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1.

Nobody likes morgues. I don’t like them. They’re creepy and they tend to smell. This morgue smells like mildew and formaldehyde and since he spends so much time here, the coroner does too. He’s Asian, has his hair pulled back in a Ratface and has two front teeth missing, which contributes even more to his unfortunately ratlike appearance. 

“Good evening, sir,” I say. “We’re hoping we can have a look at the D.O.A. that arrived here yesterday.”

“Why?”

“I’m into human anatomy,” Michie says, leaning over the desk to invite him to look down her shirt.

Michie dresses for the sake of flexibility, and to make an impression. She’s got the kind of chest that geeky teenagers spend hours drawing in their bedrooms after their parents have gone to sleep. And for as long as she’s had them, she’s never failed to make use of them.

The coroner’s eyes go just where she wanted them but then travel to the leather gauntlets she wears around her forearms. He clocks the ones I’m wearing too.

“What are you two?” he asks. “Falconers?”

“Maybe I just like leather,” Michie says.

“You’re not far off,” I say, touching my leather gauntlet at the wrist. “It’s protective gear, but not for birds of prey. We’re snake specialists.”

“Snake specialists?” he repeats. Then he grins, revealing the gap in his front teeth, as well as the uneven points of his incisors. “You’re here because of the bite, right?”




“That’s right,” I say. “We’ve been tracking a very large and very dangerous snake in this area. It’s a killer. All we need is to have a look at the body in your freezer and we can confirm whether the bite pattern on the victim matches the snake we’re hunting.” 

“What kind of snake?” he asks.

“Burmese python,” Michie says without hesitation.

“I thought pythons strangled their food,” he says.

“Thought wrong,” she says.

“With respect, we’re the experts,” I say. “You’ve got your area of expertise, we’ve got ours.”

“Just give us three minutes alone with the body,” Michie says. 

“No.”

“Come on,” she says. “We’re not gonna do something weird to it. Promise.”

“You got a subpoena?” he asks.

“No, but we’ve got a business card,” I say, taking out my wallet and pulling a crumpled card out of the slot. I hand it to him.

“Out With the Fang Reptile Relocation,” Ratface reads. “Cute.”

“Blow me,” says Michie.

He tosses the card on the desk in front of him.

“I can’t let you back there without a subpoena,” he says.  “You’re not law enforcement. I can’t break chain of custody.” 

He brushes aside the card, fingers alighting on a sudoku book.

“All we’re trying to do is establish whether there’s a bite on the body or not, that’s it,” I say. “We’ll just have a quick look, then we’ll leave. You can even come back with us.”

“Members of the public cannot contaminate a body before the autopsy is complete,” he says.

“When will it be complete?” I ask.

“The investigation is ongoing,” he says, flipping open the book and tapping his pencil against his front tooth as he decides whether the next box should be a “3” or a “9.”

“Okay, genius,” Michie says. “What’s the cause of death? Go on, what’s your theory?”

“Inconclusive as of now,” he mutters.

“Inconclusive as of now,” Michie repeats. “That’s because you are not an expert in venomous bites. And you need to establish a C.O.D. because that’s your fucking job. Let us do our job, and then you’ll have your answer.”

He squints at Michie, which makes him look more like a naked mole rat than the conventional kind.

“How do you even know about the bite marks?”

“‘cause I gave them to him,” Michie says. “I was giving him a hickey, and I bit too hard.”

This creep grins, revealing those crooked, tobacco-stained teeth again.

“You gave him those marks?” he says.

“Yeah, asshole. It was a magical moment between us.”

“The bites were mentioned in the article written in the newspaper,” I say, trying to keep the conversation on track. “There’s a pattern. We noticed the pattern because that’s our job. Come on, we’re right, aren’t we? It wasn’t a heart attack, it wasn’t a stroke. There are bites somewhere on that body, aren’t there?”

Bang!

A sound like someone punching metal on the other side of that door.

“Something is thumping around in your cold storage room,” Michie says. “You want to go back there and check on it yourself?”

“Just gas escaping,” he says.

“Yeah?” Michie says.

“Okay, how about this?” I say. “We don’t have a subpoena. We’re not with the police. No one asked us to be here. So, who says we are?”

He’s wary of us, but I can see his mind working.  

“If we learn something while we’re back there, and we share that information with you, who’s to say you didn’t come up with it yourself?” I say. “After all, no one else has been back there. That would have broken the chain of custody. Right?” 

Ratface thinks on this a minute, his eyes darting from my face to Michie’s face, to Michie’s boobs, to the sudoku puzzle, back to Michie’s boobs, and finally to my face again.  

“Three minutes,” he says, swiveling his chair around and then rising from his seat. “Let’s go.”  

We follow him into the cold storage room. It’s small, only about twelve feet by twelve feet with four drawers on one wall and an exam table on wheels against the other wall, with about a five-foot aisle in between. In the corner, there’s a sink with a flexible hose spray attached and medical aprons and PPE hanging from hooks.

Weirdly, the antiseptic smell is less strong here than it was in the lobby. Maybe it’s because the air-conditioning is cranked so high that scent isn’t as discernible. Or maybe that chemical odor is actually coming from our friend here.

Ratface goes over to one of the cold storage lockers. Michie falls in just behind him, close enough to crowd his shoulder, cracking her knuckle with two fingers. I stay near the open aisle, one hand resting on my waist. I don’t want to spook our friend by drawing the silver knife hidden behind my kidney. But I don’t want to be empty-handed if what I think is in that locker really is in there.

The handle creaks as he presses the release, the latch popping free. He pulls the long drawer out from the wall, metal sliding on metal. Cold air spills into the room. Wisps of frost curl up from the shape beneath the white sheet, which is tucked loosely around a black body bag.

The outline is wrong somehow. The head end shows first, the fabric tented where the face should be, pressing up against the bag.

Hold on. Something’s off. The head’s too small; the shoulders too narrow.

Ratface reaches beneath the sheet, finds the zipper tab by feel.

“You ready for this?” he says, grinning.

He yanks the zipper open in one smooth pull, then flips the bag’s flap back with a theatrical flourish.

The first thing I see are the feet—which makes no sense, because bodies are loaded into these drawers feet-first. For a split second, my brain stalls. Then my eyes track upward and it suddenly makes sense.

That tenting I noticed isn’t his nose.

That’s his erect cock.

“God damn!” Michie says.

And not because of the size, because honestly it’s nothing to brag about. No, it’s because there are two oozing purple gashes right under the head of the victim’s erect cock. Black veins bulge under marbling skin.

“Is this what you were looking for?” Ratface says, with undisguised glee.

“That is one hell of a bite mark,” I say, leaning in to get a closer look.

“You see a lot of these in your line of work?” he asks Michie with a grin. 

Michie makes a jerking gesture with her wrist. Fuck off.

“Okay, so here it is,” he says. “What’s your theory? What kind of snake made that?”

“Definitely a… large breed,” I say.

Good Lord. I’ve been doing this a while, but even for me this is a first. Postmortem erection is the natural process by which a penis becomes engorged and stiff after death. But something tells me our friend here had a full hard-on when he bit it— or rather when it bit him.

“You think that’s something, come look at this,” Ratface says, gesturing for me to come closer. Now that he’s agreed to let us into his private little domain, he’s like the kid who brought his dog to class for show and tell. He unzips the rest of the bag, revealing the torso, chest and then finally the head. 

The faces of the dead aren’t always peaceful like people think. Sometimes, their faces are contorted in agony, especially if it was a violent death. Not this guy. He looks like he was sent to heaven before he died. The look of pleasure is rapturous, the eyes bloodshot with their empty grey irises are wide open–

And that grin. Even with his mouth hanging wide open, there’s no mistaking the grin of someone who was locked in the greatest possible ecstasy the second he perished.

“Almost looks like he was into it,” Ratface says.

“Fuck yeah it does,” Michie agrees.

“Alright,” I say, reaching for the hilt of the blade I keep just behind my right kidney. “Step away from it.”

He clocks the knife, thinks it's meant for him.

“Whoa,” he says, his eyes on the knife, “what the hell?”

Michie drops into a crouch and draws the knife she always keeps strapped around her calf with the handle tilted forward. She springs up, brandishing the knife like she’s ready to drive it through his ribs. 

“Turn around, spread your legs,” Michie says. “This will all be over soon. But not too soon, pretty boy.”

“What the fuck?” Ratface wails, cowering.

“It’s fine,” I say. “She’s just messing with you. We’re not going to hurt you. We just have to do something to the corpse real fast.”

“Do whatever you need to do,” he says, covering himself with his hands. “Just leave me out of it.”

“It’s not… this isn’t what you think, okay?” I say. “It’s not a sex thing. We’re specialists.”

“I dunno, Deac,” Michie says. “We shouldn’t leave him alive. He might tell tales after we’ve gone.”

“No, I won’t!” pleads the coroner.

“Michie, come on,” I say. “He’s scared enough as it is.”

“He should be scared,” she says, slashing the air in front of this poor jerk, making him draw back. “I should cut that cock off and stuff it down your throat for jerking us around before.”

The coroner’s eyes move from the corpse’s erect member to the glinting point of Michie’s dagger. He whimpers.

“Look at me,” I tell him. “You’re alright. We’re not going to kill you. But it’s very important that you don’t breathe a word of this.”

Ratface nods, clearly panicked.

Then, I see it. It’s not like I was staring, but it’s the kind of thing you can’t help but clock when it’s right in front of you.

The dick just twitched.
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“Get away from it now!” I yell.

Uppers are tricky. They’re corpses, so you think they’d move like zombies; lumbering and slow. But, no. The second that they reanimate, these things take in everything about their surroundings. They can smell a living thing up to five hundred yards away, hear a human heartbeat even in a deserted forest, and they can spring up on you with no warning, like a crocodile snagging a deer that comes to the river to drink.

“Raaaaaahaa!”

