network port and walk away. That’s all you have to do.”

“How long will we have?” Farah asks.

“Two minutes,” Madison says from the floor. “Three is when people start wondering where you went.”

“Two minutes,” Farah says. “Okay.”

“Cassandra, while Farah’s doing the walkthrough, you stay with whoever’s at the front desk. You fill out whatever paperwork they hand you. Take your time. Ask questions about their filing system. Be the government worker who makes everything take twice as long.”

“Okay,” Cassandra says.

We run through it three more times. Each time Farah gets sharper and Cassandra gets more comfortable. Michie invents increasingly elaborate details about Diane's personal life, including a messy divorce and a collection of Precious Moments figurines. By the fourth run, Cassandra and Farah are finishing each other’s sentences. Not perfectly. But well enough.

“How was that?” she asks.

“Solid,” I say. “You’ll both be fine in there.”

“You think?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I do.”

Neither looks nervous. They’ve gotten past that. If they get into trouble, Farah’s instincts and training will take over. I wish there was some way for me to go in with them, but I have a role of my own.

“Alright,” I say. “We leave in the morning. It’s a long drive. Everybody get some rest.”

Madison stands up from the floor.

“We’ve slept already,” she says.

“Well, everybody do whatever they do. Just be ready to roll. We leave just before dawn.”
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I sigh deep as the hot water runs down my chest, pounding away the tension I’m still carrying in my sternum. Cassandra’s bathroom has the best water pressure. I run through the checklist of everything we’ll need to pull off the job tomorrow. We’ve covered all the major contingencies and so it’s just about not getting tripped up by little details. Those are the ones that get you every time. Can’t spend anymore time thinking about it. If I do, I’ll overthink.

I switch off the nozzle only reluctantly, already regretting the absence of heat cascading across my skin. But I’ve got something else that’s going to keep me warm.

I step into the bedroom to find Cassandra has undressed while she waited for me. Her eyes lock on me, a slow smirk playing on her lips as she drinks in the sight of my bare chest, the water still beading on my shoulders, the bruises and scars from the last fight standing out under the dim light.

“Look at you, all wet and ready,” she says, her voice low and teasing.

“Hey, you took what I was going to say.”

She grins, brushing her hair over her shoulder, and then bringing her hand to rest lightly on her stomach.

“Who says I’m wet already?”

I smile, putting a hand to my side, ready to drop the towel once she gives the signal.

“Well, if you’re not, that’s something I need to fix.”

“Good boy. Drop that towel and get over here.”

That’s the signal I was waiting for. The towel hits the floor, and my cock is already rising, jutting out as I stride over to the bed. I climb on, the mattress dipping under my weight, and crawl over her, steadying myself with one hand against the bed while the other travels down her body. I lean down, pressing my lips to her neck, tasting the smell of cooking and domestic warmth that radiates from her skin as I kiss along her collarbone. She tilts her head back, letting out a soft sigh, her fingers running across my freshly shorn scalp. I think she’s ready, but I don’t sense what she’s got in mind because the next line throws me completely.

“Did you like how Farah looked tonight?” she murmurs.

My mouth pauses against her skin, and I pull back just enough to look at her. She looks curious about how I’ll answer but not betraying a hint of insecurity.

“Yeah,” I say, cautious, my brow furrowing. “What about her?”

Cassandra’s smile widens, sly and knowing. “That little outfit of mine that I put her in, I picked it for you. Thought you’d like seeing her curves wrapped up like that.”

I hesitate, my hands still on her hips, my cock throbbing but my mind racing. Is this a test? Some kind of trap? No, it can’t be. I search her face for any sign of jealousy or anger, but there’s none. Just heat, want.

“You still don’t know this about me?” she asks, her hand cupping my cheek, thumb brushing over my stubble. “I’m not threatened by her, Hunter. Not one bit.”

“Good, you shouldn’t be,” I say.

“Tell me what you thought when you saw her in that outfit. Her body, her face… all that black hair spilling down her back. I want to see her through your eyes.”

My breath catches, but the way her eyes are getting lidded, the way her chest rises faster, tells me she means it. I swallow hard, then nod, leaning back down to kiss her neck again, slower this time, letting the image of Farah standing there in my girlfriend’s clothes dominate my mind’s eye.

“That pullover clung to her breasts like it was painted on. I drank in every curve,” I say. “Her shoulders aren’t as broad as yours though.”

“Oh, really?” she says. “You like my shoulders.”

“Oh, yeah,” I say, running my thumb down her silky soft flesh and bone.

“What else did you notice about her?”

“Those pants you chose, they hugged her ass so tight I couldn’t look away. She didn’t look like her normal self. It was like she was your little doll.”

Cassandra moans softly, her hips shifting under me, her thighs pressing against mine. “Yeah? You liked her like that, didn’t you?” Her voice is dripping with arousal, her hands sliding down my back, nails grazing my skin. “Keep going. Tell me more.”

I can’t believe what this is doing to both of us. I’m getting harder just from how turned on she is, her breathless little gasps fueling me as I grind against her through the lace of her panties. “I couldn’t stop staring at her hips, the way they swayed when she walked. Thought about bending her over, peeling those pants down, seeing what she’s hiding underneath.”

She pulls back to look at me, her eyes blazing with power, with need. Then her tone shifts, sharp and commanding. “But you wouldn’t do that right in front of me, would you?”

“No,” I say. “Not without your permission.”

“Well, you can’t have her,” my lover tells me. “Not yet. Not unless I say so.”

I groan, my cock aching, pressed against her through that thin lace barrier. “Cassandra, fuck, don’t do this to me.”

She laughs, low and wicked, her hand reaching up to fix my jaw on her. “What’s wrong? You’ve got all this power, but you can’t fuck her. And you can’t fuck me either. Not until you’ve begged for it.”

“Please,” I rasp, my voice rough with desperation, my hips grinding against her instinctively. “I need you, Cassandra. I’m so fucking hard it’s killing me. Let me have you. Let me fuck you.”

“Me?”

“You,” I rasp. “You and only.”

She bites her lip, reveling in the control, her eyes glinting with triumph and a little mischief too. “You can think about Farah all you like, dream about her curves, her hair, whatever gets you going. But tonight, here with me, you’d better scream my name. Understand?”

“Yes,” I growl, my hands gripping her hips tighter. “Only your name. Only you.”

“Good boy,” she purrs, spreading her legs wider, hooking one ankle around my waist. “Now take these panties off. Slow. Make me feel how much you want this.”

I slide my fingers under the lace, dragging it down her thighs inch by inch, exposing her to me. She’s already glistening, and the sight makes my mouth water, my cock throb. I toss the panties aside and position myself between her legs, my tip brushing against her wetness, but I don’t push in. Not yet. I wait for her word, trembling with the effort to hold back.

“Go on,” she says, her voice a sultry command. “Fuck me, Hunter. Show me how much you need this.”

I thrust in, slow at first, stretching her open, feeling her walls grip me tight. She gasps, her hands clutching at my back, but her eyes stay locked on mine. She’s got to have it her way, even when I’m the one pressing my weight down on her, thrusting into her. My mind flashes to Farah in that pullover, Michie’s sly smile, Madison’s delicate frame and porcelain skin. But I push them aside, focusing on the woman under me, the only name on my lips.

“Cassandra,” I groan, pulling out and thrusting deeper, the heat of her driving me wild. “God damn, Cassandra.”

“That’s it,” she moans, her nails raking down my back. “Louder. Say it louder.”

“Cassandra!” I shout, picking up the pace, slamming into her, the bed rocking under us. Her legs wrap tighter around me, pulling me in, and I can feel her getting off on the way I’m losing myself in her, the way I’m chanting her name like it’s the only word I know.

“Harder,” she demands, her voice sharp even as it trembles with pleasure. “Fuck me harder, Hunter. Make me feel every inch of you.”

I obey, driving into her with everything I’ve got, my hands gripping her thighs to hold her in place. Images of Farah’s curves, Michie’s smirk, Madison’s teasing laugh flicker through my mind, but I shove them away, grounding myself in the woman beneath me. “Cassandra,” I growl again, my voice raw. “Only you. Fucking hell, Cassandra.”

She’s moaning now, loud and unrestrained, her body arching under me as her walls tighten, squeezing me. “Yes, yes, keep saying it! Don’t stop!”

“Cassandra!” I roar, the pressure building, my thrusts becoming frantic. My balls are tight, aching, ready to blow, but I grit my teeth hard, fighting the urge with everything I’ve got. Sweat beads on my forehead, dripping down my chest as I keep driving into her, the heat of her. I can’t come yet. I won’t. Not until she lets me. But she’s gripping me so tight.

I slow my pace just a bit, dragging my cock out almost all the way before sliding back in deep, trying to control the rhythm, to focus on anything but the way her wet heat is milking me. I think about the shower I just took, except it was a hot shower not a cold one, so that’s no help. I try to focus on the sting of the bruises on my shoulder, anything to dull the fire raging in my groin. My muscles tense, thighs trembling with the effort, but I keep going, slamming into her with measured force, watching her face twist with pleasure.

“Cassandra,” I beg. “Cassandra. Fuck, I’m dying here.”

She smirks, her eyes glinting with power, loving every second of my struggle. “Look at you, shaking for me. So strong, but so desperate. You need release, don’t you?”

“Fuck yes,” I groan, my voice breaking.

“Not yet,” she purrs, her tone sharp, commanding, even as her own breaths come faster, her body trembling beneath me. “Make me come first. Suck my tits while you fuck me. Do it now.”

I lower my head, my mouth finding her nipple through the heat of our bodies, sucking hard as I keep thrusting, slower now, deeper, trying to draw out every second. She cries out, her back arching, pushing her breast into my face. “Yes, Hunter! Just like that. Fuck, you’re my man!”

Her words, her taste, the way her pussy clenches around me. I can’t hold out anymore. I bite down gently on her nipple, then switch to the other, lapping at it with my tongue, distracting myself from the pressure building in my core. My hands grip her hips tight, fingers digging into her flesh, anchoring me as I keep moving, keep fighting.

“Oh, God, I’m close,” she gasps, her thighs tightening around my waist. “Keep going. Don’t stop. Fuck me harder now. But don’t come. Don’t you fucking come!”

“Cassandra!” I shout, my voice hoarse, picking up the pace again, slamming into her with everything I’ve got left. My body’s screaming, every muscle taut, sweat slicking our skin as we grind together. I can feel her getting closer, her walls fluttering around me, and I focus on that, on her pleasure, to keep from losing it.

“Yes, yes, yes!” she screams, her body bucking under me, her orgasm hitting like a wave. “Now, Hunter! Come now! Fill me up! Scream my name!”

“Cassandra!” I yell, the dam breaking as I erupt inside her, hot and hard, my cock pulsing as I unload everything I’ve been holding back. Her walls milk me dry, her own cries mixing with mine as she rides out her climax, legs locked around me like she’s never letting go. My thrusts slow, jerky, each one drawing out the blinding relief until I’m spent, collapsing on top of her, both of us gasping for air.

“My God, Hunter,” she murmurs, her hands stroking my back, slick with sweat. “You did so good.”

I lift my head just enough to look at her, a tired grin on my face. “Nobody else gets me to perform like you.”

Afterward, we lie in bed together. Her head’s on my chest and my arm’s around her, her bare leg draped across mine, her skin still warm and damp from the exertion. Her fingers trace circles on my stomach and I can feel the faint scratch of her nails through the hair.

“I feel like myself again,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“For the first time since that night,” she says. “I feel like me. Not the version of me that’s managing a crisis. Just me.”

“I’d say I feel like me too, but actually I feel like somebody better.”

Her fingers stop circling. She flattens her palm against my stomach and holds it there.

“She’s attracted to you too, you know. Maybe more than that.”

My hand, which was playing with her hair, goes still.

“You’re the reason she’s here in this house,” she says. “Not some vampire bond with Madie.”

“Cassandra—”

“Let me finish,” she says. “I’m not asking you to choose. I’ve never asked you to choose. When you moved in here, you had Michie. I didn’t just tolerate it, I embraced you both. She’s part of my life now and I wouldn’t change that. But I did it because having you with a condition was better than not having you at all. It’s different this time.”

Her hand moves on my stomach again, making small circles.

“I’m not going to stand in the way of it,” she says. “Whatever happens between you and Farah, I won’t fight it.”

“Are you sure?” I say.

“Never ask me if I’m sure,” she says. “Just say, yes ma’am.”

I pull her closer. She lets me.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say.

“One more thing,” she says. “Don’t forget whose bed you’re in.”

“How could I forget?”

She hooks her leg over mine and presses closer. Her skin is warm against my side and her breasts flatten against my ribs. Her mouth finds the hollow of my throat where she presses her lips and just breathes.

“When all this is over. When we’re not scrambling for blood or worried about what comes after, what do you want?” she asks.

It’s a hell of a question. What do I want? I want what I’ve got and I want more of it. Mostly, I want to not be afraid that someone’s gonna take it away.

“This,” I say. “I want exactly this.”

She’s quiet for a minute. Then she nestles her face into my neck and I can feel her smiling against my skin.

“Alright,” she says. “Let’s have this then.”


15.

It’s four hours from Creeque to Portland on a clear day. Today it’s raining.

Madison and Farah are lying flat under the black cloth in the back, perfectly still. No breathing. No twitching. Two shapes that could be laundry bags or rolled-up carpet.

Michie’s in the passenger seat with her feet on the dash. Cassandra’s in the middle section with her leather folio and a notebook, going over the plan obsessively.

We stop for gas south of Salem. Cassandra goes inside for the bathroom. Michie goes with her.

I fill up while they’re inside. A guy at the next pump over is filling up a truck. He glances at the van, clocks the flat grey panel where the snake decal used to be, and loses interest. Good. That’s what grey does. Grey is invisible.

Michie comes back with a coffee for me, a Sprite for herself, and an orange she takes from her pocket, which means she probably didn’t pay for it.

“Did you steal that?” I say.

“I liberated it,” she says. “From oppression.”

“It was in a basket by the register.”

“Exactly. Imprisoned.”

“I paid for both of us,” Cassandra says. “It was less than a dollar. What was I going to do?”

Michie shrugs.

“I would have stolen it,” she says. “I’m still an outlaw, even if I have a sponsor.”

She gets a chance to prove her criminal bona fides south of Woodburn.

“There,” she says, pointing at an offramp exit sign. “Walmart. Big lot, east side.”

I park between a pickup truck and a sedan that’s been there long enough to collect a layer of dust on the hood. Michie grabs the screwdriver from the glove box, gets out, and walks three rows over to a beater with Oregon plates. She crouches behind it and works fast, hurrying back with the stolen plate.

Portland appears around two in the afternoon. I take the exit for the industrial district north of the facility. The Red Cross Cascades Region building is a low commercial box on a street full of warehouses and supply companies. I drive past it once without slowing, clocking the entrances, the parking lot, the loading dock on the north side.

Across the street: Redeemer Lutheran Church. Wednesday evening service is still hours away. The parking lot is mostly empty.

I pull in and park at the far end, behind the dumpster enclosure, angled so I’ve got a sightline to the facility’s front entrance through the gap between the enclosure wall and a row of hedges. Not ideal. I’d rather be closer to the action. But three people sitting in a van in the facility’s own parking lot at eight-thirty PM is the kind of thing a security guard notices, and the whole point of tonight is that nobody notices anything.

Michie gets out and switches the stolen plates for ours.

“All done,” she says, climbing back in. “We’re now a 2009 Hyundai Elantra. In spirit.”

We wait for dark.

Cassandra reads. Michie falls asleep against the window. I eat the gas station sandwich Cassandra bought for me.

Around six, the light fades through the cloud cover, signalling night has fallen. Madison stirs first. The black fabric shifts and her pale face appears, blinking.

“What time is it?” she asks.

“Just past six. Sun’s down.”

Farah sits up behind her. Hair pressed flat on one side. She looks around the van like she’s reorienting to the world.

“We’re here?” Farah says.

“Across the street,” I say. “Church parking lot. The facility is through those hedges.”

Farah nods. She looks at Cassandra, who’s pulling the folio onto her lap.

“Ready?” Farah asks.

“Ready,” Cassandra says.

They get out. Farah in front, badge on her belt, clipboard in hand. Cassandra a half step behind with her hair pulled back, carrying the leather folio and wearing the glasses she only uses for reading. They look exactly like two county employees pulling a late follow-up that could’ve waited until Monday but didn’t because government agencies have their own logic.