Lightning fast, the body bends, head turns, teeth find their target. This poor bastard, whose biggest problem a second ago was a silver knife, doesn’t even know what hit him as the corpse in front of him reaches up and tears open his jugular vein.

“Oh, balls!” Michie yells as blood cascades from the wound, covering her in gore.

Ratface’s spine goes slack, as the upper draws him in to drink him, the blood spilling into its open, eager mouth.

Michie sends her dagger into its rib cage. But the blade misses the heart by inches. The upper stops feeding, dropping the coroner and letting his lifeless body slump against the wall. It turns on her, moments away from striking. She falls backward, tumbling to get out of range.   

I’m five feet away—too far for a clean heart shot. My knife’s too short to take the head clean off in one stroke. Long swords come in handy for this kind of thing, but they also make a bulge under your jacket, so I had to leave it in the van.

I have to stop the upper now, before it gets its teeth into Michie. I’ve got maybe three seconds. Which means I have to hit the one place I can reach.

I step in and slash low, hard and clean.

“Raaaaaahaaaggggaahaa!”

The blade shears through the corpse’s swollen manhood at the base. The upper shrieks, convulsing as black blood pours from the wound. The severed organ slaps wetly onto the stainless steel table behind it. The creature recoils, hands flying to its ruined crotch, its attack broken mid-lunge.

I’ve pissed it off, and made it sure it knows I’m here, but this thing isn’t going down without a fight. Rolling off the table, the upper scrambles across the floor and up the wall like a cockroach. It twists its neck around, head turning at an angle that would have snapped its neck if it was still alive. It bares its teeth at me. 

There’s a bone saw on the prep table. I grab it and toss it at the creature. The bone saw hits it, causing it to lose its grip and fall and bank off the table, then flip off onto the floor.

“Deac!” Michie yells.

I turn in time to see her kick the rolling prep table at the upper. The gurney connects with the corpse. I press forward, pushing the gurney against the upper so I’ve got its neck pinned to the wall. It thrashes and snarls, jerking its head wildly, trying to get free.

I give a quick, sharp whistle.

“Bone saw!” I shout. “Grab it!” 

Michie picks up the saw and slides into position behind the trapped upper. The creature hisses and snaps, but it’s powerless as Michie grabs its scalp and runs the blade along its throat, cleaving skin even as the bone resists.

“Raaaaaahaaa-Aaaaggggaahaa!”

Its tortured screams are drowned in an awful gurgle as it chokes up black blood. The neck peels back, its contents spilling all over the floor, but Michie struggles to cut cleanly through the neck bone. I pull back the gurney, then press forward with even more force, trying to cut through the bone and tissue, but the stainless steel edge is nowhere near sharp enough. 

“Hold on,” Michie says. “I got it!”

“Careful!” I say. “Head’s not dead yet.”

“I see that,” she huffs.

She tosses the bone saw aside then grips the head with her fingers, twisting the neck trying to break it cleanly. The teeth snap frantically, but Michie’s had lots of practice with these things. With one clean twist, she snaps the neck and then rips the spinal column free.

“Ha!” she says as dark blood gushes from the neck. “Fuck yeah!”

She slides to the floor, a satisfied grin on her face like the victory is orgasmic. The head lies still in her lap, lifeless and inert. She takes a deep breath. I push aside the prep table and rush over to help her up, careful of the black blood pooling on the floor.

“Nice one,” I say, offering her my hand.

She wipes her forehead with her elbow, then fakes me out, scooping up the head and tossing it at me like a basketball.

“Think fast!” she says.

“Jesus!” I curse, catching the thing and tossing it aside. It hits the wall and then lands with a thunk. “What was that for?”

“It’s a metaphor,” she says.

“A metaphor for what?” I ask.

“I want to give you head,” she says. “Get it? It’s funny.”

Michie laughs, from pure relief as much as amusement at her own lame joke. 

“That’s not a metaphor, Michie.”

“Okay, so I don’t know what a metaphor is,” she says. “While other girls were learning about metaphors and similes and homilies, I was learning how to cut off heads. Sue me.”

I guess I can’t blame her. I tried to instill in her some basic literacy, numeracy, some basic knowledge so she could function in the normal world. But when you’re constantly on the run hunting vampires and their spawn, or being hunted by them, some lessons slip through the cracks.

She looks down at herself, the gore soaking into her tight-fitting tank top and shorts, dribbling over her leather gauntlets.

“I look like shit,” she observes.

“Let me help you up,” I say. 

I hold out my hands and she takes them, leaning on me as she rises to her feet. One side of her face is covered in blood. It’s in her short-cut auburn hair, the smell of iron and a foulness that you’d have to experience for yourself to understand wafts from her clothes, her skin.

In spite of it all, I can’t deny that she’s enticing to me. Of course, I have to deny it. And keep on denying it. That’s what I use the ice bucket for.

“So, how about it?” she says.

“How about what?” I ask.

She opens her mouth and wiggles her tongue lewdly.

Before Michie’s dad died—before I drove the knife through his still beating heart—I made a promise to him. As he lay there, holding his bleeding neck, the color rapidly draining from his face, he made me swear three things to him.

First, to pierce his heart so he wouldn’t come back as a monster. Second, to protect Michie’s life along with my own. Finally, he made swear—

“Never (gurgle) fuck her.”

I was disgusted, horrified at the suggestion. Michie was fourteen years old. Never did it enter my mind to touch her or even think of her like that. She was a kid!

But the thing about fourteen-year-olds is that only five years later they turn into nineteen-year-olds. That’s how old Michie is now. And, well, that promise—which was easy to make at the time—hasn’t gotten easier to keep. Especially when she’s determined to do everything she can to make me break my vow.

“Michie,” I say in that exasperated tone I reserve for when her flirting starts getting too aggressive. “Let’s focus on cleaning the scene so we can get out of here, all right?”

“You’re no fun,” she says, in that wounded tone she saves for when I scold her.

I survey the scene. No time to clean up the whole scene. Someone could walk in the front door at any minute. Best we can do is remove ourselves from the scene, make sure there’s no evidence that we were ever here. The police can make of it what they will. In my experience, small town cops the world over will reach for any explanation that fits their existing worldview, rather than inquire into something that makes no sense.

Let’s see. There are knife wounds in the upper from where Michie tried to stab its heart. Nothing we can do about that. We’ll have to clean the knives and hide them where the police can’t find them later. They won’t be able to interpret what happened here anyway, I’m pretty sure.

“Let me have your knife,” I say, picking up my own and tossing it in the sink. She hands over her knife and I grab the nozzle and start rinsing any trace of blood from the knives. 

“Don’t look!” Michie says.

So, of course that’s what I do. I turn just in time to see her tugging up the bloody shirt that clings to her body. She tugs it off, revealing her heaving chest with just the flesh-colored bra underneath to support her breasts. The bra’s stained too. That’s gonna come off next. 

“Whoa, what are you doing?” I demand.

“Well, I obviously can’t walk out of here covered in gore,” she says. “I have to get changed, right?”

“You couldn’t have given me a warning?”

“I said don’t look.”

“Just keep your shirt on, please,” I say. “Just for now.”

“Too late,” she says, tossing it on the ground.

“Alright, well don’t take anything else off, please,” I say. “I’ll leave you to get changed.”

I check my hands for blood and make sure that I’m not tracking any on my shoes, then I take two surgical gloves out of the box and pull them on. The latex covers everything up to the gauntlet at my wrist. I flex my fingers to test the range of motion. Satisfied, I return to the lobby. I lock the front door and then retrieve my business card from the clutter on the coroner’s desk. Can’t leave that behind. 

Next, I set to work on the security cameras. A little place like this doesn’t employ advanced surveillance technology. First step is to cut the circuit breaker, which I find in the hallway between the front office and the cold storage room. Older DVR units will be corrupted after a power failure, so this will take care of the camera that probably clocked us on our way in. The trick is that you don’t actually have to cut the line. Loosening the bolt works just as well and makes it look accidental. I take the panel off and then turn the screw with fingers until it’s very loose but won’t kill the power until I’m ready. When I’m finished, I knock on the cold storage room door.

“Michie?” I call through the door. “Are you decent?”

“Am I ever?” she answers. 

I sigh.

“Yes, you can come in,” she says.

I open the door to find her covered in a coroner’s plastic apron—with nothing underneath.

“How do I look?” she asks.

Bare shoulders, bare hips, her brown hair wet from where she washed it in the sink. It’s like she’s wearing a dress that’s three sizes too small and has no back. My cock stirs, just a little.

“Fine,” I say. “Let’s get out of here.”

She’s carrying a biohazard bag full of her bloody clothes. We’ll get rid of those later. The floor is wet with blood, but none of it is ours. Maybe the police could find one of her hairs in the drain? Doubtful, but not impossible. The clock’s ticking, though. I check the sink. I turn the knob with my gloved hand and run it for a few minutes. Looks clean. Good enough.

“Let’s go,” I say.

In the hallway, I twist the screw on the circuit breaker the rest of the way. The lights go dark and we’ve got about a ninety-second window before the circuit breaker kicks back on. When it does, the security camera will kick on too. We hurry out through the lobby, and I unlock the front door.

“Stay behind me,” I say.

“Why?” she asks.

Because, I don’t want the sight of your naked backside to distract me. I’m thinking about it too much as it is.

“It’s just… better that way,” I say.

We fast walk over to the van which is parked just beyond the camera’s range, near the treeline. I slap the snake’s head painted on the side of the van’s door like it’s a good luck charm. Hey, there, old girl. I unlock the doors with the key fob.

Beep! beep!

Sliding into the driver’s side, I switch on the ignition as Michie ties off the biohazard bag and tosses it behind her. We start driving, not too fast, not too slow, and pretty soon we’re on the highway. The night is dark and still, full moon overhead.