They cross the street and disappear through the facility’s front entrance.

Nineteen minutes. That’s how long they’ve been in there and that’s how long I’ve been sitting here watching the door and trying not to think about everything that could go wrong.

Michie’s awake now, in the back seat with Madison. They’re sitting close. Not doing anything, just close, Michie’s knee touching Madison’s thigh. Michie is peeling the orange she “liberated” from the gas station.

“What’s it like being able to hear everything?” Michie asks.

“Weird, actually,” Madison says. “My senses pick up on everything happening around me, but I have to train my brain to process it all. It isn’t just sounds, either. I can see in the dark and pick up on smells, too.”

“I always thought that was so cool,” Michie says. “Even when I was, no offense, out to kill every vampire I saw.”

“No offense taken,” Madison says. “I don’t identify with every vampirified individual just because of our shared circumstance.”

“Vampirified individuals?” I repeat.

“Well, the nomenclature hasn’t caught up yet,” Madison says.

“You’re so fucking smart, Madie,” Michie says. “You make me not want to open my mouth.”

“Don’t say that,” Madison says, reaching over to wipe a drop of juice from her lip and then licking it clean with the tip of her tongue. “Your mouth is good for a lot more than talking.”

Michie’s grinning now, almost vibrating with pent-up excitement. She catches me watching them in the rearview.

“Eyes on the building, perv,” she teases.

“I’m watching the building.”

“Sorry, Hunter,” Madison says. “We won’t be distracting. We promise.”

“I make no promises,” Michie says, scooting closer to Madison so that their knees are touching. “What else do you like about me?”

“What is there not to like?”

“Come on, you’re so much prettier than me.”

“I don’t think so,” Madison says. “I love the color of your hair.”

She reaches over and runs her fingers through Michie’s short red locks.

“And your chest is bigger than mine,” Madison adds.

“Yeah, but you know who has a really nice rack? Your mom,” Michie says. “Am I right, Deac?”

“Yes.”

“Who has the best boobs of all four of us, do ya think?”

“Can I focus on the mission, please?”

“Go ahead, who’s stopping ya? I just wanna know who has the best breasts. I mean, it’s a simple question.”

God, I want to punish that bratty little mouth right now. The things that I would do to her, if—well, I can’t start going down that road. If I start thinking about bending her over my knee or stopping her from talking by filling her mouth, I could have a pretty big distraction on my hands.

“Leave him alone,” Madison says.

“Oh, he loves it. He acts like he doesn’t, but he does. I used to tease him so bad, ya know what he’d do?”

“What?”

“You remember the Ice Bucket Challenge?” Michie asks.

“Sure,” Madison says.

I know where this is going.

“Well, Deac had his own version. He would fill up an ice bucket, and then he would—”

“Hey, someone’s coming out of the side entrance!” I say. “Let’s all be quiet and pay attention to that.”

There’s just a hint of threat in my voice, letting Michie know to be content that she’s succeeded in annoying me and not to push things any further.

“I’ll tell you later,” she says.

Madison shifts in the back seat. Her head tilts about two degrees toward the building.

“His heartbeat is normal,” Madison reports. “He’s just stepped outside to smoke.”

I look through the gap. She’s right. A guy in scrubs and a jacket is standing by the side door with a cigarette about fifty yards from us. His eyes are on his phone and he has no reason to notice us even if he did look up.

“Staff?” I ask.

“Probably the overnight tech,” Madison says.

We wait. The tech finishes his cigarette, checks his phone one more time, and goes back inside. The side door closes.

Through the hedges I can see the facility’s front entrance and the parking lot beyond it. Two cars. Staff vehicles, probably. The sodium lights cast everything in that sickly orange glow.

In the rearview, Michie has turned toward Madison and she’s saying something I can’t hear. That would be the fact that I plunged my dick into ice back when I was still trying to suppress my attraction to Michie. Now I don’t have the same reason to hold back. And if I’m being honest with myself, there’s no denying that I’m drawn to Madison more and more. She’s always been alluring, fascinating and dangerous. The danger she represents is real, and that alone has been enough to give me pause. But things have changed. There’s trust building between us. I wouldn’t be contemplating going in there to steal blood with her if it hadn’t.

I think about what Cassandra said. Whatever you need, Hunter.

But when she said that, her only daughter wasn’t what she had in mind. Michie is one line, Farah is another. Madison is something else entirely.


16.

The facility’s front door opens. Farah comes out first. She’s walking at a normal pace, clipboard under her arm, her back straight. Professional. Controlled. But I know her well enough now to read the tension in her shoulders from fifty yards away.

Cassandra comes out four seconds later. She pauses at the door and says something to someone inside, probably goodbye, and then pulls it shut behind her. She adjusts her folio and walks to meet Farah in the lot. They don’t speak. They just walk, side by side, toward the church parking lot.

Farah slides the side door open and climbs into the rear cab. Cassandra gets in the front passenger side. The door closes. The interior goes dark.

“We did it!” Cassandra says, still a bundle of nerves from their spy operation. “The front desk coordinator accepted the credentials without a thought. She seemed surprised but happy to have someone to talk to.”

“Very good,” I say. “Farah, what’d you get?”

“Loading dock is on the north side,” she says. “The door is a standard commercial push bar, no deadbolt. I could hear the latch mechanism from across the hall, which means it’s a standard tumbler lock. Processing rooms run along a central corridor. The staging area is a refrigerated room at the end, separate from the main cold storage.”

“Staff?”

“Two on the floor during my walkthrough. A tech in the processing room and a custodian on the second floor. Patricia at the front desk. That’s three total.”

“We saw the staff member come out for a cigarette,” I say. “Did you plant the flash drive?”

“I did,” Farah says. “I asked to use the restroom and the network port was in the office on the second floor.”

“You’re sure it was the right port?” I ask.

“I think so,” she says. “A blue light turned on.”

“Okay, that’s good,” I say.

“Nice work,” Madison says.

“There are only two cameras covering the dock area,” Farah says. “Both on the network, so they should both go down no problem.”

“Did you get close to the storage room?” I ask.

“Close enough. The door was closed but I could smell everything behind it. Every unit. I could tell you the difference between the O-negative and the A-positive by scent alone.”

She takes a breath she doesn’t need.

“My hands started shaking,” she says. “I wanted to open that door so bad it made my teeth ache.”

“But you didn’t,” I say.

“No,” she says. “I didn’t.”

In the rearview I can see Madison’s hand reach forward between the seats and rest on Farah’s shoulder. Farah doesn’t flinch. She puts her hand on top of Madison’s and leaves it there.

We’ve done all the prep work we can do. Now all that’s left is to wait for our moment.

I drive the van around the block and park on a quiet industrial street north of the facility, between a delivery truck and a dumpster. Less exposed than the church lot for a long wait. We’ve got about seven hours until the 2 AM window.

Cassandra falls asleep first, around nine. Michie keeps talking quietly with Madison in the back, their voices too low for me to catch, and then her head drops against Madison’s shoulder and she’s out. Apparently she has the circadian rhythm of a cat.

Madison stays awake because it’s nighttime and she can’t do otherwise. She sits in the dark with Michie against her and doesn’t move.

Farah moves to the passenger seat. She does it quietly, stepping over Cassandra without waking her. Since becoming a vampire she moves like smoke.

“I need air,” she says.

“You do?” I ask, knowing that breathing is optional for her.

“Walk with me?” she asks.

“Sure,” I say. “Let’s stretch our legs.”

We get out. The October night is cold and clean now that the rain has stopped. The industrial street is empty. Our shoes are loud on the wet concrete and I’m aware of how good it feels to stand upright and move.

“Do you miss it?” Farah asks.

“Miss what?”

“The work, being a slayer.”

I think about it. Actually think about it instead of giving her the easy answer.

“Parts of it,” I say. “I miss knowing exactly what I was supposed to do. I’d wake up, hunt vampires, protect people. Simple. Clear. I didn’t have to figure out who I was because the job told me.”

“And now?”

“Now I’m a guy who lives with his girlfriend, her vampire daughter, and his nineteen-year-old partner, and a former cop who sleeps in the basement. I don’t know what my job title is anymore.”

“Retired slayer, current harem manager?” she offers.

“Is that what this is?” I ask with a smile. “A harem?”

“Well, would calling it a family be less creepy?”

I shrug. I guess I don’t have a better definition.

“I don’t think manager is quite the right term.”

“Yeah, I don’t really have a lot of practice with it, but that was a joke.”

“I know,” I say. “But what I mean is, when there’s danger I know what my role is. But when there isn’t? I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing anymore.”

We walk in silence for a while. Past a fencing supply place that closed hours ago. The pines are visible over the rooftops, black against a sky that’s clearing. Stars coming through.

“Hunter,” she says.

“Yeah?”

“When this is over tonight. What happens with us?”

“What do you want to happen?”

She stops walking. I stop too. We’re about thirty feet from the van, on a sidewalk between two warehouses, and the nearest streetlight is a block away. Her face is in shadow but I can see her eyes.

“There’s something between us,” she says. “I think we should both admit that, even if we don’t know what it means yet.”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m attracted to you, but more than that. I just—”

“Have other women too,” she says, completing my thought.

“Well, yes,” I say. “Although that was not going to say.”

“I get it,” she says. “I’m attracted to you too. I never chased after bad boys, but I’ve always been attracted to strong men who are kind and smart. And, okay, men who have a little edge to them.”

“Farah, the first time we really talked I was a murder suspect and you were interrogating me,” I say. “I’ve killed people with knives. I think a little edge may be understating it.”

“Okay, you’re right,” she says. “You’re bad. But you’re not some thug. You act with purpose, you protect people. That’s what I’m drawn to. Then there’s the fact that I can’t have a normal life. Not now. How could I try to explain to another man what I am? You already know the ugliest thing about me, the thing I’d most like to change and you don’t flinch.”

She stops.

“And maybe the fact that you’re already taken makes you just a little bit hotter.”

“I’m not hearing a reason why we can’t be together in all this,” I say.

“I just don’t want to be another one of your women,” she says.

“I wouldn’t ask you to be.”

“What about Cassandra? And Michie?”

“They already share me with each other,” I say. “Michie’s been egging me on, and Cassandra has already found a way to be okay with it.”

“So, does that mean we can… start dating?”

“We don’t need to define anything,” I say. “Let’s just act as if there isn’t anything standing in our way.”

She nods. Her hand, which was at her side, moves about two inches toward mine. My hand doesn’t move. But I’m aware of the distance between them the way you’re aware of a lit match in a dark room.

We stand like that. Two feet apart. Two inches. Not touching.

“We should get back,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “We should.”

We walk back to the van. Michie has shifted in her sleep, her head now in Madison’s lap. Madison is running her fingers through Michie’s hair, slow and absent, the way you’d pet a cat. She looks up when we open the doors and doesn’t say anything.

Cassandra stirs. She picks up the folio from the floor and checks her watch.

“What time is it?” she asks.

“Eleven-forty,” I say.

“Two more hours,” Farah says.

Two more hours.


17.

It’s two AM. The laptop is open on my knees and the screen is the only light in the van. The network device Farah planted is talking to me through the facility’s own WiFi, which is both useful and kind of embarrassing for them. Somebody really oughta upgrade their security. In their defense, it’s not Fort Knox. They weren’t expecting anyone to break in looking for old blood.

I find the camera management software. It’s a standard commercial package, the same kind you see in strip malls and warehouses. Four feeds on the screen. Front entrance, lobby, loading dock, and the corridor near the staging area. Two of these matter. I select the dock camera and the corridor camera and loop both feeds on thirty-second cycles. Anybody watching the monitor inside will see the same empty hallway and the same empty dock over and over. They won’t notice anything’s amiss unless they’re really paying attention, and at two AM, nobody’s really paying attention.

“Cameras are down,” I say.

Madison is already at the van’s side door. Farah is behind her.

“How long do we have?” Madison asks.

“As long as the loop holds. If someone reboots the system or checks the logs, we’re done. But that’s not gonna happen at two in the morning.”

“Let’s go,” Farah says.

Michie’s in the driver’s seat with the engine idling. In case we need to make a quick escape. She loops around the parking lot and drops us off in front of the dock. Not fast, not slow.

The three of us move on foot. It’s about a hundred yards from the van to the loading dock. The dock is on the north side of the building, lit by a single sodium lamp. Madison reaches the dock door first. She wraps her hand around the bar and pulls. Crack! The lock gives with a sound like cracking a walnut. The door swings inward.

We’re in.

The loading dock is a concrete bay about thirty feet wide with a roll-up vehicle door on one side and double doors leading into the main building on the other. Pallets stacked against the wall; a dolly with a flat tire. The smell is antiseptic and underneath it, something else. Iron. Faint but there.

I watch Farah. She’s clocked the smell. I can see it in the set of her jaw. But she keeps moving.

Madison goes first through the double doors. She moves the way she always moves when she’s operating: fast, silent, her feet barely touching the floor. She stops at the first corner and holds up a hand. Farah and I stop.

Voices. Down the corridor, maybe forty feet. The skeleton crew. A man talking to someone. Radio, maybe, or a phone call. Madison listens for about three seconds and then signals us forward. She’s mapped the sound. She knows where he is and she knows the path that keeps us clear of him.

We move through the facility in a column. Madison on point, Farah in the middle, me at the rear. The corridor is clean white tile lit by emergency strips along the floor. Processing rooms on both sides, doors closed, dark through the wired glass. I can hear the hum of refrigeration units running behind the walls.

The staging area is at the end of the corridor. A heavy door with a temperature warning on it. Madison pushes it open and the cold air rolls out like fog.

Inside we find a refrigerated room maybe fifteen by twenty feet. Shelves on three walls, stacked with blood bags in plastic trays. Red and dark red and darker still, organized by type and date. The near-expiry product is on the bottom shelves, tagged with yellow stickers. That’s what we’re here for.

The smell hits Farah like a truck.

I see it happen. Her whole body goes rigid. Her fists unclench and her fingers spread wide. She takes a step toward the nearest shelf and her hand reaches for a bag but then she stops.

Madison is beside her. Close, but not touching. She doesn’t intervene. She doesn’t grab Farah’s arm or step between her and the blood. She just stands there, watching, waiting to see what Farah does next.

Her hand is six inches from the blood bag. I can see her fingers trembling. She’s got her jaw clenched so hard I can hear her teeth grinding from five feet away.

She pulls her hand back and steps away from the shelf. Then she turns and walks out of the room without saying a word.

In the corridor, she leans against the wall with her eyes closed and her hands flat against the tile. She’s breathing hard through her mouth, the human habit kicking in when the vampire nature gets too loud.

Madison comes out after her. They stand in the corridor, Farah against the wall and Madison two feet away, and something passes between them. I can’t name it. I just know it wasn’t there before and it is now. Farah proved something to herself in that room. Madison saw it happen.

“I’m okay,” Farah says.

“I know,” Madison says.

That’s it. That’s all they need to say.

“I’ll take care of it,” I say. “Be ready to move when I come back out.”

I go back into the staging area and start loading. The near-expiry bags come off the bottom shelves and into the collapsible coolers, four bags at a time, stacking tight. I work fast and quiet. The bags are cold and slippery and I gotta grip them firm or they’ll slide out of my hands. I fill the first cooler, zip it, heft it onto my shoulder, and carry it back through the corridor, through the double doors, across the dock, and out to the van.

Cassandra is waiting at the rear doors. She takes the cooler from me and hands me an empty one.

I go back and fill the second cooler. Then the third. Then the fourth. Each trip in and out is about ninety seconds. The corridor stays empty. The skeleton crew stays wherever they are. The cameras keep looping.

On the third trip, Madison meets me at the staging door.

“One hundred and eighty-six units,” she says. “That’s everything tagged for disposal.”

“Good enough,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

Through the corridor, through the double doors, across the dock. We book it out to the van and then climb in.

Farah curls into a ball in the back and holds her knees. The blood pack she and Madison shared before they went in was supposed to keep her from reacting this way, but I guess it only made the experience of being this close to the blood bearable but not comfortable.

“Do you need another pack?” I ask over my shoulder.

“She can’t drink it now,” Madison interjects. “They’re frozen solid. Besides, we need to ration them.”

She doesn’t say anything, having said all she needed to inside.

I start the engine and pull out. Soon we’re on the street and then we’re on the arterial and then we’re on the highway heading south toward home.

One hundred and eighty-six units. At two packs per three days for two vampires, that’s roughly nine months of supply. Maybe more if they’re careful. Maybe less if they’re not.

But for right now, the math works.
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We make it home just before dawn. The time on the dashboard tells me it’s four-forty AM and the sky is just starting to go purple at the edges. I pull around the roundabout and then back into the garage.

Cassandra’s the first one out, moving through the garage and crossing through the door that leads to the hallway inside.

“Shower,” she says to nobody in particular.

Michie’s behind her, moving on autopilot, her eyes half shut.

I hit the button on the wall and the garage door rolls down. Madison and Farah are still in the van, waiting until the door comes down completely before they move. Sunlight’s coming and some instinct in them registers the dawn the way a sailor registers a change in the wind.

The door settles with a small thud and they get out, Farah moving fast for the hallway.

“I’ll be in the basement,” Farah says.

“You can take my room,” Madison says.

Farah looks at her.

“It’s sunlight safe,” Madison says. “We could be like roommates.”

Farah hesitates.

“Thanks,” she says. “But where I sleep doesn’t make a difference anymore. I don’t even dream.”

Madison nods, a quiet understanding passing between them. Farah registers the gesture, and that’s enough.

Farah goes inside. Madison watches her go and then turns to me.

“You need help with the coolers?” she asks.

“You’re okay being around all this blood?”

“I think it’s good for me,” she says. “It helps with my self-control.”

Cassandra ordered an industrial freezer second hand, but the refrigerator which still holds the remains of our previous score is still our only option. Madison opens the fridge door and kneels in front of it. I pass her the frozen packs, which sweat in my hand as I hand them to her. She stacks them as efficiently as she can but never rushes. There’s something almost reverent in the way she handles the bags. I handle them like they’re frozen fish, something I want to get out of my hands as quickly as possible. But her movements show she doesn’t register the cold. Her hands are cold too.

“Looks like your plan came off flawlessly,” I say.

“It looks that way,” she agrees. “But we can’t be sure yet, can we?”

“Is that humility, or are you really worried we missed something?”

She pauses for a moment before accepting the next bag from me, contemplating.

“I think we’re safe,” she says. “But there’s no way to be sure, is there?”

“No,” I say. “There are threads someone could pull. The expiry-product going missing looks like an error, not a heist. And chances are it doesn’t get reported. But there’s still the flashdrive.”

“That’s true,” Madison says. “Do you think it was a mistake sending Farah and my mom inside to scope out the place? They may be remembered.”

“What choice was there?” I say. “It was a calculated risk to plant the device and scope the layout. If we’d gone in there blind, we would have showed up on the security cameras, or maybe even been seen by the staff. This was the cleanest way. They’ll review the footage, find nothing, and conclude that since nobody is asking about the missing blood that the whole thing is best forgotten.”

Madison resumes stacking the slick packs, building rows of dark red against the white plastic of the fridge’s interior.

“You’re right,” she says. “That’s how it will happen.”

“You should be proud of yourself. I’ve been doing stuff like this for longer than you’ve been alive. And I couldn’t have planned it better than you did.”

“Thanks, Hunter.”

“You handled yourself impressively too,” I say. “The way you kept calm and focused, the way you supported Farah when she needed it, you really proved yourself in there.”

“So…?”

“So, what?”

“Exactly,” she says, looking at me curiously. “What are you trying to say?”

The little fridge light is the only light in the garage now that the overhead light has gone out. It catches the white of her hair and the edge of her jaw and the slender line of her collarbones where the t-shirt’s neckline has slipped. Her lips are dark red and her fingers are cold when they brush mine passing the bags.

“You showed me that I can trust you,” I say. “That you’re worthy of trust.”

She puts the last bag in the fridge. The garage is quiet. Just the hum of the fridge and somewhere outside a bird that’s chirping at first light.

“I trust you too,” she says. “I’m almost surprised that I do. We haven’t known each other long, have we?”

“That’s true,” I say. “But we’ve been through a lot together. And every time I needed you to be there, you have been.”

“Since I bit Farah, you mean?” she asks.

It’s pointed without being harsh. She’s not being defensive, just honest.

“About that,” I say. “I wasn’t really fair to you after it happened. She didn’t give you a choice. Anyway, if she can forgive you after what happened, there’s no reason for me to hold onto anything.”

“I made the best of a bad situation,” she says. “Of course, it would have been better if I never had to do it at all.”

“You’re extraordinary,” I say.

Something shifts in her face. She’s amused. I can tell from the small smile creasing her lips. But there’s something underneath it that shows in her eyes. Gratitude.

“That’s what I said about Michie,” she says. “That first night we all had dinner together.”

“I remember,” I say.

“I think the same about you,” she says.

“Really?”

“Of course. Just look at the women in your life. Would all of them choose you if you weren’t extraordinary yourself?”

“You’re right. The proof is right in front of me.”

She looks at me. The thin sliver of light from the fridge means her face is mostly in shadow, but I can see her eyes. Those pale blues that have watched me since the first night I walked into this house, that studied me across the dinner table, that looked at me in the dark of the van on the night we stole blood together the first time.

She leans toward me.

I see it coming. Her chin tilts up and her body shifts forward and she’s moving toward my face, slow and sure, like someone who’s decided what she wants and isn’t asking permission. The fridge light catches her lips. She’s close enough that I can feel the cold coming off her skin.

Our lips touch, just a little. I don’t pull away, but I don’t press forward either. This is as far as I’m willing to go, for now. When her mother knows everything, has consented to everything, then maybe we can press further. But not now. 

We separate and just stand there. Three inches apart, staring into each other’s eyes. The cold from her skin and the warmth from mine connect.

“You’re not afraid,” she says.

“No,” I say. “I’m not.”

“I can hear it,” she says. “Your heart’s beating fast. But not out of fear.”

“Not out of fear.”

She lets the fridge door shut. The garage goes completely dark. I can’t see her anymore. I can feel her close, feel the cool of her skin near my face, but I can’t see anything. Total darkness with a vampire three inches from my mouth.

I don’t step back. She does.

I hear her feet on the concrete. Then I hear the door to the house open and close. Her silhouette appears in the half light of the hallway and then the door closes gently again. She’s gone.

I stand in the dark garage with my hand resting on the lid of the freezer and my heart doing about a hundred and twenty. My fingers are tingling. My face is warm where her cold lips were a second ago.

Extraordinary.

I take a breath and go inside. The house is quiet. Madison has already disappeared into her room. As I take the hallway down around the spiral staircase and enter the living room, I can hear the pipes carrying hot water through the walls up to Cassandra’s bedroom upstairs. I realize that I haven’t worked out which bed I’m going to sleep in tonight. Not down in the basement, where Farah is sleeping. Not in Madison’s room. I slept with Cassandra before. Michie is probably already asleep in the guest bedroom.  

I just stand in the living room watching the sunrise through the window, trying to figure out where I belong most. In this house, definitely, but in whose bed?

Those lips, those too-cool lips on mine are making me anxious, curious, apprehensive. I don’t know what I feel. I walk over and take a glass from the drying rack and fill it up in the sink.

Moving in with a vampire was a dangerous gamble. But here I am. The house is still standing. We’re all still here, such as we are.

Our lips touched. It might have just been the shadow of a kiss, but still. I felt it. It was real. I think for her too. 

I stand at the sink for a long time before I go to Michie’s room.
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I sleep until two. My shoulder’s stiff and my neck has a crick from falling asleep in Michie’s bed at a weird angle, but my head is clear for the first time in a while.

Cassandra is on the couch with her paperback and a cup of tea when I enter the living room.

“There he is,” she says.

“How long have you been up?” I ask.

“Hours,” she says. “I did laundry. I went grocery shopping. I called the contractor about the door.”

“You’ve had a busy morning,” I say.

“Well, if you lump in the afternoon too, sure.”

There’s no coffee in the pot, of course, so I pour the grounds in the top and let it drip. She reads. Neither of us talks for about ten minutes while the grounds seep through the filter.

Michie wanders in around three looking just as I left her. She’s wearing my t-shirt and shorts, her hair going in four directions.

“Top of the morning,” I say, raising my coffee mug.

“Fuck off,” she says. “You got up like twenty minutes before me.”

“I got up a full hour before you.”

“That’s what she said.”

I give that one a thumbs down.

“That lame joke is older than you.”

“Mwaaah!” she grunts.

She’s not making sense and she can’t be bothered with trying until she’s had some caffeine, preferably through a drip in her arm.

We spend the rest of the afternoon doing nothing. Actually nothing. Michie watches something on her phone with her feet in my lap. Cassandra reads. I flip through a magazine that’s been sitting on the coffee table since before I moved in. It’s a home and garden thing with articles about kitchen backsplashes and the best perennials for zone 8b. I don’t know what that means either, but I read an entire article about raised garden beds and find it weirdly interesting.

This is what regular people do. It’s pretty nice, honestly. I could get used to it.

Around five, the light starts to go. October days are getting shorter. The sun drops behind the pines and the living room goes from gold to grey. Madison appears in the kitchen like she materialized from the wall. She’s always like that. One second she’s not there and the next she is.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey, sweetie,” Cassandra asks. “You sleep okay?”

“Like the dead.”

I smile. She pours herself a glass of water and leans against the counter. We make eye contact and neither of us looks away and neither of us says anything about what happened in the garage last night. We don’t have to.

Michie clocks the look. Of course she does. She grins at her phone and looks like she’s going to say something. But she looks at Cassandra and decides to let it lie.

About forty minutes later, Farah comes up from the basement.

She’s in the doorway holding her phone and her face is wrong; worried in the way people get worried when the thing they were afraid of has started happening and they can’t stop it.

“What’s wrong?” I say.

“My dad called,” she says. “Seven times. I was asleep. I didn’t hear it.”

She turns the phone so I can see the screen. Seven missed calls from “Baba,” starting at 11:14 AM and ending at 4:47 PM. Almost every hour.

“He left messages,” she says.

She plays the first one on speaker. Her father’s voice fills the kitchen, and even through the tiny phone speaker I can hear the shift. Tight. Controlled. Afraid.

“Farah, it’s Baba. Please call me when you get this. The police came by today. They’re asking about the man from the restaurant who sat at our table. They say he’s missing and they want to talk to you. Please call me.”

And then another.

“Where are you? Why won’t you answer your phone? Please call your father.”

Farah stops the playback. The kitchen is quiet. Michie has taken her feet off my lap. Cassandra has set her book down. Madison hasn’t moved.

“They’ve connected me to Okonkwo,” Farah says. “They’re linking us together.”

“Which means the sheriff’s office is pulling threads,” I say. “The dinner, the guest list, who was there, who’s gone missing since.”

“Are you going to call him?” Madison asks.

“I can’t call him,” Farah says. She’s already ahead of it. “Phone records. If Bruckner’s working this case, he can subpoena my dad’s call log. A timestamp and a cell tower ping is worse than silence.”

She’s quiet for a second. Working it. Her cop brain running the angles.

“I go in person,” she says. “Tonight. I let him see my face. I tell him enough so he doesn’t worry. If it’s fast and clean, it’s less risky than leaving a digital footprint.” She looks at me. “Will you come?”

I could tell her she doesn’t need backup for a visit to her own father. But that’s not why she’s asking. She’s asking because the last time she saw her father, she was human. She’s not human anymore and she’s about to look him in the eye and lie about everything and she doesn’t want to do it alone.

“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s go.”

“Not now,” she says. “Even if he’s panicked, he’ll never close the restaurant. It closes at ten. We’ll go to his house after.”

“Farah?”

Farah’s head tilts at the sound of her name, sending cascades of curly black hair into her face which she brushes away.

“Yes, Cassandra?”

“Why don’t you come sit with us?” she says.

It’s a small gesture but a generous one, and I can see from Farah’s face what it means to her. 

She spends the next few hours not quite relaxed and not visibly nervous. She drifts off with Madison when it’s dinner time and then they return together after we’ve eaten. She’s not let go of her fear, but she’s giving herself permission to set it aside until it’s time for the two of us to take the van and go see her father.

—

Farah’s father lives ten minutes away from the strip mall where he has his restaurant in a ranch house on a quiet street. It’s not much but it’s sufficient. Single story, aluminum gutters. A concrete ramp where the front steps used to be, with a rubber handrail bolted to the siding. The kind of house a man buys when his knees start going and he wants to be done with stairs.

There’s a light on in the front room.

I drive past the door and park at the end of the cul-de-sac where it borders the forest. The engine ticks in the cold. She takes a breath she doesn’t need and gets out of the van.

He answers after the second knock. Bathrobe, slippers, a dish towel over his shoulder. His eyes are dark and sharp even now, coming awake from a nap in his chair at ten at night.

He doesn’t say anything. His hands find her shoulders and he pulls her to his chest and holds her, eyes closed, mouth pressed to the top of her head. He holds her like she’s a child and just came home from somewhere he was afraid she’d never come back from.

“Baba,” she says into his shoulder. “I’m okay. I’m sorry I didn’t call.”

I keep a respectful distance. Whatever they need to say in the first thirty seconds doesn’t need me standing there watching. I look at the street and the dark lawns and the neighbors’ porch light two houses over and I wait.

After a minute, Farah waves me over.

“Baba, you remember Hunter.”

Her father studies me. He shakes my hand with the grip of a man who once had a stronger one. He’s sizing me up the way fathers do, quiet and thorough.

“Of course,” he says. “The man with the harem.”

“That’s not exactly true,” I say. “Sir.”

“Mm-hm.” He doesn’t believe me. Fair enough.

Inside. The house is small and warm and smells like coffee and cinnamon. The furniture is mismatched in the way of a man who bought everything himself, piece by piece, from different decades and in different moods. A recliner with a side table stacked with newspapers. On the walls: Farah in her deputy’s uniform. Farah at maybe twelve, shin guards and cleats, squinting into the sun. Farah and her father at the Fig Tree grand opening, both of them grinning at the camera with the painted sign behind them. And others, smaller: a woman with Farah’s eyes and her father’s jaw, standing in a garden somewhere, the color of the photo faded to gold. Farah at maybe six or seven, the same woman’s hand on her shoulder. The mother is everywhere in the room, not named, not mentioned.

Farah’s father goes to get coffee. While he’s in the kitchen Farah stays near the window, where the cold comes through the weather-stripping. She’s managing herself, jaw set, breathing through her mouth, four feet of distance maintained without looking like she’s maintaining it. But the hunger isn’t what’s on her face. What’s on her face is the arithmetic of what she’s saying and what she’s not saying.

She sits on the couch and drinks the coffee he brings her, even though coffee does nothing for her now, and she asks about the restaurant. He tells her about the new lamb supplier and the dishwasher that’s been giving him trouble and a couple from Portland who drove two hours just for his kibbeh.

“They said it reminded them of Beirut,” he says, beaming. “I told them. Sorry, but you’re wrong. They say, yes, the same. I say I never been to Beirut. My kibbeh is from Tripoli.”

Farah laughs. It sounds easy. Natural.

He offers her food. She turns it down.

“I have lamb. It won’t take long.”

“We can’t stay, Baba. I’m sorry.”

He watches her. Just for a second, then he looks down at his coffee mug. But I caught it. She did too.

He nods, sets his mug down on the side table. His hands settle on his knees and he looks at his daughter with the careful eyes of a man deciding what to say.

“The police came to see me,” he says. “This morning.”

“What did they ask?”

“They asked when I last see you.” He pauses, bends the sentence in the particular way of a man who learned English as an adult and never fully made peace with it. “I told them the dinner. They asked who you were with. I told them friends.”

“What else?”

He reaches into the pocket of his bathrobe and produces a folded piece of paper. A photocopy of a passport photo, the edges rough from the copier. He sets it on the coffee table.

Roland Okonkwo. Canadian passport.

Farah picks it up. She doesn’t change expressions.

“They gave this to you?” she says.

“They asked if I’d seen this man,” her father says. “I told them he was at the dinner. He sat at our table. He was polite. He ate the lamb.” He pauses. “They said he is missing.”

“What did the deputies look like?” I ask. “The ones who came this morning.”

Her father describes one of them as having close-crop hair, round around the middle. Bruckner.

“You know this deputy?” her father asks, watching her.

“He was at the station when I was working,” Farah says. “He’s a friend.”

“They also ask about a man,” he says. “Long, dark hair. Who was at the dinner.” He looks at me. “I told them I didn’t know his name.”

“Thank you, Baba.”

“I don’t know your name,” he says to me, flatly.