It’s nothing but pines on all sides of us. Or at least that’s all I can see. But who knows what the night holds?
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Switching on the radio, there doesn’t seem to be much being broadcast besides country music. A guy is singing a song about the good old days with his friends, drinking cold beer in pickup trucks.

“That went well,” Michie says brightly, and I can tell that she’s serious. Then she clocks my sideways glance. “Oh, except for the coroner.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Except for him.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” she says. “You told him to get away from the body.”

“I don’t blame myself. It’s just better when people don’t die.”

I turn the knob and another voice cuts through the static. She’s singing about how men who drink too much beer and wear cowboy boots are trouble, but that’s the only kind of man she likes. Say what you will about country music; it understands who it’s trying to reach.

“I have the dick,” Michie says.

“What do you mean you have the dick?” I say.

“In the bag,” she says. “I saved it.”

“What?! Why?!”

“Just as a precaution, ya know?”

“A precaution against what, Michie?!” I say.

“I don’t know,” she says. “I just thought, better to have it and not need it. What if we got back to the motel and realized we left a crucial piece of evidence at the scene? Were we supposed to go back for it?”

“Michie, there’s no one else around to tell you this, so I guess it falls to me. Don’t go around picking up strange dicks.”

“I don’t, as rule,” she says defensively. “I’ve never even touched one before. I grabbed it through the plastic.”

“Okay, it’s fine,” I say. “I’ll take care of it.” 

“Don’t just throw it away,” she says. “It’s a clue. I mean, it has the vamp’s bite marks on it.”

“What are we going to do? Make a plaster cast from it? Round up some suspects, say, hey, excuse me. I think you might be a vampire. Here, bite this?”

She sulks for several minutes, the only noise coming from the radio. Finally, I can’t take the music and switch it off.

“Okay, I’m sorry,” I say. “That wasn’t a bad idea. But the dick can’t help us. Let’s try to use deductive reasoning to figure out our next move.” 

“Fine.”

“What do we know?”

Up ahead there’s a fork in the road. I slow down at the stop sign and then make a right turn.

“There’s a vamp on the loose, draining simps and turning them into uppers,” she says. 

“Correct. How about the victim? What do we know about him?”

“We know he got a vampire to suck him off,” she says. “Which from the look on his face was the best thing that ever happened to him.”

“Right, so what does that tell us?”

“That the vamp is not too discerning,” she says. “I mean, you saw that guy.”

“What else?” I say. “What else can we assume about our vampire?”

“Probably goes to that gas station,” she says.

“Good, why?” I say.

“Well, because our friend Clayton Hatch worked at a gas station,” she says, sliding her phone out of the apron’s front pocket.

She skims the article about the killing in the local paper. 

“He was found in his car,” she says. “The car was parked near the gas station. Maybe they met there.”

“Excellent,” I say. “So, what should we do with this information? How do we proceed?”

Michie pauses, staring out the window at the pines rushing by. A road sign saying we’re 6 miles from Creeque proper.

“We could probably slip in the back door and steal the security cam footage,” Michie says.

“Okay, but how would we be sure nobody saw us?” I say. “We don’t know the gas station’s layout. There’s probably a room in the back with monitors displaying the camera feeds. But where exactly? What’s our way in?” 

“So, what? We go in the front, take the cashier at knifepoint and make him give us the footage? Seems risky, Deac. I mean, I’ll do it, but–”              

“Keep thinking,” I say. “Remember, the late Mr. Hatch doesn’t work there anymore. So, what does that tell you?”

“Do we always have to do this Socratic method routine? Always?” she says. “You have no idea how belittling it is to be on the other end of it.”

“Fine,” I say. “We don’t have to go in with our knives out and probably scare the hell out of some poor kid making minimum wage, because you’re going to be that kid.”

“Whoa, what?!” she protests. “No. Hell, no!”

“It’s not forever,” I say. “Just until you can get in and watch the security tapes from that night.”

“That could take days!” she whines. “Why don’t you do it?”

“Because I’m forty-six and you’re nineteen,” I say. “It’s far more plausible for you to be the one.”

“Ugh! I have to pretend to be some normie?” she gripes. Then, in a voice reserved for a goofy cartoon dog, “here’s your change, sir!” 

“It’s not actually that bad, you know,” I say. “Millions of people your age and much older do jobs like that every day.” 

“Yeah, and they end up being blood donors for vamps,” she says. “Ask Clayton Hatch.”

“I know it’s a sacrifice,” I say, in a tone that doesn’t approach real sympathy and I know it. “But the alternative is that we sit around waiting for the next body to drop, and then, ya know, rise again. This way is better.”

“Ugh. Why do you torture me?” she groans.

She’s sitting with her legs crossed, the apron barely covering her bare thighs. Who’s torturing who?

I peel my eyes away and plant them on the yellow dividing line ahead of us, where they belong.

“Ya know, you were great back there,” I say. “You’re becoming more capable all the time.” 

“I missed the heart,” she says. “I wouldn’t have had to cut the head off if I hadn’t missed the first time.”

“It happens,” I say. “Go easy on yourself.”

“Mistakes get you killed,” she says. She pulls a knot out of her hair and then drops the tangled hair on the floor. “Lucky I had you there.”

“Yeah, well, everyone needs a partner,” I say.

Of course, I’m talking about the kind of partner you work with, not the kind you cuddle up with at the end of the day. But I think we’re both thinking about the second kind.

“So, what’s our vamp look like?” Michie asks. “What’s our friend’s type?”

“I’m guessing female,” I say.

“How can you be sure? Come on, Deac. Use deductive reasoning.”

“I am,” I say. “Our victim could have been gay. Certainly plausible. But, nine men out of ten are looking for women.”

“News to me,” she says.

“Come on,” I say.

“Me?” she says. “You come on! I’m sitting here in nothing but a plastic smock and I can barely get you to notice.”

“You know the promise I made to your dad,” I say. “Why do you always have to test me?”

“I’m a nineteen-year-old virgin,” she says. “At this rate, I’m gonna be dried up before I find anyone who wants me.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I say.

“It’s how I feel,” she says, in a tone that says that settles the matter.

We pass by a steak house, its neon sign dark. Up ahead there’s a Dollar General and then I see a pair of lights stopped at the stop sign of a service road. Ford Explorer. I can make out the letters “C-R-E-E” written on it.

“Cop,” Michie says instinctively.

“I see ‘em,” I say.

We’re not speeding, tags aren’t expired. I pass by the squad car, because there’s nothing else I can do. I take a deep breath, careful not to turn my head or make any sudden moves.

Lights come on, red and blue. No siren yet.

“Okay, we can handle this,” I say, slowing down and pulling into the Dollar General parking lot. “No weapons, okay? Whatever happens, let me handle it.”

I pull into the first available spot in the empty lot and turn off the engine. My pulse is pounding, but I’m used to that. I reach for the bag with its bloody contents and tuck it behind my seat.

The Ford makes a loop and then comes to a stop beside us. A deputy steps out of the passenger’s seat. Can’t make out much in the darkness of the parking lot. But she’s definitely a woman.

She shuts the door and approaches the car. I roll down the window.

“Good evening,” she says, leaning down to shine a flashlight at me and my passenger to get a good look at us.

“Good evening, officer,” I say.

Despite the discomfort from the flash as it passes across my face, this gives me the chance to clock her too. Brown eyes, black curly hair, tied up in a bun under her hat. Pretty. Very pretty. Could be Hispanic. I’m sure she’d be wearing Aviator sunglasses, except that it’s night. 

“Where are you coming from?” she asks.

“We’re actually looking for a place to stay the night,” I say.

“Here in Creeque, you mean?” she asks.

It’s only after hearing her say the word that I learn that it’s pronounced “Creaky” and not “Creek.” 

“That’s right.”

“Well, you’re in luck,” she says. “You happen to be headed in the direction of one of the Royal Pines Lodge. Pretty much the only place to stay in town.”

“That sounds fine.”

“Did I see you coming out of there the other day?” she asks, sizing me up and looking between me and Michie.

So she’s noticed us. Damn, I hate working in these small towns. 

“I don’t think so,” I say.

“You don’t think so?” she repeats. “So, you’re just passing through, then?”

“Exactly.”

“Where did you say you were coming from?”

“We had dinner at a diner in Andover,” I say.

Technically, we did stop there, although I’m pretty sure she’s figured out that’s not where we’re coming from directly.

“You have anything to drink?”

“No, ma’am.”

She leans in closer, probably trying to smell my breath but it also gives me the chance to read her nametag. “Haddad.” I guess she’s not Hispanic. What kind of name is that? Persian?

“Sorry, hello?” the lady cop says to Michie.

“Hi,” says Michie.

“What’s the nature of your relationship?” she asks. 

Can’t say she’s my daughter; our IDs don’t match. This is much easier in Slovenia, where a wad full of bills settles all questions.

“We’re… friends.” 

“He came into my bedroom one night and took me,” Michie says.

Please, Michie. This is not the time. Don’t fool around like this. Please don’t do this. Please.

“He… what?” Haddad says.

“Oh, it wasn’t an abduction,” Michie says, turning her body toward me. “Actually, he only thinks it was his idea, but the truth is that I tricked him into doing it.”

She shrugs, squeezing my bicep.

“He’s not actually very bright.”

Why? Why do this to me? Even if I deserve it for talking down to her, why get even with me now?

“She’s just kidding,” I say, hurriedly.

“I’m going to need to see some ID,” Haddad says. “From both of you.”

“Sure,” I say. “I just need to open the glovebox.”

She nods. Go on.

I lean over, reaching past Michie and opening the glove box. I always keep a fake driver’s license handy just in case. I flip through the stack of envelopes and junk and hand it over.

“Hunter Deacon? Wow. That’s a name.”

Damn it. That’s the real one!

“Florida, huh?” she says. “How’d you end up in Oregon?”

“Wrong turn,” Michie says.