“No, sir,” I say. “You don’t.”

A long moment. He picks up his coffee.

“They said they are worried for your safety,” he says. “That’s how they say it. Worried for your safety. Like you are the victim.” He turns this over. “Are you in trouble?”

“No,” she says. “Not now.”

“This man.” He means Okonkwo. “Did something happen to him?”

“Baba.”

“I’m your father. Not the police.”

She holds his gaze.

“He’s not going to hurt anyone,” she says. “That’s all I can tell you.”

He looks at her for a long time. Then he looks at me. Then back at her.

“This man,” he says, meaning me now. “Are you with him?”

Farah glances at me. There’s a whole conversation in that glance and I let her have it.

“Yeah, Baba,” she says. “I’m with him.”

Her father studies me across the coffee table. I hold his gaze because that’s what you do when a father is deciding whether you deserve his daughter. You don’t fidget and you don’t look away and you sure as hell don’t make promises you can’t keep.

“Okay,” he says. Quiet. Then again: “Okay.”

He squeezes Farah’s hand. He starts to push up from the recliner and then his face changes. He covers his mouth with the dish towel and turns away, coughing. It builds and holds, longer than it should, and Farah’s hand is on his arm but he waves it off. When he straightens his eyes are wet from the effort.

“Baba—”

“Old man lungs,” he says. He touches her cheek with the back of his hand. “Come. I’ll go up.”

Farah takes his arm at the bottom of the stairs. He doesn’t need it, exactly, but he doesn’t refuse it. About halfway up, he stops.

His hand finds her wrist. He doesn’t turn all the way around — just his head, looking back at her.

“What’s different about you?” he says.

“What do you mean?”

He searches her face. He doesn’t have the word for it. He has the feeling.

“You look the same,” he says slowly. “But something has changed.”

Farah is very still. He pats her hand.

“You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

He goes up to his room. The door closes.

I wait.

Farah comes back down the stairs. I don’t say anything. She sits on the bottom step and I sit beside her, our shoulders close but not touching, and we stay like that for a minute. The house settles around us. The furnace clicks on.

“He knows something happened to me,” she says.

She puts her hands on her knees. Looks at the wall across from her. At the photo of a woman in a garden.

“He’s going to find out,” she says. “Someday. I don’t know how and I don’t know when. And every conversation we have between now and then is going to be built out of lies.” She’s quiet for a second. “I’m grateful he doesn’t know but I hate it at the same time.”

“I understand.”

She turns and looks at me.

Then she leans in and kisses me. Not soft or tender. Her hand on my jaw. Her mouth is cooler than Cassandra’s, cooler than Michie’s. The only other kiss I’ve ever had like this one was the one I had in the garage last night.

When she pulls back she doesn’t pull far.

“Come on,” she says.

Her childhood bedroom is on the ground floor, at the back of the house, past the kitchen. Twin bed with a yellow quilt, a bookshelf full of trophies and battered paperbacks, a poster of a soccer player she probably hasn't thought about in years. The room of a girl who grew up to be a cop and then was made into something else entirely.

She closes the door. The kissing builds for a while. Her hands grip my wrists. She pulls back.

“I need you to know something,” she says.

“Okay.”

“I don’t—” She stops. Starts again. “When I get close to you. When I can feel your pulse and everything gets bright. I don’t know where the want ends and the hunger starts. I can’t always tell the difference.”

“Tell me what you need,” I say. “Whatever it is, I’m here.”

She steps closer, her fingers brushing the collar of my shirt, then trailing down to my chest. Her touch is cold, but it sets something burning under my skin.

“Put your hand on my neck.”

“Really?”

“Not to hurt me. Just to… keep you safe in case I lose it.”

My pulse jumps, and I know she can feel it. The idea of my hand there, the control she’s handing me, the trust; it’s a rush I didn’t expect. But I keep my face calm, focused. I nod again.

“I can do that,” I say. “But I’m gonna check in. I’ll watch carefully.”

“Yeah.”

“If I’m too rough, give me a sign.” 

“I promise,” she says, her voice firm now, like she’s made up her mind. She steps closer, erasing the last bit of space between us. Her lips find mine again, harder this time, urgent. I kiss her back, matching her intensity, my hands sliding to her hips, pulling her against me. The cold of her skin seeps through her shirt, but it only makes me want to warm her up more.

She tugs at my jacket, shoving it off my shoulders, and I help her, letting it drop to the floor. Her hands are under my shirt now, fingers grazing my skin, and I flinch at the chill. She pauses, pulling back just enough to look at me.

“Too cold?” she asks, a flicker of worry in her voice.

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Not even close. Keep going.”

She smirks, just a little, and pulls my shirt over my head, tossing it aside. I’m on her then, kissing down her jaw to her neck, careful not to linger too long near the pulse I know she can sense. Her breath hitches, and she tilts her head back, giving me more access. My hands roam her back, finding the edge of her shirt, and I tug it up. She lifts her arms, letting me peel it off. Her brown skin is almost pale in the faint light, and I can’t help but stare for a second before she pulls me back into a kiss.

We stumble toward the bed, her hands working at my belt, mine sliding over the curve of her waist. She sits on the edge of the mattress, pulling me down with her. I’m on top of her now, bracing myself on my forearms, her legs wrapping around my hips. The heat of my body against the cool of hers is electric.

“Put your hand here.”

She takes my wrist, guiding my hand to her throat. Her skin is smooth under my palm, and I rest it there, not pressing, just holding. The weight of it, the way her eyes darken when I touch her like this, sends a jolt through me. I’m careful, though, watching her face for any sign of discomfort.

“Like this?” I ask, keeping my grip light but firm, my thumb brushing just under her jaw.

She nods, her lips parting slightly. “Yeah. Just like that. Don’t let go.”

I kiss her again, deeper, my other hand sliding down her side, over the curve of her hip, then under the waistband of her jeans. She arches into me, a soft sound escaping her, and I feel her fingers dig into my back. I work the button of her jeans open, sliding them down along with her underwear, and she kicks them off. I’m still half-dressed, and she notices, her hands fumbling with my jeans, shoving them down just enough.

“Off,” she murmurs against my mouth, impatient.

I chuckle, low, and help her, shedding the rest of my clothes until there’s nothing between us. Her skin against mine, the contrast of cold and heat, makes every touch sharper, more intense. I settle between her thighs, my hand still on her neck, holding her steady as I kiss along her collarbone, down to her chest. She gasps, her hips shifting under me, and I can tell she’s trying to keep herself in check.

“Still with me?” I ask, lifting my head to look at her. My fingers tighten just a fraction on her throat, not enough to hurt, just enough to remind her I’ve got her.

“Yes,” she says, her voice a little ragged. “I’m here. Keep going. Harder.”

My breath catches at that, the way she says it, the need in her voice. I nod, adjusting my grip slightly, adding a bit more pressure as I move against her, slow at first, testing. Her hands are on my hips now, pulling me closer, urging me on. I thrust into her, deliberate, watching her face for any sign I’ve gone too far. But her eyes are half-lidded, her mouth open in a silent moan, and she’s meeting every movement with her own.

“Harder,” she says again, almost a growl, her nails biting into my skin. “I can take it, Hunter. I need it.”

I don’t hesitate this time. I pick up the pace, my hand steady on her neck, keeping her anchored as our rhythm builds. The bed creaks under us, the room filled with the sound of our breathing, her soft gasps, my low groans. She’s cold, so damn cold, but it doesn’t matter.

Every place we connect feels like fire.

I lean down, kissing her hard, my tongue tangling with hers, and she bites my lip just enough to sting. It only drives me further.

“You okay?” I ask again, my voice rough, almost lost in the heat of it. I loosen my grip on her throat for a second, just to be sure.

Her look says everything. Don’t fucking stop.

I nod, tightening my hold again, and give her what she’s asking for, pushing us both closer to the edge. Her breath comes in sharp little bursts, her body tensing under me, and I can feel her getting close.

“Farah,” I say, my voice low, strained. “I’ve got you. Let go.”

She does. Her head tilts back, a shudder running through her as she comes apart under me, her grip on my hips almost bruising. It tips me over too, and I follow her, the release hitting hard, my hand still on her neck, holding her steady through it. We ride it out together, slowing, until I’m just resting against her, both of us catching our breath. Or, rather, I catch mine. She doesn’t need to, but she mimics it anyway, her chest rising and falling under me.

I ease my hand off her throat, brushing my thumb over the spot where it was, checking for any mark. There’s nothing, just her flawless smooth skin, untouched. I look at her, searching her face.

“You’re good?” I ask, softer now, my voice still rough from exertion.

“Better than good.” Her hand comes up, fingers threading through my hair. “Thank you. For keeping me here.”

I kiss her forehead, lingering there for a second, my neck close to her mouth. Dangerous, but here I am.

Then I roll to the side, pulling her against me. Her body fits against mine, cool and solid, and I hold her close, my arm over her waist.
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Farah and I enter through the garage, into the hallway and then enter the living room where Cassandra, Michie, and Madison are watching something on the TV. The screen is paused on a frozen frame of some guy holding a rose. The Bachelor, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t watch that stuff.

Michie is staring at us from the armchair with her mouth open and her eyebrows halfway up her forehead.

“What?” I say.

“You had sex.”

“Says who?” 

“I can smell it on you.”

“No, you can’t.”

“But I can,” Madison says. She’s sitting in her usual spot on the floor looking up at us.

“A-ha! See?”

Michie’s triumphant about it now. Madison just rests her chin in the heel of her palm, amused at our attempts to hide the truth. Maybe more amused by Michie.

Cassandra’s sitting on the couch with her legs curled underneath her and a mug of tea in her hands. Her face is calm. Not blank, just calm.

I look at her. She looks at me over the rim of her mug.

“Farah, is your dad okay?” Cassandra asks.

“Um, yeah,” she says. “He was worried, uh, of course. But he’s fine now.”

“And I take it you’re both fine, then?”

“We’re both fine,” I say. “For now. But the police are looking for Farah and that’s something we’ve got to work out. They know about Okonkwo.”

“But you’ve already taken care of it, right?”

“They won’t find the body,” I say. “But that doesn’t mean they won’t look. I’m monitoring the situation.”

Cassandra nods. She takes a sip of tea. That’s it. That’s her whole reaction. Michie watches this exchange with the expression of someone who expected fireworks and got a tea party instead.

“That’s it? How about some details?”

“Two officers interviewed him, asking questions about the night Okonkwo disappeared—”

“Not that!” she says. “The sex!”

“Christ, Michie.”

“We’re not going into detail,” Farah says. “Also, I admit nothing.”

“Alright, fine,” Michie says, rising from her spot in the chair and going over to sit on the couch. “Hey, C?”

“Mmm-hmm,” Cassandra says, setting her tea on the table. Michie reaches over and puts her hand on Cassandra’s knee.

“You’re an open-minded woman who isn’t threatened by any woman taking her man. I respect you so much for being so secure. You’re way more mature than me, which I know is not saying that much. But still. It’s amazing.”

“Thank you, Michie.”

“Which is why I don’t want you thinking that this is coming from Deac through me. It’s not. This is something that me and Madie have been talking over.”

Oh, so we're having that conversation. Right now. And I can’t stop it. Not sure that I want to, but I couldn’t even if I did.  

“What are you talking about?” Cassandra asks, glancing at her daughter.

“You know that I find Michie interesting, right?” Madie says.

“Okay, yeah. That’s fine. I support you in whoever you love.”

“And you’re really great for doing that,” Michie says. “The thing is, I’ve never been with a girl before. Also, I’m already with Deac. Like you are.”

“Right,” Cassandra says, nodding to show she’s following.

“We’ve decided that we want to experiment a little. And I want Deac there too.”

“Where?” Cassandra asks, not getting it yet.

“With Madie and me,” Michie says. “In a bed, not a lab. It’s not that kind of experiment.”

“Oh.”

From where I’m standing, I can see Cassandra’s head tilt down a little, like she’s trying to read something written in her lap. 

“You don’t have to decide anything now,” I hear myself saying. The focus in the room shifts to me, but it’s Cassandra that I’m looking at. “If you want some time to process, that’s totally okay.”

“But you shouldn’t say no until you’ve at least given it some consideration,” Madison cuts in.

Cassandra picks up her mug again and holds it without drinking. She’s processing.

“I’m going to think about it,” she says.

“That’s completely okay,” I say.

Michie reaches over and squeezes Cassandra’s knee.

“Hey,” Michie says. “Most women would not even think about something like this. You would. All of us wouldn’t even be in this house if it wasn’t for you. None of us want to do anything that would hurt you.”

Cassandra puts her hand on top of Michie’s and holds it there.

“I know, sweetheart,” she says. “I know.”

I want to say something more, but I know that there’s nothing more I can say. It’s not as if I want to talk her out of it, and anything more I could add would do just that. So I keep my mouth shut.

Madison stands up from the floor. She goes to Cassandra and bends down and kisses her mother on the cheek. Cassandra closes her eyes as she does it.

“Take your time, Mom,” Madison says.

She heads for the stairs and a moment later, Michie gets up and follows her.

“What are you—”

“We won’t do anything scandalous,” Michie calls behind her as she exits. “We’ll probably just paint our nails or something.”  

Farah squeezes my hand once, lets go, and heads for the basement. After a moment, I hear the door close.

Cassandra and I are alone in the living room. The Bachelor, or whatever, is still frozen on the TV. The guy with the rose is staring into space.

“You okay?” I ask.

“I’m thinking,” she says.

“Okay.”

“It’s a lot, Hunter.”

“I know it is.”

“I’m not saying no,” she says. “I’m saying I need a minute.”

“Take all the minutes you need.”

She takes a sip of her tea. Then she wrinkles her nose.

“It’s cold,” she says.

“I’ll make you a new one.”

“No,” she says. “Just sit with me.”

I sit beside her on the couch. She leans against me.

Cassandra hasn’t had sixty seconds with the question when there’s a knock at the door.

Not the plywood. The front door. Two sharp raps.

Cassandra goes rigid against my side. I’m on my feet before the second knock fades.

Knock. Knock.
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Madison is faster than me.

She’s already gliding toward me when the second knock lands. She must have heard someone approaching before they even pulled up.

“Who is it?” I whisper.

“Police,” she whispers back. “Go. Sundeck. Now.”

She melts over to the door and tilts the plywood away from the frame just enough for me to squeeze through sideways. I squeeze through. The October cold hits me like a slap. I duck and she shoves the plywood back into place behind me. I hear her footsteps going fast back through the kitchen and then up the stairs. Gone. Three seconds. The whole thing took maybe three seconds.

I’m crouching on the sundeck in a t-shirt and jeans, no jacket, no shoes, and it’s about forty-five degrees. The hot tub, which is about twelve feet under me, hums. I press my back against the plywood and listen.

Cassandra opens the front door. I can’t hear everything through the board. Voices carry in this house, especially through a sheet of three-quarter-inch plywood. But conversation is still muffled until they move into the living room. The first thing I can be sure I hear is when Cassandra offers them coffee. They decline.

I hear them move into the living room. Footsteps on the hardwood. Somebody sits. A zipper, maybe a jacket being adjusted.

“Sorry about the cold,” Cassandra says. “We’re having the sliding door replaced.”

“That’s alright,” I hear one of them say. Bruckner. It’s gotta be him. “Must be drafty.”

“It’s been miserable, honestly,” Cassandra says. “The contractor says two more weeks.”

“Is there anyone else in the house with you right now, ma’am?” a voice I don’t recognize asks.

“Just my daughter Madison,” Cassandra says. “What’s this about? Madie isn’t in trouble, is she?”

“No, ma’am,” Bruckner says. “We’re investigating two missing persons and they are both connected to you and your daughter.”

“Oh?” Cassandra asks. “Who are they?”

They don’t answer directly, of course. The police never do. Instead, Bruckner changes the subject. 

“Do you know the Fig Tree restaurant?”

“Yes, I think so,” she says. “It’s the Lebanese restaurant, isn’t it?”

“That’s right,” Bruckner says. “And you ate there last Sunday. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, I was there,” Cassandra says. “With my daughter and some friends.”

“Can you tell me who else was at the dinner?”

I press closer to the plywood. My ear is against the grain. The cold is getting into my bones.

“My daughter Madison,” Cassandra says. “Her friend Michie.”

“Who else?”

“A man I was seeing, Hunter.”

“Hunter Deacon?” Bruckner says.

“That’s right.”