The deputy must catch the sheen of the black plastic coroner’s apron, because she leans into the cab and aims the flashlight at Michie’s lap.

“What are you wearing?” she asks.

“I just threw on the first thing that I saw in my closet,” Michie says. 

“What’s that material?” the deputy asks.

“Rayon,” Michie says.

Haddad looks her up and down. Not sure that she believes her but not willing to make an issue out of it.

“Alright,” she says. “Let’s see that passport.”

Michie leans over to hand it to her, touching my leg with her left hand to steady herself. Her fingers linger there long after they have no business doing so. Haddad turns the name page and looks it over.

“Okay, why are you driving an exterminator’s van from Florida to Oregon at two-thirty in the morning?”

“I can understand your confusion,” I say. “But we’re not actually exterminators. See, we humanely capture and relocate large snakes.” 

“Oh, well that clears up my confusion,” Haddad says.

“Can I ask why we were stopped?” Michie interjects.

It’s a risky move, because she’s basically challenging the deputy’s authority. But then, she does have the right to ask. 

“Just having a friendly chat,” Haddad says flatly. “Sit tight.”

The deputy walks back over to talk to her partner. I look at Michie, imploring her to make some kind of sense. What possible reason could she have for saying what she just did? She raises her eyebrows and curls her lip. What do you want me to say?

So, she knows my real name. She knows Michie’s real name. She knows where we’re staying. She’s figured out we’re not just passing through. We don’t have any outstanding warrants, so there’s no reason for her to take us into custody. But we’re memorable to her now, and that could be a problem.

Gotta get out of this town. Find the vamp, kill the vamp, kill any uppers that remain, get out of this town. That’s the plan. After that, we’ll be gone.

We just sit silently. Haddad’s sitting in the squad car, talking with the other deputy. The wait seems unusually long. Then, she gets out of the car and walks toward us.

Even in this situation, when it’s really not the time, it’s hard not to notice her body under the uniform. She’s got a slender frame for a cop. Tall but not too tall for a woman. Probably about 5’ 7” or 5’ 8”. Shapely hips and ample breasts under all that khaki.

Suddenly, her radio squawks and her posture changes. She stops, brings the radio to her mouth, talks, listens. Talks again. Something’s up.

She looks back at her partner, legs splayed, almost like she’s about to stop and bolt toward the squad car. Then she straightens and walks toward us with practiced restraint. 

“Have a good night,” she says, handing over the IDs. “Drive safely.”

“Will do,” I say.

The Explorer’s siren comes on before Haddad even has a chance to return to the vehicle. She throws open the door, slams it behind her, and the car peels out fast, whipping around the yellow Dollar General sign and then making a hard left out of the parking lot, lights flashing, siren wailing.

She’s going somewhere in a hurry. And I think I know where. The only question is whether Deputy Haddad will find the morgue’s cold storage room soaked in blood with one headless victim and one dead coroner and think of the strangers she just stopped.

Gotta get out of this town. Fast. 


4.

“What the hell was that?” I say.

“They probably found the scene at the morgue,” Michie says. “Kind of ironic, that's what saved us, eh?” 

“Not that. You,” I say, my anger rising. “Why did you do that?”

“Me?” Michie says indignantly. “You were coming off suspicious as hell.”

“You were begging her to order us out of the car,” I say. “What if she searched the van? What if she searched you?” 

“I was being casual,” Michie says. “Innocent people mouth off and say shit like that. Because they have nothing to hide. That’s how you diffuse a tense situation.”

“By implying that I kidnapped you? As a joke?”

“It doesn’t matter what you say, as long as it’s not the truth.”

“Yeah, well she didn’t know it wasn’t true,” I say. “And she was about to take out the handcuffs, and wouldn’t that have been funny?”

“She had nothing on us. That’s why she let us go. But after they have time to look around that scene? Who knows? We should get the hell out of Oregon. Tonight. Forget the motel. Let’s just keep driving.”

“And then what?” I say. “Come back later? Wait to read about the next victim in the paper? We can’t leave. The job’s not done yet. We’re slayers. There’s a vampire hiding somewhere in this town, and we’re gonna slay it.”

I turn on the engine and then pull around, taking an indirect route through the back roads to the motel.

“Can we at least ditch this damn creeper van?” Michie asks. “That’s what got us pulled over.”

“The van provides a cover, and it’s a good one,” I say. “Why else do we have all this gear? UV lights, all kinds of sharp, shiny objects for neutralizing fanged creatures? Snake relocation. It makes sense.”

“It made sense in Florida,” she says. “We’re in Oregon. There are no snakes in Oregon, Deac.”

“The Western rattlesnake can commonly be found on the dry scrublands of eastern Oregon,” I say, reciting a litany of facts I memorized before we got here. “It has a tendency to seek dark places, like basements and warm, dry areas. I told you that. Learn the cover. Live it. Become it. If you commit to the story, it works.”

“So, what? We’re traveling snake relocators, roaming from town to town in search of people who need their snakes removed?”

“And we’re the best in the business!” I say, with feeling. “We’re Out With the Fang!”

“Deac, seriously. This is the most high-profile ruse ever. Literally anyone who sees it is going to remember this van.”

“Okay, so what do you propose?”

“Let’s tell everyone we’re lovers,” she says. 

“How would that help?”

Now the goofy cartoon dog voice comes out again–

“If you commit to the story, it works!”

“Okay, haha,” I say.

“How about this?” she says. “We’re TikTokers.”

“No. What? That could never work.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve never used TikTok and I never will,” I say. “Besides, nobody can make a living that way.”

“Millions of people make money on TikTok,” she says.

“Millions?” I scoff. “No. That’s impossible.”

“What is that judgment even based on?” she says, her voice filling with exasperation. “Just because you don’t value it, you don’t think there’s anyone else who does—”

“Okay, okay,” I say. “Forgive me. I’m an old man.”

“I’m not unaware,” she says.

We arrive at the Royal Pines Lodge, a little motel on the highway that’s probably been here for 40 years. The sign boasts that they’ve got cable TV and air-conditioning but not WiFi, because they don’t.

“Let’s decide on our new cover after we’ve finished this job. The sheriff’s department won’t be a problem if we’ve already left town by the time they get wise.”

I pull into an empty spot in front of rooms 103 and 105. I could park the car somewhere else, but that deputy already knows where we’re staying so I don’t know what the point would be.

“$65.95 a night for this fleabag,” Michie huffs. “These room fees are eating a hole in me.”

“You need some cash?” I ask. “I’ll lend you twenty bucks.”

“I was thinking we could save more money if we bunked together, like the old days,” she says.

Back when we were running around Eastern Europe, by necessity we had to pose as father and daughter. I used to enjoy it, back when Michie was sweet and innocent. I’d give her the bed and sleep on the floor. I used to listen for the sound of her breathing to know she was asleep. Knowing she was safe would help me relax too. Of course, when she grew up and started getting more flirtatious, I had to put a stop to the practice. 

“I’m more comfortable having a room to myself,” I say.

“Fine,” she says.

She unhooks her seatbelt, about to climb out of the cab.

“Hold on,” I say. “Let me have your knife.” 

“I’m naked without it,” she says. “You don’t want me strutting around naked, do you?”

Don’t take the bait. Don’t think what she’s trying to make you think. You are in control of your urges. Ice bucket!

“The police will be looking for it,” I say. “You’ll survive until dusk without it.”

Michie shifts in her seat, pulling the small dagger out of the apron’s right-side pocket. It catches the low light and shimmers. I take it from her and then unbuckle my seatbelt.

I climb into the back and move the panel with CO₂ canisters containing the snake equipment. There’s a false panel behind the canisters and the portable heat/oxygen system. I use the neodymium magnet on my keychain to pop open the chamber and the whole panel swings open.

I reach inside and find my fake driver’s license and passport, plus about five thousand Hungarian forints. So, that’s where I left that. There’s still plenty of room for two knives, so I put those in. The blades are pure silver, so it’s not like we can just junk them no matter the risk. And you definitely don’t want to find yourself without one if a vamp finds you on some moonlit evening.

I take the biohazard bag and stuff that in too. Better remember to take out that bag and get rid of it tomorrow. That thing is gonna stink like hell if I leave it in there.

I put all the gear back and reseal the panel. Short of taking the whole vehicle apart, the police will never find the panel even if they were looking for it.

I climb out through the van’s back door and lock it with the key fob. I do a quick visual sweep of the parking lot. Ice machine hums, there’s still a light on in the motel lobby. The wind whistles through the pines, cool and dry. Nothing stirs.

I check my phone. Still almost two hours until dawn. Vampires are nocturnal, which means that slayers have to be too. It’s safer to sleep when the sun is shining. Safer but not safe. Not fully.  

When I come around the van, Michie’s standing barefoot in front of her door, room 103. No back on the plastic smock she’s wearing, so if she turned around now I’d see everything. I fast walk toward my door to avoid giving her the chance.

“Why don’t you get inside before someone sees you?” I say.

“Uh, key?” she says, spreading her fingers across the apron as if it say, I obviously don’t have it on me.

“Right, sorry,” I say.

I fumble in my pockets and retrieve her room key and then my own. I hand her key over.

“Thanks,” she says. “Can you get rid of this with the rest of the stuff?”

She fingers the hem of the smock suggestively.

“Sure,” I say.

She opens the door and then darts into the dark motel room, pulling on the door from the inside so that it’s only open a crack. A moment later, her slender hand appears through the door with the plastic apron dangling from it. I reach out and take it.

“Thanks!” she says.

The door closes, then opens again, just a crack.

“Hey, if you hear any noises coming through the walls, just ignore it,” she says. “It’s just me getting myself off.”

“Do your worst,” I say. “I’ve got Willie Bobo to keep me company.”

She gives an exaggerated yawn.

“Nighty night, Humbert,” she says, wiggling her fingers in a wave.