“You were seeing him?” the other voice says. “But not now?”

“That’s right.”

“That’s awfully abrupt,” Bruckner says.

“That’s love,” Cassandra says. “It’s how it goes sometimes.”

“He moved out a few days ago. Things didn’t work out between us.”

“I understand that it’s personal, but—”

“He cheated on me. That was why.”

Damn. That’s quick. That’s really quick. She made up a cover story on the spot and it’s exactly the right one.

“Do you know where he went?” Bruckner asks.

“I don’t, I’m afraid,” Cassandra says. “Honestly, sorry, but I don’t care.”

“I understand,” Bruckner says. “There was another man at the dinner. A Roland Okonkwo?”

“Yes, I met him just that night,” she says. 

“Do you have any way to contact Mr. Deacon or Mr. Okonkwo?”

“I deleted Hunter’s number,” Cassandra says. Her voice cracks, just a little, just enough. “I was angry. You know how it is. I never knew Mr.— what was it?”

“Okonkwo.”

“I didn’t know him well enough. I can’t help you at all if you’re looking for him.”

“I see,” Bruckner says.

I think he’s buying it. The story fits well enough, and the emotion behind it is real enough. I blow into my hands. Christ, I want to come inside and out of the cold.

“So, what made you choose that restaurant that night?”

“I didn’t choose it,” she says. “Hunter did. He wanted to introduce me to his other woman. Of course, I had no idea that was the reason at the time.”

“Who was that?”

“Farah Haddad. It’s her father’s restaurant.”

“So, hold on,” Bruckner says. “Hunter was secretly seeing Farah Haddad?”

“That’s right,” she says. “He admitted it. Of course, that was after I’d already figured it out.”

“Do you know where Ms. Haddad is now?”

“No idea.”

“Hello,” says the other voice. “Madison?”

“Yes, good evening,” Madison says. “What’s going on?”

“We’re just asking your mother some questions about a dinner you had on Sunday,” Bruckner says. “Please sit.”

I think of the hot tub below me and how much I’d love to descend the stairs to climb inside it. In my mind, that’s what I do. I can almost fool myself that way. But I have to keep myself frozen in place, not wanting to miss a word.

“What can you tell us about Hunter Deacon?” the other voice asks.

“He was my mom’s boyfriend,” she says. “Then they broke up and he moved out.”

“What about the girl that was there with you that night?”

“Michie? Yes, she’s Hunter’s daughter.”

“Actually, they’re not related,” says the other voice.

“Oh,” Madison says. “Well, I guess Hunter wasn’t really very honest.”

“Does the name Roland Okonkwo mean anything to you?”

“No.”

“He was at the dinner that night.”

“Was he black?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, well I wasn’t actually introduced to him. I remember he wore this leather duster like he was some kind of gangster or something. He was perfectly polite, but he made me a little uncomfortable if I’m being honest.” 

“Why’s that?”

“Nothing he did exactly. He just had a kind of shiftiness to him, a nervous energy.”

“What does this man have to do with Hunter?” Cassandra asks.

“He disappeared,” Bruckner says. “So did Farah.”

He dropped the professional register and let the personal slip through there. Not Ms. Haddad. Farah. Someone he knew.

“I see,” Cassandra says.

“We’re looking into people who are connected to those missing persons,” Bruckner says. “It’s a pretty short list.”

He’s being direct in his intimidation now, but Cassandra doesn’t flinch. She sees through it.

“I wish we could be of more help to you,” she says. “But we really don’t know anything more.” 

“Would it be okay if we looked around?” the other officer says.

“You need a warrant to search our home, isn’t that right?” Madison says.

“We’re just asking as a favor,” Bruckner says. “Since you seem so willing to help.”

“Sorry, but the protection of our civil liberties isn’t negotiable,” Madison says. “We’re fully within our rights not to agree.”

I hear something that might be Bruckner chuckling. Or clearing his throat. Hard to tell through plywood.

“What happened to the door?” Bruckner says. “When did it break?”

“Hunter did that,” Madison says. “He picked up a wine bottle and threw it. He was angry.”

“A wine bottle?” Bruckner says. “He did that with a wine bottle?”

“That’s right.”

“He must have some arm,” Bruckner says. “Or it’s a very flimsy door.”

“You’d think for eight thousand dollars you’d get quality,” Cassandra says. “Apparently not.”

“Did you save the broken pieces?”

“Thrown out,” Cassandra says. “Good riddance.”

“I understand,” Bruckner says.

“Can we take some photos?” asks the officer. “Just around this area?”

“Certainly,” Cassandra says.

I hear them get up and walk around the living room. They can’t see me, and they won’t find Michie upstairs without Cassandra’s permission. They’re out of options and they know it.

“Alright, Mrs. Redmayne,” Bruckner says. “Thank you for your time. If Mr. Deacon or Deputy Haddad reach out to you, I’d appreciate a call.”

“We’ll certainly do that,” Cassandra says.

“Thank you, Deputy,” Madison says.

I hear them move to the door. I stay pressed against the plywood, shivering, until I can’t hear anything on the other side of the door.

I count to sixty. Then I tilt the plywood and squeeze back into the kitchen.

The house is warm compared to the sundeck. My hands are shaking from the cold. Madison is standing next to the couch. Our eyes meet and we say all we need to with a glance. Cassandra is standing in the middle of the living room exactly where I left her ten minutes ago. She’s got her arms wrapped around herself.

I go to Cassandra. She’s looking at me with an expression I’ve seen before. It’s the face that says that I’ve lied for you and I need you to tell me that it wasn’t for nothing.

“You were amazing,” I say. “Both of you. That was perfect.”

“I need another cup of tea,” Cassandra says. “A hot one.”

“I’ll make it,” I say.

“And then we need to talk,” she says. “About what happens next.”

“Yeah,” I say. “We do.”

She sits down on the couch. She looks tired. She is tired. We all are.

Michie appears at the entrance of the living room. She comes down slowly, reading the room.

“They’re gone?” she says.

“Gone,” I say. “But they’ll be back.”

“They don’t have any proof,” Madison says. “Or they would have used it.”

“That’s right,” I say. “But they’re closing in. It’s a matter of time. They’ve got most of the picture already. They just need to fit the pieces together.”

I go over to the counter and fill the kettle. I set it on the burner and lean against the counter while it heats, and nobody says anything for a while because the thing we need to talk about is big enough that it deserves a hot cup of tea and a few more minutes of not talking about it.
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Cassandra takes the mug from me with both hands and I watch the steam curl off it. It’s a small thing, but the nice part about that is that it’s almost impossible to screw up. I can’t keep the police or the cold from entering her home, but at least I can give her something warm she can wrap her hands around.

“Thank you,” she says after she’s had a sip. “I don’t even care about the caffeine keeping me up. I doubt I’ll be sleeping.” 

Farah comes up from the basement. She takes in the room. Michie in the chair, Madison on the floor. Cassandra on the couch under the blanket, me at her side. She finds my face last.

“Are they gone?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “We’re safe for now.”

She’s been listening through the ceiling. Of course she has, she’s got vampire hearing. She already knows what happened. What she doesn’t know is whether she’s still welcome in the room when she was the one who brought the police to the door.

“Come in,” Cassandra says. Not warm, exactly. But not cold. “We need to talk some things over.”

Farah comes into the living room and takes a seat beside Michie.

“I should probably just go,” she says. “They can’t connect you to me if I’m not around.”

“And where would you stay?” I ask. “Your father’s home? Yours? There’s no safe place.”

“He’s right,” Madison says. “You’re stuck with us. You can’t go somewhere else without access to a blood supply.”

“Besides, you should stay,” Cassandra says. “For now, at least.”

Farah blinks. I don’t think she expected that.

“If anyone should be the one to leave, it’s me,” I say. “They’re actually looking for me.” I glance at Cassandra. She’s looking at her tea. “But if you’re willing to let me stay, I’ve got an idea.”

“What?” Farah says. She’s straightened up. Her arms are at her sides. Cop mode.

“They’re looking for you and Okonkwo,” I say. “So we give them you and a story they’ll believe.”

“What story?”

“The story Cassandra just gave him,” I say. “You and me. We were having an affair. That’s how I end up at your apartment the night it all goes wrong.”

I look at Cassandra again as I say it. A half-second check. She takes a measured sip from her mug. In Cassandra’s language that means: I knew this was coming. Continue.

“We tell Bruckner,” I say. “Just him. Okonkwo showed up at your place that night. Got aggressive. Things escalated. I was already there. We fought, your gun was there. I pulled the trigger.”

“Why you?” Farah asks.

“Because it’s the truth,” I say. “I killed him so why not admit it? Except for the motive and the scene where it happened everything about the story is true.”

“You were there because you were sleeping with her,” Madison says. “Obviously. Why else would you have been at her home?”

“Exactly,” I say. “We can’t say it happened here.”

“You would have had to wait until everyone in the house was asleep.”

“Right.”

“So, what time would that be?” Madison says aloud. “Maybe just before midnight?”

“A little earlier,” I say.

“After you rocked Cassandra to sleep with that hog of yours,” Michie says. “Even then you weren’t satisfied. You skulked off into the night to slip it to Farah too, like the insatiable animal that you are.”

“Thanks for that, Michie,” I say.

“It’s the little details that make convincing stories,” she says.

“Bruckner is going to ask why you didn’t call 911,” Farah says. She’s been running the story through her head while I talk. I can see it happening. “Any cop’s first question.”

“The classified work,” I say. “Okonkwo was connected to it. Classified work, off the record. Calling 911 wasn’t an option. We made a judgment call.”

“A bad one,” Farah says.

“A very human one,” I say. “Which is the point.”

“What happened to the body?” Madison asks. “They’re going to ask.”

“We knew what it looked like, we panicked. Made the wrong call. Buried him.”

Farah nods slowly. She’s quiet for a moment, and in that quiet Madison speaks.

“Why didn’t I fire the gun?”

“I got to it first.”

“It’s my gun, my apartment, my attacker. It’s cleaner if I pulled the trigger. Putting you at the scene complicates things.”

“It doesn’t matter. If he won’t accept our version, I’m not letting you go down for something I did. I’ll take the fall.” 

“You think you’re being noble, saying that,” Cassandra says. “But don’t forget, you aren’t just making the decision for yourself.”

Letting myself go to prison is the same as abandoning her in her eyes. I know why she sees it that way, but what other choice do I have?

“I know that,” I say. “But letting Farah take the fall is something I’m not willing to do.”

Farah presses her lips together. “If Bruckner doesn’t believe the story, we both get charged with murder. You know that.”

“Which is why we need to get him alone,” I say. “Use the fact that he knows and trusts you. That’s why we can’t just walk in the sheriff’s office and confess.”

“Well, obviously,” Farah says. “Not in broad daylight.”

“We’ll ask him to meet us somewhere off the record. Give him room to decide how he wants to handle this before it becomes official.”

“What makes you think he would bury this case just for me?” Farah says.

“It’s the only card we have to play,” I say. “He sure as hell isn’t going to take my word for it.”

“Getting him alone has another advantage,” Madison says carefully. “If you can’t convince him.”

“I’m not killing him.” Farah says. “Not even to save myself. No chance. I would go to jail first.”

“Okay, but think about what that means,” I say. “Incarceration is the same as a death sentence for you. They’ll have to let you out of your cell for exercise time. That means sunlight.”

Farah’s jaw tightens. “I’m aware of the implications.”

“Deac’s right,” Michie says. “You can’t survive being locked up.”

“Then I disappear,” Farah says. “If this doesn’t work, I run. I’ll disappear.”

Left unsaid is how she’d feed, how she’d hold back the hunger, where she’d go.

“The story still has gaps,” Farah says.

“Where?” I ask.

“Phone records. If I called you to come over because I was scared, the records contradict it. There’s no call.”

“You didn’t call,” I say. “You texted. Burner. Which you’ve since destroyed.”

“Do I own a burner?”

“In this line of work, yes. You’re doing secret government work. It makes sense.”

She chews on this. So many potential points of failure.

“Like I say, it all rests on it being you he’s talking to.”

“The fake FBI agents,” Madison says.

Farah looks at her. “What about them?”

“Bruckner interacted with two people claiming to be FBI who were looking for you. When he asks about them, what do you say?”

“I got scared after it happened, so I didn’t show up for work,” she says. “But I’m not dead and they won’t come looking for me.”

“What Bruckner has is a very thin file on Okonkwo,” I say. “No deep background, no verifiable history. It’s been confusing the investigation from the start. A man with a ghost paper trail showing up in Creeque and then vanishing doesn’t look like a small-town murder. It looks federal. Bruckner has probably already been wondering whether he’s out of his depth.”

“So Farah resurfaces and tells him the federal angle is exactly what it looks like,” Michie says. “Something above his clearance. He decides it’s best to leave it alone. Which he already wants to do. I mean, he’s not exactly Colombo.”

“Right.”

“He’s a decent man,” Farah says. “He’s just… limited.”

“He couldn’t recognize me in a trucker hat,” I say. “I mean, there’s a reason we’re picking this guy to talk to. If we give him a good reason to look the other way, I think he’s gonna take it.”

“All right,” Farah says. “We get him alone. Tomorrow night. We tell him.”

“Tonight we go through every question he could ask,” I say. “Every hole, every angle. We plug what we can and we decide which ones to leave open.”

“You leave some open on purpose?” Farah asks.

“Perfect stories seem suspicious,” I say. “A story with a couple of rough edges looks like something that actually happened.”

She considers this. I can see her applying it. Running it through years of sitting across the table from people who were lying to her and figuring out what the good lies had in common with the bad ones.

“All right,” she says again. “Then let’s start.”
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Somebody put a blanket over me.

That’s the first thing I notice when I open my eyes. I’m on the living room couch with my shoes still on and a wool blanket pulled up to my chest. The legal pad Farah made notes on is sitting on the coffee table with the pen next to it. The coffee mugs are gone.

Cassandra. She’s in the armchair across from me, reading her paperback with her glasses on. She looks up when I stir.

“What time is it?” I say, my voice like gravel.

“Almost two,” she says.

I blink a few times. The light through the window is the flat grey of afternoon. I slept through the entire morning.

“Two o’clock?”

“In the afternoon, yes.”

“Damn.” I rub my face. My neck is stiff from sleeping at a weird angle and my shoulder aches. My mouth tastes like a coffee pot that nobody washed.

“I made you a sandwich,” she says, pointing to a plate on the coffee table. Turkey and swiss.

“Thanks,” I say. I sit up and eat the sandwich even though my mouth is dry. Because she made it for me, and because I’m starving. Also just because it’s good. She watches me eat over the top of her book.

“Where’s Farah?”

“She must be in the basement,” she says. “She was gone when I came down an hour ago. Michie’s in her room. Madie’s resting.”

She folds the corner of her page and closes the book, sets it on the side table beside her tea. Takes off her reading glasses and holds them in her lap. I’ve seen this sequence before. It means she’s about to have a real conversation and she wants her face unobstructed.

“Are you ready?” she asks. “For tonight?”

“Whether I’m ready or not, I have to do it.”

“What about Farah?”

“She’s prepared as she can be.”

“You’re a good liar,”  she says.

If that’s a charge I need to defend myself against, it doesn’t matter.

“When you want to be, I mean,” she adds, picking up the frame of the glasses at the bridge. “You can do it effortlessly. Just slipping on a new set of clothes.”

“That reminds me, do I have any clean clothes left?”

“I did a load while you were sleeping,” she says, then pushes on with her original thought. “Farah’s smart but she’s not experienced at lying like you are.”

“She did in Portland, didn’t she? You saw her lying up close.”

“That’s true.”

“And you weren’t bad yourself,” I say. “You’re a more accomplished liar than you give yourself credit for.”

“Well, I suppose I should take that as the compliment it was intended to be, right?”

“Absolutely,” I say.

“If Bruckner accepts the story, the investigation goes away. If he doesn’t—”

“Then at least you’re all safe. You’re not involved. Whatever happens, I can at least make you that promise and keep it.”

“That’s why you’re doing this? Offering yourself up to protect us?”

“Of course,” I say. “That’s all I want to do.”

“What if you don’t come back? Who will protect us then?”

“I honestly don’t know, Cassandra,” I say. “But I don’t see any other way. Do you? They know about Okonkwo. They aren’t going to give up unless we give them something. Farah’s credibility with Bruckner. Her reputation, her years on the force. If she sells the story, he’ll accept it because he wants to believe her, in spite of me being in the story too.”