Humbert is the nickname she uses when she wants to annoy me. She picked it up after she found an English-language version of Lolita in a Croatian hostel. As much as I disapprove of the comparison, it’s hard not to see the parallel. Read the book. The little girl is the one seducing the grown man at least half the time. Of course, that’s with him telling the story.

“Don’t forget to lock your door,” I say, as I turn the key and open my own.

“If you need me, just give three sharp knocks,” she says. “So I know to let the right one in.”

I fold up the apron and hide it in the van. I should take it all into the forest and bury it tonight, but I don’t want to get caught on the road again. Better to lay low and deal with it tomorrow.

I return to my room and switch on the light before stepping inside. My fingers hovering just above my knife’s leather sheath, a force of habit. The room is exactly as I left it. Bed unmade, a bottle of Smartwater sitting on top of the mini fridge. There’s a change of clothes set out on the chair. Three more are in my duffle bag. The duffle bag and its contents, plus the van, comprise everything I own in this world.

I have a seat on the edge of the bed and pull off my boots. Joints ache at the end of the day. When did that start happening? I strip off my clothes and then enter the small bathroom with its out-of-date tiles, some of which are split in places. Shower curtain only has three little rings that are still hanging on the rod.

The showerhead spits out a little water and I wet myself with it. My cock’s partially engorged but not fully stiff. I try to ignore it.

She’s always playing with me, her stupid little games. My will knows better, but the flesh is weak as they say. I could twist off in here and she’d never know the difference. But if I allow myself to imagine her body in that other room…

It’s a vicious cycle. One that only self-control can break.

Toweling off, I pad back into the bedroom and take tomorrow’s pair of underwear off the chair. Putting them on, I have a seat on the bed. The mattress springs squeak as the bed accepts my weight. Moments later, Michie begins her performance.

“Uaaah,” she moans.

She’s probably splayed out on the bed in the other room, taking advantage of how thin the walls in this place are.

“Oohhhh… oooooooaaahh!”

The groans are performative, meant only for me. But she’ll get bored and start to really get herself off soon enough.

I retrieve my iPod (yes, I am old) from my bag and then fumble with the earbuds, my fingers unknotting the tangle feverishly.

When they’re untied, I put the buds in my ears and scroll through my playlist until I find “Dig My Feeling,” the compilation album that Willie Bobo’s widow and family put together after he passed on. These were songs that would have been forgotten, so it’s a good thing they weren’t because I think when you put them all together, “Dig My Feeling” is probably his best work. It’s got the kind of hot licks and fun Latin vibes perfect for drowning out the sounds of a vindictive teenager torturing you with the sounds of her masturbating.

I crank up the volume and close my eyes. I take a deep breath, trying not to picture anything. But Michie is in rare form tonight, and her howls soon become so loud that they compete with the music with their frantic intensity.

“Oh, oohh, God,” she screams. “Deac! Oh, Deac!”

Sometimes, I don't know which part of my promise is harder to keep, the part about never touching Michie or the part about keeping her alive. Kirk, you have no idea what your daughter is putting me through. What that girl needs is for someone to bend her over his knee and spank that impudent look right off her face—

Nope. NO!

I can’t help it. The towel around my waist starts to tent at the thought of it. I turn the volume up so loud it’s practically making my ears bleed.

Fight, Hunter! Fight! You don’t want the ice bucket again, do you?

“Ohaaaaaaaa!”

The heels of her feet are pounding against the wall now. I grit my teeth. Pulling out my earbuds, I toss the iPod on the bedspread and hurry to grab the empty ice bucket from on top of the dresser. Where’s that fucking key?

I grab the little yellow diamond and unlatch the door. Then, I stomp across to the other side of the parking lot where the ice machine is located. A paper sign warns it’s for “CUSTOMERS ONLY.”

I slide the bucket under the catch and press the button. A few irregularly-shaped cubes tumble out. I repeat the process again and again. Damn it, hurry up! I need this!

I’m able to fill about half the bucket before the machine stops making that whirring sound, which means it has already given up all its ice.

Adjusting the towel at my waist, I stomp back to my room. I resist the urge to pound on Michie’s door as I pass by it. She’s trying to get a rise out of me anyway. I can’t let her know it’s working.

I’m vulnerable out here. Exposed. If there was a vampire watching and waiting for a chance to strike, it could certainly kill me right now, getting ice barefoot and covering my chubby with a towel.

But what choice do I have?

Inside, I lock and latch the door again. The towel falls to the floor and I hurry to the sink in the bathroom. I switch on the faucet and stick the ice bucket under the water.

Come on, come on!

My erection is stiff and hurting me now. My cock is twitching, demanding I stroke it. Michie’s lewd sounds are still audible from the other room. But their quality has changed. Her groans aren’t so theatrical and over-the-top. Now they’re sensual, softer, hungry. She’s not just making noises to annoy me. She’s giving in to her own pleasure.  

When the bucket is full enough, I slosh the water around to make sure that it’s cold enough. Then I take it with both hands. I take a deep breath, wincing the second that I plunge the head of my dick into the ice.

Grrrrr!

Hurts so good. Plunging deeper, my balls retreat as the sting from the water snuffs my ardor. The cold is agony, but it does the trick. The ice has the same effect on my erection that it has on bruised flesh, which incidentally is where I got the idea.

Soon, my cock has gone from aching to completely numb. Satisfied that I’m no longer stiff, I pull myself out of the ice bucket and then step into the shower with it. I close my eyes and then dump it over my head.

Ahhhh.

I stand in the shower, feeling my body resetting to normal. I listen for the sounds of Michie’s self-love. But the room is silent. I take a breath and dry myself off with the damp towel I used before.

Cold but relieved, I climb into bed and cover myself with the thin, scratchy bedspread. Michie must have tired herself out because I don’t hear anything more. I stick the earbuds back into my ears and listen to the rest of the album. When that’s done, I put on Cal Tjader and when he’s finished, I shuffle my playlist. I can feel my eyes getting heavy.

I peek out from under the bedspread. There’s a faint blue leaking through the gap in the curtains. It’s dawn. I yawn and pull the bedspread over me again. Soon, I’m fast asleep. 


5.

The Night Owl is next door to the Royal Pines Lodge and is open 24 hours, which is why we’ve eaten nearly every meal here since we arrived. It’s kind of like Village Inn, if you’ve ever been to one of those. A waiter, though not the guy who took our order, appears and puts plates in front of us.

“Country-fried steak with biscuits and gravy,” he says, “and a short stack on the side.”

He places two plates heaping with food in front of me then goes back to the tray.

“Cobb salad with dressing on the side.”

This he places in front of Michie.

Once he’s gone, we switch. I tilt the serving dish over my salad, letting just a little ranch fall across the plate.

“You eat like a chick,” Michie says.

I pierce a large chunk of iceberg lettuce coated in red crispy flakes with my fork and hold it out for her to see.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“Bacon bits,” she says.

“Indulgence,” I say. “I need healthy fuel, but I’m not made of stone.”

“I can eat all this and not gain a pound,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “The same was true for me once. But I can tell you from experience, it doesn’t last.”

“Maybe so,” she says. “But maybe not.”

Being nineteen, her waistline defies nature. Even as I’m watching her shovel fried steak and other empty calories into her mouth, I can’t believe it. There’s not an ounce of fat anywhere on her completely exposed stomach.

“Everyone who’s ever been young thinks like that,” I say. “Maybe I can do whatever I like and get away with it and it won’t matter for me because I’m different.”

“Eh, maybe I won’t live very long,” she says.

“Why would you say that?” I say.

“Well, look at both my parents,” she says. “Let’s not forget, in our line of work there are vocational hazards.”

“Okay,” I say, “Maybe you’re right. But consider the alternative. What if you end up living longer than you expect to?”

“I don’t have to wonder what that would be like,” she says. “I could ask you.”

“Hey, I still have a lot of living to do,” I say, lifting the fork from my bowl and waving a piece of Romaine at her. “And I intend to preserve myself for as long as I can.” 

“I’d rather be dead than get really old,” she says.

“Everyone says that when they’re young, too.”

I eat the hardboiled egg and some cherry tomatoes from my salad. She really is so young. And, if I can admit it without getting myself worked up, beautiful. 

She stops chewing and clocks me staring.

“What?” she asks.

“Nothing,” I say. “Just trying to see you the way that some middle manager at a gas station might.”

She’s wearing a form-fitting purple Batgirl T-shirt that bends across her body, with its plunging neckline and high cut above her belly conspiring to reveal as much skin as possible.

“And? What’s the verdict?”

She gives a sweet smile, pretending to be innocent. In spite of what I know about her, it’s remarkably believable.

“I’d give you a chance,” I say. “Of course, that’s assuming I didn’t know you.”

She sticks out her tongue, which is coated in food. Such a brat.

Our waitress, the one who took our orders, comes back and refills our coffee cups. Michie snags two more packets of brown sugar from the dispenser and tears the wrappers with her teeth. She spits out the scraps of paper and mixes both packets into her mug at once. I take a gulp of black coffee. The best thing you can say about it is that it’s hot. 

I look around the diner at people who have been coming to this place and places like it all their lives and will continue to do so for however long they have left, which for many of them may not be that long.

“If you couldn’t do… our thing anymore, what would you do?”

She finishes chewing before answering.

“What, you mean if I got bit?” she says, stabbing her steak and rending its flesh with her knife. “I’d kill slayers.”

“That’s not what I mean. Don’t you ever think about doing something else? Something different with your life?”

She looks at me with utter bewilderment. 

“No.”

“Never?”

“What are you even talking about, Deac?” she says, dropping her fork onto her plate. “What, do you want to sell insurance? Work at the post office? What big dreams did you give up to become a slayer?”

“I made my choice,” I say. “You had it made for you.”

“So? It’s my choice too,” she says. “Besides, I’m not some little girl who does whatever she’s told. I choose this life, just like you do. We’re slayers. It’s who we are. Sure, the pay sucks and there’s always the chance that some night a vamp will rip your throat out, but… we’re alive.” 

She gestures to the people in the booth across from us.

“They’re not.”

“That’s not true,” I say. “There’s nothing wrong with an ordinary life. Most people are perfectly satisfied to lead one.”

“No they’re not, and why should they be?” Michie says. “You can’t give up this life, because if you ever did you’d never have to fight for anything anymore. Besides, how would you survive without me?”

I take another sip of coffee. Black, no sugar. It’s terrible. 

“My back hurts,” I say.

“Sounds like all your self-discipline isn’t getting you shit,” she says, pouring maple syrup all over her pancakes and then doing the same to the steak, biscuits and gravy.

“Let me cook something for you,” I say. "So we're not always eating out." 

“How?” Michie says. “The motel room doesn’t even have a hot plate.”

“I’ll go to the store and pick up some things that are healthy and fresh,” I say. “Maybe I could throw together shopska like I used to make in Bulgaria.”

“I could eat shopska,” she says. “Plus, you’d be making yourself useful while I’m slaving away behind a cash register.” 

“Speaking of, let’s get to it,” I say. “If we get there early enough, you might be able to fill out an application and start working tonight.”

“Blah,” Michie groans.

“You want to go shopping for something more professional first?” she asks.

“No, what you’ve got on is fine,” I say. “Night shift manager is bound to be a guy. You’ve got a better chance of getting the job if you show some skin.”

She smiles, satisfied.

“Don’t forget that thing that’s still in the van,” she says.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I’ll find a place to get rid of it tonight.”

Michie rests her hand in her palm and looks at me with curious eyes. 

“Hey, Deac, be honest with me, okay?”

“Sure.”

“Is it big?”

“Is it? Oh. It,” I say, realizing what she means and wondering how to answer delicately. “Well.… it’s not–”

“Oh, my god!” Michie says, crossing and recrossing her legs. “You’re bigger, aren’t you?” 

“I’m not saying a word,” I say, scratching the back of my head.

“You don’t have to.”

She gives a little squeal.

We finish our meal and I pay the check. According to the article report we read, Clayton Hatch worked at the Pulse Point gas station on Route 7. So, we jump in the van and head out to the edge of town.

The whole way, I’ve got my eyes peeled for the police, not that I could do much to evade them in this heap even if I had to.

The gas station sits at a wide shoulder curve with the treeline pressing in all around it and a gravel truck turnoff on the opposite side of the road. The Pulse Point logo has a yellow drop of gasoline as the dot on the “i.”

I drive around the pumps and park in a spot by the side of the building with a view of the interior through the window.

“I’ll wait here,” I say. “If you’ve got the job, come to that window and give me a sign.”

“How long do I have to do this for?” she asks.

“A standard shift is eight hours long,” I say. “I’ll be here to pick you up.”

Michie unbuckles her belt and climbs out of the van. I watch her walk in. Some bulbous trucker with strings of greasy hair spilling out from under his hat enters at just the same time. Dingus stops to let the lady go first, but it’s just a chance for him to scope out her ass.

My hackles go up, a protective instinct I can’t fight. I sigh. It’s not like she can’t take care of herself. She could gut that oaf like a fish, and that’s even without her knife. But I still can’t help worrying about her. I wait ten minutes, then twenty. Finally, after half an hour, she appears in the window. She’s wearing a yellow polo shirt with the gas station’s logo on it.

She flashes me a big smile then flips me off.

I roll my eyes and flash the van’s lights to let her know the message has been received. Then I back out of the space and turn onto the highway. I follow it for a few exits until I see a turnoff with no name. It’s a rural two-lane road that snakes into the alpine forest. Perfect. I take it for a few miles, checking all the time for headlights behind me.

Once I’m satisfied that I’m far enough out, I kill the engine and climb back into the cab to retrieve the biohazard bag. Once I’ve got it, I wrap the plastic coroner’s apron around it. I’ve got a retractable shovel among all the other crap in the back, so digging the hole is easy.

Outside, I just walk out fifty or sixty paces and stop. The night is still, just a few clouds covering the moon. I pause and just listen for anything that could disturb the stillness. I don’t see anything. I don’t hear anything. But I feel something.

When you spend your life hunting monsters, you have to be careful to keep a balance. You should never, ever ignore your instincts. But you can’t treat them as reliable all the time either. They’ll deceive you.

That’s why I’ve found that when you get a strange feeling, it’s usually better to stop and wait, and to watch. So, I stop. I wait. There’s nothing. Not a sound. I walk forward a few paces and I hear a twig snap about a hundred feet off. It wasn’t me. My foot didn’t make that sound.

I freeze, but then I don’t hear a thing. I take the flashlight from my belt and scan from pine to pine. It’s not a deer; maybe a rabbit. I put the flashlight away and then hurl the head of my shovel into the dirt in front of me. I make the hole big and deep enough to cover the bag in three feet of earth. Then I toss it inside and cover it up.

It’s an ignominious end for the remains of a young’s most treasured part, but what can I do? Would burning it be better? Not for my purposes it wouldn’t.

I refill the hole. Then I walk a respectable distance and relieve myself against a tree.

Heading back into town, I follow Route 7 until it turns back to Pine Ridge Road. This takes me into the main drag, the road widening into four lanes as I approach the heart of town. Harvest Home Market sits at the intersection with Alpine Way. There’s a print shop and a pharmacy on either side. The parking lot has one entrance and one exit. I pull in and choose a bay facing outward.

Inside, I grab a shopping basket from the stack that sits next to a scarecrow with a jack-o-lantern for a head. This isn’t the kind of place where they just string up some paper pumpkin decorations and call it done. They really go all out, with a veritable fall cornucopia, complete with straw and those weird bulbous and bumpy squash that nobody actually buys but which convey a sense of “autumn in New England” even though we’re on the other coast. 

This place is clearly outside of my price range, but so long as I stick to essentials I won’t break the bank. I check the list I keep of everything we need. Deodorant and toothpaste would probably be cheaper from the Dollar General, but I pick up a couple cans of black beans for later and the garbanzo beans I’ll need for the shopska.

In the produce section, I pick out tomatoes, cucumbers, and a bell pepper. I get a can of olives and a bottle of olive oil and put them in my basket too. The olive oil plus the feta could be a meal by themselves if I just add some hard bread.

Then, I catch a scent of something on the air. Not bread. Perfume.

I see her as she’s rounding the corner of the World Foods aisle. I don’t need anything down that aisle. I forget the bread and follow her.
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It’s the swish in her walk, the rhythm of it that makes me want to follow her. She pauses, bending in those high-waisted jeans, turquoise heels planted. She snags a packet of something, premade curry. She got her hair done, maybe a shampoo and blow-dry. That’s the scent. It’s still in my nose now. Clean, wholesome, whole. 

I turn, trying to busy myself with picking from a dozen varieties of rice. I grab a 16 oz bag and put it in the basket. When I look back, she’s turned away, the curves of her ass teasing me as she glides, heel to toe.

What am I doing? I’m just passing through this town. Besides, a woman like that has got to have someone. And even if she doesn’t, that doesn’t mean she’s looking for a guy like me.

I put the rice back and then scan the rest of the shelves for anything I need. Nothing essential, so I move on. I go to the bakery section for the bread and then head for the checkout section at the front. But before I reach it, she comes prancing by, blonde hair bouncing with each step. Our eyes meet, she looks away. Then our eyes meet again. She keeps walking. 

Something loping in her gait, vulnerable like a wounded fawn. It’s almost like her slender ankle could give out at any moment which, if true, means that hovering just a few steps behind her isn’t stalking so much as “staying ready.”  

I let her get ahead of me and then busy myself with the tabloids. Where’s Weekly World News? Do they still print it? Whatever happened to Bat Boy? 

I scan the plastic basket like I’m trying to figure out what’s missing. She’s sauntered into the wine section. Oh, wine. That’s what I’ve forgotten!

I stand a little straighter, puffing my chest out. The instinct to remain low-key and inconspicuous is hard to break without conscious effort. I’m tall but hunch so bad I have to remind myself not to do it when it counts.

She’s examining a label, turning it over in her hand like the prop it is. She’s been waiting for me here. She doesn’t look up as I approach, then glances at me as I come to look over the bottles in the waist-high cabinets directly across from her. She holds up a bottle in one hand.

“You’re an eighteen-year-old girl,” she says.

“I am?”

“Yes, which of these would you rather drink? Merlot or pinot noir?”

“If I’m an eighteen-year-old girl, I’d drink anything I could get my hands on,” I say. “But I would choose a flavored hard seltzer, because, being eighteen, I have terrible taste.”

“Blech!” she says. “You’re right. Absolutely right. But if I buy that for her, what will I drink?”

I shrug.

“You should be used to this by now,” I say. “You can have whatever you like.”

She seems to like this answer.

“I’m going with the merlot,” she says. “Thanks.”

She walks off toward the cooler with the craft beer and canned mixed drinks in the corner. I follow her. She opens the case and then grabs a square white box containing six cans of hard seltzer.

“Can you carry this?” she asks, handing it to me before I can answer.

“I can.” 

“I hope you don’t judge me for furnishing my underage daughter with alcohol,” she says, as we walk together toward the checkout counter.

“You want to keep her at home with you,” I say. “So at least you know she’s safe.”

“That’s exactly right,” she says. “You’re two for two.”

We’ve arrived at the checkout counter. The only thing standing between us and the end of this conversation is a fellow night stalker buying a bottle of vodka and a lighter.

“Do I get to press my luck?” I ask.

She purses her lips together, thinking.

“I forgot something in the produce section,” she says.

I step back and gesture with my basket for her to lead the way.

“What did you forget?” I ask when we arrive.

“I don’t know, let’s walk around until we see it,” she says, scanning vegetables still dripping from their last spritzing. She examines the vegetables like a general reviewing a legion of men standing at attention.