Cassandra nods. She picks up her tea and takes a sip and puts it down.

“Can we talk about you and Farah?” she asks.

Here it is. We’re overdue for this conversation.

“Okay.”

“You slept together.”

“I told you before. Yeah.”

“I know you told me,” she says. “I’m not bringing it up because I didn’t know. I’m bringing it up because tonight, the two of you are going to perform as a couple. Can you convince that deputy that it’s real?”

“It is real,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “Because Bruckner will know the difference. If the romantic connection is genuine, the story works. If it’s performance, a halfway decent cop will see through it in five minutes.”

She’s right. Again. She’s usually right about the human mechanics of things. She reads people the way I read parking lots and abandoned buildings.

“You’ve been more than understanding,” I say. “About all of this. Everything. You have every right to change your mind if you want to.”

“Hunter,” she says. “I gave you permission for Farah. I meant it. I’m not taking it back.”

“Even now? After everything that’s happened?”

“Especially now,” she says. “You’re about to walk into a room and put your freedom on the line for this family. For me, for Madie, for all of us. Whatever you need from Farah to do that, you should have it.”

“What about Michie and Madie?” I ask. “What they asked you.”

She holds her tea with both hands and looks into it like she’s reading the leaves.

“I’m okay with it,” she says.

I wait for the qualifier. Any woman would have a qualifier, a special rule. But I don’t hear anything more.

“That’s it?” I say.

“That’s it,” she says.

“Why?” I say. “How? I mean, I’m not complaining. But how can you agree so easily to something like this?”

“I watched them as they asked me, and I think I get it,” she says. “I’m okay with them experimenting because it’s about them and not you. This isn’t Hunter trying to collect women. It’s about my daughter getting what she wants and everyone feeling safe and comfortable.”

“That’s a pretty generous reading,” I say.

“I’ve had ten hours to think about it,” she says. “While you were snoring on my couch.”

“I was snoring?”

“Honey,” she says. “You snore. Most nights you do it.”

“Sorry.”

She sets the tea down and reaches across the gap between the armchair and the couch and takes my hand.

“When I met you,” she says, “I was a woman alone in a house with a daughter I couldn’t reach. I was scared every night. I didn’t know what Madison was and I was too afraid to find out. Then you showed up and you made me feel safe. You’ve kept my daughter safe. You’re the reason that she can even stay alive without stalking through the night killing people. Whatever else happens, you did that.”

“Cassandra—”

“I’m almost done,” she says. “You asked me what you did to deserve this. That’s what you did. You put your life on the line for my family. Over and over. And now you’re about to do it again.”

She squeezes my hand.

“So, yes,” she says. “Michie and Madie, yes. Farah, yes. Whatever you need, Hunter. I mean that.”

I pull her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles.

“I want to kiss you, but I need a shower,” I say. “And to brush my teeth. You were right about the snoring. My mouth is disgusting.”

“It is,” she says. “Go brush.”

I stand up from the couch. My back cracks in three places. She stands up too. I pull her to me and hold her for a few seconds. She rests her head against my chest, right where my heart is.

“Come back to me tonight,” she says.

I put a hand over my face before I answer.

“I will.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

She takes my arm and we go upstairs together.


24.

The headlights swing around the curve. The Charger rolls to a stop about twenty feet from where we’re standing, which is in the shadows a few hundred feet from a stop sign on a logging road. Farah steps out of the shadows moving toward the car with one hand raised. The car’s engine hums as it idles. He’s not getting out so we’d better come to him. I follow Farah.

When we get close, he rolls down his window.

“Christ, Farah,” he says. “What the hell happened?”

“Hey, Bobby,” she says. “Thanks for coming out.”

“He your friend?” he says, nodding at me.

“Yeah,” she says. “Hunter Deacon. We’re, uh, together now.”

“Hunter Deacon?”

“Yeah.”

“The suspect who cut off a corpse’s cock and took it with him?”

“Hey, you only ever suspected me of doing that,” I say. “You never proved it.”

Something shifts in Bruckner’s face. Maybe he’s seeing me with my head shaved and remembering our more recent encounter at the sheriff’s office and how he didn’t see through that cheap disguise. I won’t bring it up if he doesn’t, and I think that’s how both of us would rather have it.

“I’ll bet I know why we never found it,” he says. “You ate that cock, didn’t you? You sick bastard.”

“That’s ridiculous. You never found it because I put it where your mother told me to.”

I really shouldn’t egg him on. It’s stupid and it doesn’t help my situation. But sometimes, when a line is right there, you just can’t stop yourself from saying it.

He wants to get out and throttle me, I can tell, but Farah stops him.

“We can talk over everything,” she says. “We’ll explain.”

He looks at her then me, then back at her.

“Get in,” Bruckner says. “Farah, up front. Deacon, you get in the back.”

Well, I’ve been in the back of a patrol car before. The doors don’t open from the inside, of course. Just the outside. The seat’s hard plastic, designed to be hosed down. The cage between me and the front seats makes everything ahead look gridded. Farah slides into the passenger side. Bruckner starts driving. Slow.

He takes a left onto a logging road and the pavement gives way to gravel. The trees close in.

“Alright,” he says. “What the hell’s going on, Farah?”

“I’m sorry for all of this,” she says. “I got into some trouble.”

“What kind?” 

“About a week ago,” Farah says, “I met a man named Roland Okonkwo. I was told he was going to be my contact.”

“Where’d you meet him?”

“At the Night Owl,” she says. “We met during the day. Hunter was there too.”

“What the hell was he doing there?”

“He’s working deep cover, Bobby,” she says. “That’s why he showed up in town with that girl. The mouthy one.” 

Bruckner’s eyes flick to the rearview. He’s watching me as much as he’s listening to her.

“What kind of deep cover?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I say. “And also I can’t say. Because it’s deep cover.” 

“The FBI guys who came asking about you,” Bruckner says. “That connected?”

“They weren’t FBI,” Farah says. “They were part of the same organization.”

Bruckner chews on that. The gravel crunches under the tires.

“Okay. So, this O-kon-kwo,” he turns over each syllable in his mouth as he speaks them, “he’s your new partner.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“That’s why you brought him to your father’s restaurant?”

“It was supposed to be a going away party,” she says. “Since I knew I was going to be leaving but I didn’t know for how long.”

“And you decided to bring along Hunter Deacon and his girlfriend and her daughters?”

This is good. He’s confusing his facts, so why correct him? If he thinks that Michie is another of Cassandra’s daughters that’s better than the truth anyway. Dumb shit.

“Yes, I brought them,” Farah says. 

“What for?”

“Look, it’s complicated,” she says. “We were having an affair. She didn’t know. Then she found out.”

“So, then she kicked you out?” Bruckner asks, his eyes shifting to meet mine in the rearview mirror.

“Yep.”

“Smart woman,” he grunts. 

“Can’t argue with you,” I say.

The car turns and we’re now on another service road.

“Alright, I’m following so far,” Bruckner says. “So, then what happened?” 

“Okonkwo showed up at my apartment,” Farah says. “Late. Not invited.” 

“What was he after?”

“Me,” she says bluntly.  

“Did he assault you?” Bruckner asks. Equally blunt. It’s a cop question.

“Yes,” Farah says. “He forced his way inside. Attempted SA. He didn’t know Hunter was there too.”

“And what was he doing there?”

“He was invited,” Farah says.

“Just him or his whole harem too?”

“Just him,” Farah says evenly.

“How does that work?”

“After dinner I went home with Cassandra and the girls,” I say. “I slipped out after she fell asleep. To see Farah.”

“Why?”

“It was a going away party for us too,” I say. “A private one.”

Bruckner snorts.

“Alright, so where were you when Okonkwo arrived?”

“I was in the bathroom,” I say. “I heard her struggling with him and I rushed in.”

“So, what did you do?”

“What would you have done? I ran over and hit him.”

“Uh huh,” he says. “So, why didn’t he just leave?”

“You’re asking me?” I say. “It was a fight. He probably wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“So, a government agent who you’re going to be working with comes to your apartment and tries to rape you?”

I guess he’s not a complete fool. The story is shaky, odd.

“I guess he thought he was gonna get away with it,” Farah says. “Plenty of them do.”

This is believable enough because it’s true. Bruckner’s ready to take it that way, or at least to hear more before he objects.  

“Alright,” Bruckner says. “You’re fighting. Then what?”

“Hunter had a knife,” Farah says. “Okonkwo got it off him.”

“Where are you?” Bruckner says.

“I was already going for my gun on the table.”

Where’s she going with this? This isn’t a part of the story like we rehearsed.

“How? You’d already turned it in.”

Good catch.

“It wasn’t my service weapon,” Farah says. “It’s my personal one.”

“Could you produce it?”

“Of course.”

“So, then what happened?”

“Well, like I said, he had Hunter’s knife,” she says. “I had a clear shot, and I took it.”

That’s not what she was supposed to say. I was the shooter. That’s how we practiced it. Now she’s going off script. I don’t like it. I’m the one who’s supposed to be assuming the greater risk here.

“You hit him?”

“Yes,” she says. “Bullet passed through the back of his skull. It was over fast.”

“You killed him,” Bruckner says.

“Yeah,” she says. “I killed him. In defense of another.”

“And then what?”

“We panicked,” I say. “Both of us. Farah was in shock. I was running on adrenaline. The situation was connected to her classified work and neither of us wanted a formal investigation. So we made the wrong call. We disposed of the body.”

“Where?”

“In the forest. I’m not gonna tell you where because you won’t find it. There’s nothing to dig up.”

“You’re telling me you killed a man and buried his body in the woods and you’re not gonna tell me where?”

“It’s not going to be found,” I say.

“Why should I believe any of this?” Bruckner says.

“Coming from me? You shouldn’t. It’s her you should believe.”

Bruckner looks at Farah. She meets his gaze and holds it. This is the moment. Everything we built last night in Cassandra’s living room comes down to the next three seconds.

“It’s true,” Farah says. “All of it. I’m not proud of how we handled it. But I’m coming to you now to tell you that it’s done. It’s over and if you just leave it alone then it will be done for good.”

Bruckner drives for another mile without saying anything. The trees thin and we come out onto a paved road. He turns left, heading back toward town.

“The gun,” he says. “You said you can produce it?”

“Anytime you want,” Farah says.

“Ballistics would match?”

“If you ever find the body,” I say, which is of course untrue. “But you won’t.”

That’s the truth.

“Don’t tell me what I won’t find,” Bruckner says. But there’s no heat in it. He’s processing.

“Those FBI people,” he says. “If they weren’t FBI, what were they?”

“Part of the organization Okonkwo worked for,” Farah says. “They were looking for him. Now they’re gone. You won’t see them again.”

Bruckner drums his fingers on the steering wheel. We’re approaching the stop sign where we started. The road widens. He slows down.

“You know, I recognized you,” he says. “At the office. The other day. Flannel shirt, trucker hat. You were looking for your drunk brother.”

This is an opportunity for another smart remark, pointing out that if he had recognized me that it’s pretty weird that he didn’t say a word. But I don’t challenge him for once. Maybe I’m learning.

“Yeah,” I say. “I figured.”

“You’re not as clever as you think,” he says.

“I know,” I say. “That’s why I’m in the back of your car and you’re driving.”

He pulls up to the stop sign and parks. Kills the engine then sits there with his hands on the wheel for about thirty seconds.

“Here’s what’s gonna happen,” he says. “I’m closing the inquiry on the missing persons. Okonkwo’s disappearance stays open, officially, because I don’t have a body. But without a body or a witness, it’s gonna go cold. You understand what I’m telling you?”

We both tell him that we do.

“If anything comes up,” Bruckner says. “If a body surfaces, or somebody else comes asking questions, I’m gonna reopen it.”

“Fair enough,” I say.

“Farah,” he says. “What are you doing now? I’m guessing that the classified work’s over?”

“It’s over,” she says. “I’m helping my dad at the restaurant. Figuring things out.”

“You were a good deputy,” Bruckner says. “Great.”

“Thanks, Bruckner.”

“I mean it,” he says. “I still think you should have stayed.”

“Maybe,” she says. “But I’m where I’m supposed to be.”

He unlocks the doors. Farah gets out and opens mine from the outside because the back doors of a patrol car don’t open from inside. I step out into the cold night air.

“Give me a second,” she says.

I nod. I walk about twenty paces down the road and stand with my hands in my pockets, looking up at the stars. Behind me, Farah leans over Bruckner’s open window. Their voices are low. I can’t hear what they’re saying. I don’t try.

After a minute, she steps back. Bruckner starts the engine, pulls a U-turn on the gravel, and drives away. His taillights shrink down the road and disappear around the curve.

Farah walks over to me. Her face is hard to read in the dark.

“You think it’s over?” she asks. “Finally?”

“Yeah, I do,” I say. “But let’s wait and see.”

We drive home in the van. Neither of us talks for a few miles. Then she asks the question I’ve been asking myself since I retired.

“I wish there was a version of the story where I could go back,” she says. “Can’t be a slayer, can’t be a deputy, have to be a vampire.”

“That’s not all you are,” I say. “You have me.” 

“And Cassandra has you,” she says. “And Madison and Michie.”

“Exactly,” I say. “You four are my sense of purpose.”

“And that’s enough for you?” she asks. “After risking your life hunting vampires, now you’re just going to play house?”

“I can’t imagine anything better,” I say. “I mean that.”

“It’s not going to be easy,” she says. “All of us trying to get along.”

“I don’t expect it to be,” I say. “You’re all strong-willed and smart. I’d be an idiot to think everyone will always agree. But look at us now. Did you ever think we’d ever come together like this? We’ve lied for each other, fought for each other. That means something.”

“Alright,” she says. “I can work with that.”

Soon, we’re at the turnoff that leads up the hill to the big house where we both have a place. Maybe it isn’t over forever, maybe it’s just for now. But you have to give yourself a moment to be relieved. We’re all here and we’re still together.

We pull into the driveway. And inside three more women I love are waiting.


25.

The door arrives on a flatbed truck at ten in the morning. Custom size, tempered glass, brushed aluminum frame. Four to six weeks, the guy at Lowe’s had said. Here it is after eleven days. Turns out if you pay for expedited shipping and call every day to ask about the status, four to six weeks becomes a week and a half.

That’s Cassandra. The world says four to six weeks and she says try again.

The delivery guys are two kids in their twenties who don’t want to carry it up the driveway. The panel is about eight feet tall and four feet wide and weighs more than either of them. I tip them an extra forty bucks and they haul it up the hill and lean it against the garage wall and leave. I let it sit there until after dusk when the house wakes up. With the sun down, it’s time to install it.

“Alright,” I say. “Who’s got the muscles?”

Madison steps forward. She’s in jeans and a t-shirt and she looks like she weighs about a hundred and ten pounds, which is true. Not that it matters.

“I’ll help you hold it,” she says.

“I’ll supervise,” Michie says.

“You’ll hand me screws,” I say.

“Same thing,” she says.

Madison and I each take one end and carry it in through the garage door, through the hallway and into the living room. We set it down against the wall behind the chair. Farah comes in with a toolbox that Cassandra keeps in the basement. She sets it on the deck and opens it. Drill, level, measuring tape, a box of screws. She lays them out on the concrete like she’s prepping an evidence kit.

Cassandra comes down last. She leans against the back of the couch and watches.

First thing is getting the plywood out. Farah hands me the drill. I unscrew the screws I put in before. The drill whines and the screws come free. The plywood tilts toward me. Madison grabs the other end and we walk it off the frame. There’s nowhere to set it down, so we walk it down to the basement.

Back upstairs, the frame is clear. It feels different. The plywood was a wound. Removing it is surgery. But until the new door goes in, we’re still open. Still exposed.

Madison lifts the door panel off the wall by herself. She carries it across the room the way I’d carry a painting. It’s gotta weigh a hundred and fifty pounds. She doesn’t even shift her stance.

Madison sets the panel into the lower track and holds it plumb while I check the level. It’s close but not perfect. I shim the bottom with a folded piece of cardboard and check again. Better.

“Hold it right there,” I say.

I start on the top bracket. Three screws, pre-drilled. The drill bites into the frame and the bracket locks into the header rail. Michie hands me screws one at a time and I sink them without stripping the heads, which is a minor miracle considering the last time I used a drill like this I was swearing at four AM with one good shoulder and a sheet of plywood that kept trying to fall on me.

“Screw,” I say.

“Me,” Michie says, handing it to me.

“Screw.”

“Me.”

“Focus, please.”

“I am focused. Here’s your screw.”

The bottom bracket goes in next. Then the side rails. Madison holds the panel steady the entire time, her hands flat against the glass, without even a hint of a tremor. Farah measures twice and marks the holes with a pencil. I drill.

Cassandra watches, saying nothing. But I can see her face. I can see what this means to her. This door is the promise I made coming true. I told her I’d fix it. I told her the house would be whole again. It took a while, but I’m making good on that promise now.

The last screw goes in. I step back. Madison lets go of the panel and it stays. The glass catches the kitchen overhead light and throws it back. The frame sits flush in the track and when I push the panel, it slides. Smooth. No wobble, no scraping. Just glass moving on aluminum the way it’s supposed to.

“Try it,” I say to Cassandra.

She pushes off from the back of the couch and comes over. She puts her hand on the frame and slides the door open. The air from outside comes through clean and cold and then she slides it closed and the seal catches. The draft stops.

She stands in front of the closed door with her hand flat against the panel. Behind her, the living room is warm for the first time in eleven days. The space heater is still going but it doesn’t have to fight the draft anymore.

“It’s beautiful,” she says.

“It’s a sliding door,” I say. “It’s glass and aluminum.”

“I know what it is,” she says.

Michie puts down the box of screws and comes to stand beside Cassandra. They both look at the door. Madison and Farah join them.

I lean against the kitchen counter and watch them. My hands are sore and my shoulder hurts but the door is in. The house is warm. And full.

Michie turns around and looks at me.

“You know what Rolly would say if he was here?”

“Sorry for breaking your door?” Cassandra asks.

“Nah, he wouldn’t even apologize for trying to kill us,” Michie says. “But if he hadn’t decided that we all deserved to die, and he was standing here with us now, I think he’d say the door is very fine. Very fine.”

I shake my head. Farah catches my eye and gives me a look that says your household is insane and I’m part of it now.

I give her one back that says, yeah. You are.

After that, the house settles around us and Cassandra makes dinner for us “non-vampirified individuals.” Chicken piccata, which involves adding some white wine and breading a few chicken breasts. The smell fills the kitchen and I put on a Latin jazz mix while we all sit and talk.

Michie sets the table, enough place settings for everyone even if everyone’s not eating. Nobody mentions the fact that Madison and Farah don’t fill their plates. I can feel us finding a way to normalize old rituals in new ways. They don’t need to eat but they aren’t hiding the fact anymore and that lets everyone slip into easy conversation. A conversation that suddenly becomes about me.

“So, ladies, let’s decide something,” Michie says. “How are we gonna divvy up Deac? For sex and, ya know, also cuddling and stuff.”

“Do I get a say in this?” I say.

“Of course not,” Michie says.

“We haven't had any friction so far, have we?” Cassandra says before taking a bite of chicken.

“That was before, when it was just the two of us,” Michie says. “Farah, you’re staying, right?”

“For now, yes,” Farah says. “As long as that’s alright with everyone.”

She looks at Cassandra when she says “everyone.” She gives a small nod.

“Are you going to be comfortable down there in that old, drafty basement?” she asks.

“I really don’t mind at all,” Farah says. “You can just stick me anywhere.”

“Which is exactly what Deac’s cock is telling him right now,” Michie says.

“Language, please,” I say. “We are at dinner.”

“Sorry, I’m sorry,” Michie says, with no hint of contrition.

“Now that I think about it, you don’t really have your own space here, do you Hunter?” Madison says.

“That’s nothing new for me,” I say. “I’m used to it.”

“So, I guess you’ll just be roving from bedroom to bedroom to basement, huh?” says Michie.

“As long as I have a roof over my head, I have no complaints.”

“How could you?” Farah says. “What other man gets to live like that?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “What I do know is that it was a long hard road to get here. I had to fight for this, to lie and even steal to get us to this point.”

I also had to kill, but there’s no need to bring that up.

“I suppose that makes us your just desserts,” Madison says.

“Oh, dessert!” Cassandra says. “Who wants banana cream pie?”

“I’d love some,” I say.


26.

Knock knock.

I’m lying in bed, Michie’s head resting against my bare chest when we hear the sound of a small knuckle rapping against the door.

“Can I let her in?” Michie asks.

“Go ahead,” I say.

She sits up and goes over to the door.

She’s in a black t-shirt and sleep shorts and her white-blond hair is loose around her shoulders. Her skin’s the color of moonlight, and she’s got on this expression that’s just a little hungry. In a good way. I hope.

“Hi,” Michie says, her voice catching just a little.

She’s nervous. More excited, but I can tell by the way she swallows.

“Hey, doll,” Madison says.

“Can I join you?” Madison asks, a little smile as she stands in the doorway without crossing the threshold. 

“Please do,” I say.

She glides into the room and stops in front of the bed. I sit up, my feet finding the floor. I’m wearing only my boxers. I’m ready. We all are. Cassandra has given her permission. We’ve waited long enough. Now here we are. All of us ready.

“Lights on or off?” Michie asks.

She’s still standing by the bedroom door, her hand hovering above the switch.

“For me it’s just the same,” Madison says. “I can see in the dark just as easily as the light.”

“Leave it on,” I say. “I want to see you. Both of you.”

Michie’s arm drops to her side.

“So, how do we wanna do this?” she asks.

“We can take it slow,” Madison offers. “There’s no rush.” 

“Yeah, okay,” Michie says.

She crosses back to the bed but before she climbs back in, she turns to Madison and stops.

“Do you wanna kiss?” she asks.

It’s a sweet and slightly self-conscious question, and to me this is Michie at her sexiest. Not the bratty girl who never stops with the come-ons, who pretends she’s fearless about sex. She’s letting that vulnerable side show, and I can’t get enough of it. I think Madison feels the same. She smiles, an open and generous smile.

“Yes, Michie,” she says. “I’d like to kiss you.” 

The two of them look at each other and it’s like watching two magnets that have been held apart and are finally allowed to drift toward each other.

Michie reaches out and touches Madison’s hair. She runs her fingers through it the way you’d touch something you’ve wanted to touch for a long time and couldn’t believe you were finally allowed to.

“Soft,” Michie says.

“Thanks,” Madison says.

“I’m gonna kiss you now,” Michie says. “Okay?”

“Okay,” Madison says.

Michie leans forward and kisses her. It’s tentative at first. Michie’s mouth is unsure and Madison is very still. Then Madison puts her hand on the back of Michie’s neck and pulls her closer and Michie makes a sound that I’ve heard a hundred times but never in this context.

“Oh,” Michie says. “Oh, wow.”

They kiss for a while. Madison’s hand moves from Michie’s neck to her face and she holds her the way her mother has held me, possessive and passionate. Michie melts into it. The nervousness is gone. What’s left is just a girl kissing another girl and discovering that it’s exactly as good as she hoped it would be.

Michie pulls back and looks at me.

“Get over here,” she says.

“You sure?”

“Deac, I swear to God, if you ask me if I’m sure one more time—”

“Okay, okay,” I say.

I rise from the bed and approach Madison. Michie peels off and sits on the bed behind us. 

Madison looks at me. We haven’t touched yet, the two of us just drinking in the sight of each other.

She puts her hand on my chest. Right over my heart. The way Cassandra did.

“You’re excited.”

“Yes.”

“But not nervous, right?” she asks.

“No,” I say. “Not this time.” 

She leans in. Her lips are cool and soft and the kiss is slow and careful. My hand finds the back of her neck and her skin is cold under my fingers. She presses her body to mine as she leans in, her slender frame folding gently into me. Our hands rove across each other’s bodies and there’s a quality to her touch that isn’t human, a coolness and a precision of movement that makes every sensation sharper.

When we finally separate, we just stop and look at each other.

“You’ll never forget this,” she says.

“I know I won’t,” I say with a smile. My heart’s pounding under her cool palm, and I can feel the heat of my own skin contrasting with her icy touch. I glance over at Michie, who’s watching us with wide, eager eyes, her lips parted just slightly as she breathes fast.

“Come to bed,” Michie says, her tone a mix of impatience and need. “Both of you.”

I slide onto the bed, pulling Madison with me by the hand. Her fingers are like chilled silk, and the little thrill of her otherness sends a jolt through me. Michie scoots closer, her knee brushing mine, warm and familiar.

I lean in, kissing Michie first, reclaiming that heat I know so well. Her lips are soft and urgent, her tongue slipping against mine as she presses closer. My hand slides down her back, under the hem of her tank top, feeling the warmth of her skin as it prickles under my touch. She hums into the kiss, and I feel Madison shift beside us, watching, waiting.

I pull back from Michie and turn to Madison, guiding her to me with a hand on her jaw. Her lips meet mine again, cooler than Michie’s but just as hungry now. I can feel the edge of something dangerous in the way she kisses, like she’s holding back a part of herself, maybe the part that could bite my flesh if she let go. It makes my pulse race even faster.

Michie’s hand finds my shoulder, squeezing. “Can I... can I touch you?” she asks Madison, her voice small but steady.

Madison breaks our kiss to look at her, eyes dark with want. “Yeah. Please.”

Michie’s fingers tremble a little as she slides them under the edge of Madison’s black t-shirt, lifting it just enough to expose a sliver of pale, perfect skin. She runs her hand along Madison’s side, marveling at the texture, the chill. “God, it’s like you’re made of marble or something,” Michie says, half-laughing.

“Less breakable, I promise,” Madison replies, a smirk tugging at her lips.

I take the hint and help with the shirt, gripping the hem and pulling it up over Madison’s head. She raises her arms, letting me strip it off, and her hair falls back around her shoulders, white-blonde and ethereal. Her body is lean and pale, almost glowing in the dim light of the room, and I can’t help but stare for a moment. Michie does too, her breath catching.

“You’re beautiful,” Michie says.

“So are you,” Madison counters, reaching out to tug at Michie’s tank top. “Your turn?”

Michie nods quick, and I help her out of it, peeling the fabric up and off. Her skin is flushed, warm-toned, a stark contrast to Madison’s ghostly pallor. I run my hands over Michie’s shoulders, down her arms, grounding myself in her heat before I turn back to Madison.

“Hunter,” Madison says, her voice a quiet command. “Take yours off, too.”

I don’t hesitate, yanking my shirt over my head and tossing it aside. Both of them look at me, Michie with that familiar hunger, Madison with something new; curiosity mixed with raw desire. Her eyes linger on the scars across my chest, the crescent below my nipple, the little marks of past violence. She reaches out, tracing one with a cool fingertip.

“Battle scars,” she says.

“They’re healed now,” I reply.

Michie leans in, kissing my shoulder, her hands sliding down my chest as Madison keeps tracing those scars, her touch light but deliberate. I grab Michie’s waist, pulling her closer, and kiss her hard, letting her feel how much I want both of them. She moans softly into my mouth, her fingers digging into my skin.

Madison shifts, moving behind Michie, and I feel her cool hands on Michie’s back, sliding up to her shoulders. Michie gasps, breaking our kiss to look over her shoulder at Madison, who’s leaning in to press her lips to Michie’s neck. The sight of her pale mouth against Michie’s flushed skin does something to me, sends blood rushing south fast.

“Fuck, that’s cold,” Michie breathes, but she tilts her head to give Madison better access. “Keep going.”

Madison hums against her neck, kissing and nipping lightly, careful but teasing. I watch, transfixed, as Michie’s eyes flutter shut, her body arching slightly into the sensation. I slide my hand down Michie’s stomach, under the waistband of her shorts, feeling the heat and the dampness already there through her underwear.

“You’re so wet,” I say, my voice a low growl.

“Yeah, no shit,” Michie gasps, her hips twitching under my touch. “Blame both of you.”

Madison pulls back from Michie’s neck, her lips slightly redder now, and meets my eyes over Michie’s shoulder. “What about you, Hunter?” she asks, her tone almost challenging. “How worked up are you?”

“Come find out,” I say, guiding her hand to the front of my boxer shorts. Her fingers press against the bulge there, feeling how hard I already am.

“Oh my,” she says, her voice soft but impressed. “You weren’t kidding.”

Michie laughs breathlessly, turning her head to kiss Madison again while my hand keeps working under her shorts, rubbing slow circles through the thin fabric of her panties. Madison’s hand stays on me, exploring the outline of my cock through my shorts, her touch precise and maddening.

“Take them off,” I tell her. “Please.”

Madison smirks, easing my shorts off slowly with her slender fingers, a smile on her lips like she’s savoring every second. I lift my hips to help her slide them down and my cock springs free, already hard and aching. Michie glances down and bites her lip, while Madison just stares for a moment, her cool fingers brushing against the base.

“He’s big, huh?” Michie says, her voice thick.

Madison doesn’t say anything, but her touch is answer enough. It’s light, teasing, as she runs her fingers up the length of me, sending a shiver through my whole body. I grab her wrist, stopping her for just a second to catch my breath.

“Slow,” I say. “Or I’m not gonna last with both of you like this.”

“Fine by me,” Madison says, her voice low, almost a purr. “We’ve got time.”

I turn my focus back to Michie, hooking my fingers into the waistband of her shorts and tugging them down along with her underwear. She kicks them off, fully bare now, her skin hot and flushed under my hands. I kiss her stomach, moving lower, while Madison leans over to kiss Michie’s mouth again, their lips meeting in a hungry tangle.

Michie’s hand finds my hair, guiding me as I kiss along her inner thigh, tasting the warmth of her skin. “Deac, please,” she whispers, her voice breaking with need.

“I’ve got you,” I say, moving up to lick at her, slow and deliberate, feeling her tremble under me. Madison breaks their kiss to watch, her hand sliding down Michie’s chest to tease at her breasts, rolling a nipple between cool fingers. Michie moans loud, her hips bucking against my mouth.

“Oh, God, both of you,” she gasps. “This is too much.”

“Not enough,” Madison says, leaning down to kiss Michie’s collarbone, then lower, her cool lips brushing over Michie’s other breast. I glance up, watching them together, the contrast of Madison’s pale skin against Michie’s warmth driving me fucking crazy.

I keep working Michie with my tongue, feeling her get closer, her moans turning into sharp little gasps. My cock throbs, untouched now, but I focus on her, on them, wanting this first peak to be about Michie letting go with both of us here. Madison’s hand joins mine, sliding down to rub at Michie’s clit while I lick deeper, and Michie’s whole body tenses.

“Fuck, I’m—” Michie cuts off with a cry, her hips jerking as she comes, hard and fast, trembling between us. I ease back, kissing her thigh as she catches her breath, while Madison lifts her head to kiss Michie’s mouth again, softer this time.

“You okay?” I ask, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

“More than okay,” Michie pants, her eyes glassy with aftershock. “Holy shit.”

Madison looks at me, her gaze sharp and hungry. “Your turn? Or mine?”

I grin, my pulse hammering. “Let’s figure that out together.”


27.

I sit back on my heels, catching my breath, my cock still hard and aching as I look at the two of them. Michie’s sprawled out, skin flushed and shiny with sweat, her chest rising and falling fast after her release. Madison’s beside her, pale and composed but with a glint in her eye that tells me she’s nowhere near done. The air in the room feels heavy, charged with need.

“Fuck, that was intense,” Michie says, pushing her hair out of her face. “But I’m not done either.”

“Good,” I say, my voice rough. “Because I’ve got plans for both of you.”

Madison raises an eyebrow, her cool fingers tracing along Michie’s arm. “Plans, huh? Care to share, Hunter?”

“You’ll see. Michie first, though. You okay with that?”

Madison nods, her smirk sharp. “I can wait. A little while.”

I grin, leaning forward to kiss her quick and hard, feeling that cold edge of her lips against mine.

Then Madison shifts to lie beside Michie, propping herself on one elbow to watch. She reaches out, running her cool hand over Michie’s stomach, then up to tease at her breast.

Michie props herself up on her elbows, looking at me with a mix of anticipation and that familiar hunger. “I’m ready. Just... take it slow at first, okay? I’m still sensitive.”

“Always,” I say, sliding my hands under her thighs to pull her closer. Her skin’s hot against my palms, and I take a moment to just look at her, bare and open, her pussy still glistening from earlier. I position myself between her legs, my cock brushing against her inner thigh, and she shivers.

“Yeah,” Michie breathes, her eyes locked on mine. “Do it, Deac.”

I guide myself to her entrance, rubbing the head of my cock against her slowly, feeling how wet she still is. I push in just a little, careful and deliberate, watching her face for any sign of discomfort. Her lips part, a small gasp escaping as I ease deeper, inch by inch.