“Oh, this looks healthy,” she says, pulling the bell pepper from my basket. 

“That’s mine,” I say.

“You may have staked a claim on it,” she says, waving the pepper in front of me. “But even if you’ve chosen it, has it chosen you?”

“Thoughtlessly, I didn’t even ask,” I say. “I feel like such a cad.”

She puts the pepper back in my basket.

“What are you making?”

“Shopska.”

“Ooh,” she coos. “Is that Russian?”

“The one I’m making is a Bulgarian recipe,” I say. “But the map is drawn with thinner lines over there.”

“Wow,” she says. “You don’t meet a lot of men of the world in Creeque.”

“That’s okay,” I say. “Since I’m an eighteen-year-old girl, I’m probably not ready to meet worldly men anyway.”

She smiles, the kind of smile that shows off smile lines and pearly white incisors.

“I’m Cassandra Redmayne,” she says.

“I’m Hunter Deacon.”

“Hunter,” she says, trying the name on her tongue. “It suits you, your aura. And with all the black…” 

Guys who slay vampires for a living don’t wear khakis. A black jacket with black pants and boots suits me fine.

“It looks better than you than it does on my daughter,” she says. “I guess she’s in a goth phase because she’s dressing like Morticia Addams.”

My T-shirt is white at least.

“You look like you’ve been living out in the forest,” she says. 

“Not recently,” I say with a grin. 

“I don’t mean to suggest you’re dirty. But there’s something about you that says— solitary.”  

“What is it?” I say.

“Well, your shirt is wrinkled,” she says. “You need a shave. You smell nice, though.”

“That’s what I noticed about you first,” I say. “Your smell. Well, actually the scent of your hair.”

“I haven’t been taking very good care of myself lately,” she says, running her fingers through her thick curtain of blonde hair. “I decided it was time to start.”  

“You deserve it,” I say.

“Thank you.”

She looks in my basket again.

“That’s a lot of food for one,” she says.

“Actually, I’m cooking for two,” I say.

“Oh,” Cassandra says, not hiding her disappointment.

“But the girl I’m cooking for isn’t my partner,” I say. 

“Oh!” she says, her voice rising excitedly.

“It’s a dish I used to make for her when we were traveling together,” I say. “It’s her first day starting her first job. She’s not exactly excited about it. This is to make the medicine go down.” 

“So, we’re both bribing our kids?”

“It would appear so,” I say.

Notice, technically I didn’t say that Michie was my daughter. 

“At least she was able to find a job,” Cassandra says. “These kids have it a lot harder than we did. Where’s she working?”

“The Pulse Point gas station on Route 7.”

Cassandra’s eyes widen a little. Maybe.

“The police found some poor kid dead in his car,” she says. “I read about it. I think he worked there.”

“Was it suicide?” I ask.

“They didn’t release the cause of death in the article,” she says. “But they mentioned he was only twenty-two. I think about someone dying that young and I can’t process it. I’d already had Madie when I was twenty-two. It’s so hard for me to imagine my life ending at that point, looking back on it now.”

“None of us know how long we’ve got,” I say. “We’re lucky to have made it this far.”

“Yeah,” she says. “But this generation isn’t like we were at the same age,” she says. “It’s not just jobs, it’s everything. I’m worried about them. Well, one most of all.”

“Tell me about Madie,” I say.

Cassandra seems slightly startled at the use of her daughter’s name. Maybe she forgot she gave it to me, or maybe she’s just reacting to the intimacy of me using it so soon after we’ve met.

“Madison is… troubled,” she says. “I don't know how it happened. I can’t ask her about it because she’ll just shut herself up in her room whenever I try to pry. She already sleeps all day. I don’t know what role I’m supposed to play here.” 

“I get it,” I say. “You smooth the way for them, and they resent it. So, you push them out of the nest and they get mad.”

We walk around the vegetable bins a few times, picking up tomatoes and putting them back. When we’ve seen it all, we make another circuit.

“The pretense that we’re shopping is starting to wear thin,” she says. “If you don’t make a move soon–”

“Cassandra,” I say. “I’d love to see you again. Can we have dinner together?”

“Do you usually eat after 10 PM?”

“I am a night owl,” I say. “But I didn’t mean tonight. How about tomorrow night?”

She gives the question more careful thought than I was expecting. 

“Don’t read too much into my silence,” she says finally. “I’d love to eat dinner with you, Hunter. But I’m the single mom of a teenage daughter. I can’t say yes automatically. I have every right to, but my mind won’t let me.”

“I can wait all night,” I say.

She looks at me, and whatever she sees makes her smile.

“Yes, we can eat together,” she says. “Madison will probably just stay in her room all night. Maybe I’ll save this merlot and we’ll open it together?”

“Perfect.”

We walk back over to the checkout counter, which is free. Cassandra turns to me, having just remembered something.

“Oh, but what will your daughter do?”

“She’ll be fine,” I say. “She’ll be busy working anyway.”

“I usually eat dinner a bit late,” she says. “Maybe you can come to my place at seven? I’ll do the main course myself, but I can figure out something for you to do. The salad, maybe?”

“Sure, that sounds great.”

“Give me your phone,” she says. “I’ll create a new contact and put in my address.”

I set the box of White Claw on the little conveyor belt and then take my phone out of my pocket. The clerk rings up the seltzers while Cassandra enters her info.

“Oh, let me pay for those,” Cassandra says, her fingers coming to rest on my arm. 

“That’s alright,” I say. “I already put it down.”

The cashier scans the rest of what’s in my basket and weighs the produce. Cassandra takes a selfie with my phone. I pay with my credit card.

Her groceries are next, the wine, a couple cans of tuna, some margarine, a box of tissues, bandages too. I hadn’t noticed those before. She hands me back my phone as the cashier bags her groceries. I wink at the scarecrow as we walk out together.

“I’ve made you my accomplice,” she says, taking my arm. “Well, technically you’re the perpetrator and I’m just an accessory.”

“I’ve taken bigger risks,” I say.

“Where’s your car?” she asks.

“It’s the, uh, van in the corner,” I say, pointing.

“Oh,” she says. “That’s me.” 

She points with her left hand, still holding her shopping bag, at a dark green Subaru Forester. Her arm slips out of mine. I hand over the box of White Claw.

“I hope Madison likes these,” I say.

“If I can coax her from her room, it’s a victory,” Cassandra says. “Thanks again, Hunter.”

“Until tomorrow night, Cassandra.”

She shimmies over to her car and I walk over to mine.

Don’t look back. That looks overeager… Well, maybe just a peek. You don’t want to appear disinterested.

I look back at her and she’s watching me walk away. I smile. Just what I was hoping for.

Inside the van, I toss the groceries into the seat beside me. I open my phone and find her contact. Cassandra Redmayne. That selfie. Those lips, the way that her hair falls across her eyes, those big eyelashes. Wow. I’m aroused, and for once I’m not guilty about it.

Well, except that I’m not actually staying in this town for long, and I let her believe that Michie was my daughter. But she’s age appropriate and I never promised any dying friends I wouldn’t touch her. That’s something.

I’ve still got lots of time to kill, so I figure I’ll work out in the motel room while I’m waiting for Michie. I do some crunches, push-ups, squats and wall sits, having some olive oil and bread as a snack. Not bad at all.

Every time I stop what I’m doing, I find thoughts of Cassandra slipping into my consciousness, finding her in the cracks of my awareness. What is a woman like that doing single? She’s been alone awhile, I can tell. But it’s not because she can’t find anyone interesting.

The way that we seemed to just click, the way we’re already playing this little game together from the second we met. It was… mesmerizing. She didn’t even ask what I do, where I’m from, why I’m here. I have no idea about her whole story, her ex, or what she’s doing dressed like that to go to the grocery store. It all seemed so much less important than getting down to who we are underneath. We’re both defined by the people we care for as much as ourselves. So Michie’s not my daughter? The protective feeling is still real. 

Finally, after hours of waiting, I’m about ready to pick up Michie from work. She hasn’t updated me, so maybe that means she hasn’t found a free moment to review the security footage from the night of the killing. Maybe she saw it and there wasn’t anything on the tape to see, but why not send me a text letting me know?

Suddenly, I get one.  

Michie: Don’t need a ride anymore.

I frown at the screen. Why not? My thumbs scramble across the keyboard but not before another text message dings–

It’s a photo. Of Michie. She’s smiling wickedly, holding the phone. She’s on the back of a motorbike that’s clearly driving too fast by the blur of the night around her. The phone’s tilted in her hand so that I can see the back of the driver– the only one of them wearing a helmet. She’s got her arm around him.

Michie: Don’t wait up!
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She’s rebellious. She’s careless. She’s trying to piss you off. Relax.

I take a deep breath and kick over the trash can beside the bed.

She’s acting out precisely because you were so hard on her. She is a teenager. She’s testing you. She’s not going to do anything with that stupid little punk with the bike. She just wants you to think that she might. That’s her game. Well, it will only work if you agree to play.

So, I won’t. She can do what she likes. She’s not my daughter. Yes, I swore to protect her life but not to watch her every minute. This is fine. It’s her asserting her independence, that’s all. It doesn’t bother me that she does that. In fact, I should take it as a sign that she’s maturing and then I think of that punk on the motorcycle—

I kick the trash can again and stomp on the already flattened water bottle I left inside.

Taptaptap!

Three sharp, quick knocks.

I throw open the door. She’s leaning against the door frame with a big, dopey grin on her face.

“Hey,” she says, holding up a brown plastic shopping bag from Pulse Point.

“Get in here,” I say, my voice gruffer than I hoped it would sound.

She pushes off the door frame and slinks inside. I lock the door and bolt it behind her.

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” I demand.

“Kyle offered to give me a ride home,” she says. “I told him I didn’t get off work for five hours, so he said he would come back in five hours. Then, he did.”