“Fuck, that’s tight,” I mutter, my hands gripping her hips to steady myself. She’s warm and slick, clenching around me already, and I have to focus to keep from thrusting hard right away.

“Go slow,” Michie repeats, her voice shaky but wanting. “Just... like that.”

I nod, moving with shallow thrusts, letting her adjust. Madison leans in, kissing Michie’s neck, her pale hand sliding down to rub slow circles on Michie’s clit. Michie moans, her hips twitching under the dual sensation, and I feel her relax a bit more around me.

“Goddamn, you two,” Michie says, her head tipping back. “This is unreal.”

“Feels pretty real to me,” I say, pushing in a little deeper now, finding a steady rhythm. Her warmth wraps around me, pulling me in, and I grit my teeth to pace myself. I want this to last.

Madison lifts her head to look at me, her eyes dark. “She looks so good like this, doesn’t she? Taking you like that.”

“Fuck yeah, she does,” I say, my voice low. I lean down to kiss Michie, tasting the salt on her lips, while Madison keeps working her fingers, keeping Michie on edge. I can feel every little reaction through her body. Every clench, every shudder. It’s driving me up the wall.

“Don’t stop,” Michie gasps, her hands gripping the sheets. “But don’t go faster yet. I wanna feel it build.”

“I won’t,” I promise, keeping my thrusts even, deep but controlled. My hands slide up her sides, feeling the heat of her skin, while Madison moves to kiss her again, their mouths sloppy and desperate. I watch them, the contrast of Madison’s cool pale against Michie’s flushed warmth, and it fuels me to keep going, to draw this out.

Minutes pass like that, the three of us locked in this slow, torturous rhythm. Michie’s breathing gets ragged, her moans longer, but she’s not there yet. I can tell she’s holding back, wanting to savor it, and I’m right there with her, sweat beading on my forehead as I fight my own need.

“Switch?” Madison finally says. She’s been patient, but I can see the hunger in her now, raw and unhidden.

Michie nods, panting. “Yeah... yeah, I’m good for now. Just... don’t leave me out.”

“Never,” I say, pulling out slowly, feeling Michie shudder as I do. I turn to Madison, who’s already sitting up, sliding her sleep shorts off in one smooth motion. She’s bare underneath, her pale skin almost luminescent, and I drink in the smooth lines of her body, the faint danger lurking in how perfect she looks.

“Come here,” she says, lying back and spreading her legs just enough to invite me in. Her voice carries that edge, that vampire coolness, but her eyes are burning with want.

I move over her, bracing myself on my forearms as I settle between her thighs. My cock brushes against her, and I feel the chill of her skin even there, a stark contrast to Michie’s heat. “You ready?” I ask, needing to hear it even if I can see it.

“Yes,” she says, her tone firm, almost a challenge. “Do it, Hunter.”

I push in slow, just like with Michie, but the sensation is different. It’s cooler, tighter, almost otherworldly. More like what I had with Farah but not the same. She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t gasp, just watches me with those piercing eyes as I ease deeper. Her hands grip my shoulders, fingers digging in with a strength that reminds me she’s not human, not fully. She’s slick despite the cold, and the contrast is messing with my head in the best way.

Michie scoots closer, lying on her side to watch us, her hand slipping between her own legs as she does. “God, you two look hot,” she says, her voice thick. “Madison, how’s it feel?”

“Different,” Madison says, her breath hitching just a little as I push deeper. Different from her ex-girlfriend, she means. “But it’s good. Keep going, Deac.”

I do, finding a rhythm that’s slow but steady, letting the sensation build for both of us. Her coolness wraps around me, sharp and intense, and I have to focus hard not to lose it too soon. I lean down, kissing her cold lips, then her jaw, feeling her hands slide down my back, urging me on.

Michie reaches out, running her warm hand over Madison’s chest, teasing at her nipples. Madison lets out a quiet sound, not quite a moan but close, and I feel her tighten around me just a bit. “Keep doing that,” Madison tells Michie, her voice low. “Both of you.”

We keep at it, the three of us tangled in this slow dance of touch and movement. I thrust deeper now, but still measured, feeling every inch of Madison’s cool grip. Michie’s fingers work alongside mine, teasing Madison, keeping her on edge, and I can tell Madison’s fighting to stay composed, to draw this out just like Michie did.

“Getting there?” I ask, my voice rough, sweat dripping down my temple.

“Not yet,” Madison says, her smirk back. “But close. Don’t rush it.”

“I won’t,” I say, slowing even more, dragging out each thrust. Michie leans in, kissing Madison’s shoulder, then me, her warmth grounding me as I fight my own building pressure.

We stay like this for a while, minutes stretching as we build toward that peak together, none of us ready to tip over just yet. The tension’s thick, the room filled with our ragged breaths and quiet moans, each of us holding on for as long as we can.

My thrusts into Madison are still slow, deliberate, each one dragging out the tension as her cool tightness grips me. Sweat’s rolling down my back now, my muscles tight with the effort of holding back. Madison’s pale face is flushed just slightly at the cheeks, her lips parted, and her hands clutch my shoulders with that inhuman strength, a reminder of the edge she carries. Michie’s beside us, her warm hand still teasing Madison’s chest, her other hand between her own legs, matching the rhythm of my movements.

“Fuck, I can’t keep this slow much longer,” I grunt, my voice strained. “Madison, you close yet?”

“Getting there,” she says, her voice low, almost a purr. “But I want it harder now. Don’t hold back, Hunter.”

“You sure?” I ask, my hips already itching to pick up the pace.

“Yes,” she says, her eyes locking with mine, sharp and hungry. “Do it.”

I shift, gripping her hips tighter, and start thrusting harder, deeper, the cool slide of her around me driving me fucking insane. She lets out a sharp breath, her head tipping back, and Michie leans in, kissing Madison’s neck, sucking lightly at the pale skin there.

“Oh, yes, that’s good,” Madison says, her voice breaking a little, the most undone I’ve heard her. “Both of you, keep going.”

Michie smirks, her lips against Madison’s throat. “You look so hot right now. Deac, make her come. I wanna see it.”

“I’m trying,” I say through gritted teeth, my thrusts picking up speed, the pressure building low in my gut. Madison’s legs wrap around me, pulling me in deeper, and I feel her start to clench, her body finally losing that composed edge.

“Fuck, Hunter,” Madison gasps, her nails digging into my skin. “Right there, don’t stop.”

I don’t, slamming into her now, the bed creaking under us as I push us both toward the edge. Michie’s hand slips down between Madison and me, rubbing at Madison’s clit with quick, firm circles, and Madison’s moan comes out sharp, almost a cry.

“I’m—fuck, I’m coming,” Madison says, her voice tight, and then her body locks up, clenching hard around me as she shudders through it. Her coolness intensifies somehow, a wave of sensation that nearly tips me over right then.

“Holy shit,” I mutter, slowing just enough to ride her through it, feeling every tremble. I look down at her, her pale skin flushed now, eyes half-lidded, and it’s the most human I’ve ever seen her look.

Michie pulls her hand back, grinning wide. “Damn, that was hot. My turn again, Deac. I’m so fucking ready.”

I pull out of Madison carefully, my cock slick and throbbing, and shift over to Michie, who’s already spreading her legs for me, her warmth a stark contrast to Madison’s chill.

“Come on, Deac,” she says, her voice thick with need. “Finish me off.”

I position myself, sliding into her heat easily, and groan at how fucking good it feels after Madison’s cold. She’s still tight, still wet, and she moans loud as I push in deep. “Fuck, yes,” she says, her hands grabbing my ass to pull me closer. “Hard, like you did with her.”

I don’t hold back now, thrusting hard and fast, the need to release clawing at me. Madison rolls onto her side, still catching her breath, and reaches out to kiss Michie, their lips messy and desperate. Then Madison turns to me, her cool hand on my chest, right over my heart.

“Come on, Hunter,” she says, her voice soft but commanding. “Let go. We’ve got you.”

Her words hit me hard, and Michie’s heat is pulling me under, her moans getting louder, more frantic. “Deac, I’m so close,” she gasps, her hips bucking up to meet mine. “Fuck, don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

“I won’t,” I say, my voice rough, slamming into her now, the pressure unbearable. Michie’s hand slides between us, rubbing herself fast, and I feel her start to clench, her whole body tensing.

“Oh, fuck, I’m coming!” Michie cries, her voice breaking as she arches under me, her orgasm hitting hard. She’s shaking, clutching at me, and it’s too much. I can’t hold back anymore.

“Fuck, Michie,” I growl, and then I’m there, the release crashing through me, spilling into her as pent-up need pours out. Every muscle locks, my vision blurring for a second as I come harder than I can remember, wave after wave until I’m spent.

I collapse forward, bracing on my forearms so I don’t crush her, my breath ragged. Michie’s still trembling under me, her hands sliding up my back, warm and grounding. Madison’s beside us, watching with a small, satisfied smile, her cool fingers brushing my arm.

“Damn,” Michie pants, her voice shaky. “That was... fuck, I don’t even have words.”

“Yeah,” I say, still catching my breath, pulling out slowly and rolling onto my back between them. “Me neither.”

Madison leans over, kissing my shoulder, then Michie’s cheek. “That was unbelievable,” she says, her tone teasing but warm. “I didn’t expect it to feel... like that.”

“Like what?” Michie asks, turning her head to look at her.

“Alive,” Madison says simply, and there’s something raw in her voice, something that cuts through the afterglow.

I reach out, pulling them both closer, one warm and one cold against me. “We’re not done with nights like this,” I say, my voice low. “Not by a long shot.”

“Good,” Michie murmurs, her head resting on my chest. “Because I’m already thinking about next time.”

Madison chuckles, her cool breath against my skin. “So am I.”

We lie there, tangled together, the room quiet now except for our slowing breaths, the weight of what we just shared settling over us like a blanket.




























Thank you to everyone who has read and enjoyed Slayers Gonna Slay!  I'm grateful to everyone for reading to the end. Your comments and feedback help me write more books. 




Thurston Kade will be back with another new series soon on Kindle Unlimited. Stay tuned! 
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Collision Course: The Complete Series

In Los Angeles, everyone’s chasing a dream. Matty Navarro’s dream is to make enough money to quit his toxic workplace and escape the rat race forever. Fate has other plans—and a suspicious fondness for car accidents.

What starts as a literal collision quickly turns into a cascade of near-misses, unexpected turns, and emotional pileups that somehow keep improving his odds. As Matty stumbles away from a soul-crushing job and toward a life he actually wants, the women who enter his orbit don’t just change his direction—they become his destination.
There’s Soli, sassy, warm-hearted, and impossible to ignore, who reminds Matty what passion looks like when it isn’t being wasted.
Jordan, artistic and grounded, whose quiet presence turns chaos into something that feels like home.
Natalie, a shy, nerdy producer with movies in her soul—awkward in the cutest way, brilliant when it counts, and absolutely essential when dreams start getting real.
Roxy, fearless, impulsive, and vibrating with LA energy, who treats every day like it could be the start of her big break.
And Eliza, calm, thoughtful, and blisteringly talented. She’ll lead Matty where he never thought he’d go.
Set against sun-bleached streets, late-night diners, indie film sets, and the strange magic of Los Angeles, Collision Course is a cozy, funny men’s harem slice-of-life about found family, second chances, and the strange truth that sometimes the best things in life only happen after everything goes a little sideways.

Five novels. One found family. And proof that not every crash is a disaster—some just set you on a better course.

Slayers Gonna Slay

When you hunt vampires for a living, there are rules.

Don't fall for a woman you'll have to leave behind. Don't put down roots in a town you're passing through. And whatever you do, don't think about your nineteen-year-old partner that way — no matter how hard she tries to make you break the promise you made to her dying father.

My name's Hunter Deacon. I'm a slayer. Not the Buffy kind. The kind who sleeps in his van, works off the books, and earns just enough to keep hunting the things that crawl out of the dark.

Michie is my partner: foul-mouthed, fearless, and absolutely determined to cross every line I've drawn between us. She's been at my side for five years. She's not going anywhere.

Cassandra is everything I've never had. Beautiful, wealthy, age-appropriate, and offering me something dangerous: a future. But her daughter Madison has dropped out of Stanford, sleeps all day, and disappears at night. And she might be exactly what I'm hunting.

Farah is the local deputy: sharp, relentless, and entirely too interested in what I do after dark. She wants in on the hunt. And she's not the kind of woman who takes no for an answer.

Bodies are piling up. My cover's slipping. And I'm falling for women I can't afford to lose — in a town I was never supposed to stay in.

Slayers Gonna Slay is a character-driven urban fantasy with a male lead, explicit romantic content, and an unconventional relationship dynamic. Book 1 in the Vampire Hunter Harem Romance series.

Slayers Gonna Slay 2

I’m moving in with the woman I love. She told me to bring my girlfriend with me. Now we’re sharing a house with her daughter—who may be a vampire. If I’m right about her, we’re all in danger. And did I mention the deputy I can’t get off my mind, even when she’s closing in on the truth?

My name’s Hunter Deacon, and I’m a vampire slayer. A retired slayer, as of about five minutes ago. Michie and I hung up our blades and moved into Cassandra’s house on the hill, where the fridge is stocked, the bed is warm, and the girl down the hall still hasn't explained why she doesn't eat, doesn't sleep, and disappears into the woods at two in the morning.

Cassandra is asking questions I can’t answer without blowing up everything we’re building. Her daughter Madison is lying to me. Michie knows more than she’s telling me. And Farah, the deputy who says she wants to take up my mantle, is getting closer to the truth than anyone should be.

There’s another slayer on the way, and when he gets here I’ll have to choose between duty and the women I’ve sworn to protect. I have to keep everyone safe and all together or watch the life I’ve been fighting to build unravel.

Slayers Gonna Slay: Book 2 is a character-driven urban fantasy with a male POV, steamy romantic content, and an unconventional relationship dynamic that's getting more unconventional by the chapter.

Collision Course 

Matty Navarro is stuck in a job he hates, answering to a sociopathic boss, and dreaming of something more—a way out of the rat race and a real connection in the coldest city in America: Los Angeles, California.

After a chance collision, he meets Soli—a fiery, streetwise Latina with a sharp wit and a generous soul. In a moment of crisis, Matty steps up, and the spark between them is undeniable. As he introduces her to a side of LA she’s never seen, the two begin to fall fast and hard.

But Matty’s demanding job keeps pulling him back. He wants to dive in with both feet, yet something always holds him down—until Soli gets Matty to ask questions about the company he works for. What starts as doubt becomes courage, and Matty finally makes the choice to set himself free.

On the other side of burnout is something unexpected: freedom, passion, and a new kind of love. Soli’s neighbor Jordan, an intuitive and creative soul, joins them on their journey—and what begins as curiosity blossoms into something deeper. Together, the three form a bond that feels like home.

Cozy Saturdays, city adventures, and quiet mornings await this newfound throuple. But paradise always comes with a question: can it last? Or is Matty’s California dream too good to be true?

A low-drama, high-heart relationship story for readers who want romance without the clichés—crafted with male readers in mind.

Collision Course

Matty Navarro thought he could walk away clean. After years working for a crooked company, he's out—or so he thinks. But when the FBI comes knocking, Matty finds himself scrambling for answers.

Lucky for him, he’s not alone.

At his side are Soli and Jordan—his girlfriends, his anchors, and his co-creators of a life that’s finally starting to feel real. With their unwavering support and gentle guidance, Matty starts to find his footing again. Long walks, poolside afternoons, and quiet nights camping in Big Bear begin to replace the panic and self-doubt.

Then there’s Natalie—guileless, and a little nerdy, with no idea just how attractive she is. At first, Matty thinks there’s no way she could fall for him. He’s got his hands full already, and then some. But with Soli and Jordan cheering him on, Matty takes the leap—and Natalie opens the door to a whole new world: Hollywood.

What starts as a quiet friendship turns into romance and a world opportunity. Natalie opens doors none of them saw coming. Soon, Jordan’s making a career in the business, Soli’s making the scene, and Matty—against all odds—is helping shape a story that actually means something. As they navigate new careers, shifting dynamics, and deepening bonds, their little chosen family only grows stronger.

Low-drama, high-heart, and crafted with male readers in mind. Perfect for men who enjoy comfort with their romance—and a collection of ladies you’ll want to curl up beside forever.
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