“Did it occur to you that Kyle might be the vamp?”

“Yeah.”

“So, what were you going to do if he was?” I say.

She drops the shopping bag on the table, making a loud thunk! 
“Kill him,” she says.

“Kill him, how?” I say. “You didn’t have your knife.”  

“Oh, that’s right,” she says, striding toward me. “You took it from me.”

“Even if he wasn’t a vampire, he could have overpowered you,” I say.

“No,” she says. “He couldn’t have.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“He showed me his knife,” she says, rolling her eyes.

“Oh, that’s good,” I say, my anger rising. “So he had a weapon but you didn’t? Now I’m reassured.”

“He didn’t know how to use it. If I’d felt threatened, I would’ve taken it off him.”

“What if you couldn’t?”

“I did,” she says.

She drops to one knee and pulls a serrated Bowie knife out of her boot sheath. She tosses it on the table next to the shopping bag.

“Did he threaten you with it?”

“No,” she says. “He thinks he still has it.”

“Why’d you steal it?”

“You took mine,” she says. “He showed it to me, thinking I’d be impressed. I could tell he didn’t know how to use it. So, I thought, okay. He wants to take me home, I’ll let him.”

“You could have told him you already had a ride,” I say. 
“That’s right,” she says, touching her fingers to her lip in a gesture of faux innocence.

“But you wanted to piss me off,” I say, smiling mirthlessly. 

“That’s right!” she says, smiling mirthfully enough for both of us.

“You got off work an hour ago,” I say. “What the hell have you been doing?”

“We drove around awhile, he asked me where I wanted to go. I told him to bring me to the motel. He thought I wanted to get a room with him. I explained otherwise. He got angry and revved his engine—like a bitch—and sped off. That’s what happened.”

“That’s what happened?” I say, succeeding for the first time in this conversation to keep the emotion out of my voice.

“That’s what happened,” she says again.

“Okay,” I say. “Now that’s all settled, why don’t you go back to your own room?”

“Whoa, hold on,” she says. “We’re celebrating.”

“What are we celebrating?” I say.

“My retirement,” Michie says. “And the damn fine job I did during my many hours of service.”

“You’re not going back to work tomorrow?” I say, realizing this ruins my dinner plans.

“Uh, no!” she says. “Why would I do that when I got this?”

She pulls a Sandisk USB drive out of her pocket and slides the keychain around her ring finger.

“You got the security footage?” I say. “Already?”

“Yep,” she says. “You get the stuff to make shopska?”

“Yeah, I’ve got it.”

“Good,” she says, “I’ve got wodka.”

She reaches into the plastic bag and pulls out a fifth of clear liquor. She hands it to me, and from the label I can tell it’s some cheap domestic brand decorated in a faux-Soviet style.

“Did you steal this?” I ask.

“No, I paid for it,” she says in her cartoon dog voice. “Of course, I stole it. I’m not even twenty-one. I can’t buy alcohol.”

She reaches for the bottle and unscrews the cap.

“Nu shto, poyékhali!” she says, in Russian, “alright, then. Let’s go!”

“Hold on,” I say, looking around for my laptop. “I wanna see this first.”

I stomp over to the corner of the room where my old Lenovo is buried under some dirty clothes. I dig it out and set it on the table beside the vodka. Michie appears behind me, peering over my shoulder as the laptop powers on.

“Did you have any trouble getting access?” I ask.

“Nope,” she says. “I’d been on the job three hours when the shift manager showed me how the DVR worked. She walked me through how the timeline scrubber worked, how to export clips. Everything. Before I left, I said I was going to check on the feed for pump three. They even had the USB drive lying around.”

“Well done,” I say.

The screen comes to life and I enter my password. A minute later, I’m clicking on the file stored on the stick. There are a dozen files here at least, and they’ve all got names like— CH02_2025-11-09_23-12-08.dav.

“Which one am I looking at here?” I ask.

She points to one file.

“There.”

I click on it and the video player opens. The image is scratchy, tinted green and kinda laggy. But our friend Mr. Hatch is there behind the counter. The camera’s on the ceiling, so the angle is awkward. But it’s clear enough that I can make out Hatch’s face.

“Scrub forward,” she says. “It’s just after 21:28.”

I click the scrubber and drag it across the timeline. The image gets blocky, choppy. But when it reconstitutes itself there’s a figure approaching the counter. Slender, feminine frame and she glides across the room like Morticia Addams. She wears a black hat with a rounded brim with a black veil covering her face. Her black dress is a kind of flowing gown with a fake fur lining.

“Subtle, eh?” Michie says. “She couldn’t be more obvious about it if she strutted around naked with the words I’m a vampire painted on her.”

“Amazing,” I say. “Where’s the reverse angle?”

“There isn’t one,” Michie says.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, Deac, I’m sure.”

I watch as the figure silently speaks with Hatch. What’s she buying? Gas, probably.

“One of the other cameras must have picked her up,” I say. “What about the exteriors?”

“Go back to the file list,” Michie says.

She reads over the files.

“There it is,” she says, pointing to another of the files. “Camera 4.”

She clicks the mousepad and then drags it across the timeline. Our black lady appears again, gliding, ethereal. I can’t make out much about her under that hat and veil. She’s graceful, almost too much so, like it’s some kind of affectation. Can’t tell how old she is, or much else about her.  

“Is this the clearest picture we have?” I say. “We don’t have any footage with her face?”

“That’s all there is,” Michie says. 

“I wonder if the police have seen this yet.”

“I couldn’t ask the manager,” Michie says. “It would have been too suspicious.”

I shut the laptop.

“Well, it’s a lead anyway,” I say. “You did great, Michie.”

“And now—let’s drink!” she says, slapping me hard across the back and grabbing the bottle off the table. She goes over to the little tray on top of the mini-fridge and takes the overturned juice glass from its paper coaster. She unscrews the cap and then fills it halfway through with clear liquid.  

“What are you doing?” I say, rising from my seat. “That’s way too much.”

“Come on, Deac, it’s almost dawn,” she whines. “Let’s get drunk!”

It may sound strange, but this is the safest time for us slayers to let our guard down. “Safest” being a relative term. We may be safe from the predations of creatures of the night, but that doesn’t mean I’m safe from Michie’s.

She thrusts the glass at me, sloshing some on the carpet in the process.

“Hold on,” I say. “You’re spilling everywhere and you haven’t even taken a sip yet.”

“It’s not gonna stain the carpet, Deac,” she says. “Loosen up a little. Remember Sighișoara?”

“Michie, I’m not proud of Sighișoara,” I say. “I only drank like that because there was no hospital around and I had a broken rib. And because I was still in shock that we hadn’t both been killed.”

“But we weren’t killed, were we?” she says. “That was one of the best days of my life.”

She presses the wet glass into my hand and then goes to fill up the other.

This is a bad idea. If she gets you drunk, there’s no telling what she might do. And there’s no telling what I might do if I’m drunk. But what reason do I have to kick her out?

“I’m tired, Michie,” I say.

“Drink that, and you’ll sleep like the dead,” she says.

She opens the freezer with her finger and slides the bottle inside. Then she turns to me and clinks her glass with mine.

“Vashe zdorov'ye!” she says, turning up her glass and gulping down a truly heroic swig.

“Ah!” she gasps. “That’s the stuff!”

I sigh. Can’t let her get drunk all by herself. She’s determined to drink, so the only question is whether I let her drink alone.

“Alright,” I say. “But let’s not overdo it, okay?” 
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“He’s blonde, he’s pissed, he’ll see you in the lists! Lichtenstein!” we sing along with the people on TV. “Lichtenstein! Lichtenstein!”

We’re pretty hammered. A Knight’s Tale is playing back to back on TBS. We’ve already watched it once the whole way through, and now it’s coming back around. Apparently, not unlike the vodka—because Michie suddenly leaps up and rushes for the toilet. I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor and stumble over the plate of shopska I made, to help her. I lean over her, watching as she vomits into the bowl.

“Bleeaaacch!”

She releases the contents of her stomach, Christmas-colored chunks of bell pepper and tomatoes, then wipes her mouth. I pat her back.

“Time for bed,” I say. “After you’ve had some water.”

She groans, then flushes and stands.

“I’m okay,” she says, her steps wobbly.

She holds her arms out in front of her and then slowly pads over to the sink to cup her hands under the faucet and take a drink of water. 

“Where’s my toothbrush?” she asks.

“In your own room,” I say. “You can get it later. Just go lay down first.”

She stumbles back into the bedroom and collapses on my bed.

I shut the door to take a piss. When I’m finished, I come back out and find the vodka bottle on the floor.

I pick it up and find it’s drained of all but a quarter of its contents. Good Lord. I unscrew the cap and toss it at the trash can, missing it. Michie’s splayed across the bed. She sits up and looks at me.

“You’re still drinking?” Michie says.

“No.”

I take the bottle in the bathroom and pour the rest of the vodka down the toilet and flush it. On TV, Heath Ledger is preparing for another tournament. I switch it off.

“We’re like knights,” Michie says, her eyes closed. “And samurai.”

“Yeah, that’s right,” I say.

I have a seat in the chair and run my hands over my face. What time is it?

“You could do anything you wanted to with me right now,” Michie says, giggling. “Anything you wanted.”

“No, I couldn’t,” I say.

“Why not?” she says, her voice petulant.

“Because I’m far too drunk.”

“That’s not the reason.”

“That’s one reason.” 

“Stupid promise,” she mutters. “Why do you still keep that stupid promise?”

“Michie, please. I can’t argue with you right now.”

“You know why my dad made you swear that oath?” she says.

“He wanted to make sure you’d be safe.”

“No,” she says. “Not that part. The part about never fucking me.”

“He cared about you,” I say. “He loved you—”

“He loved you, you dummy,” she says. “He didn’t want you to fuck me because he never could.”

“You’re drunk.”

“I’m right,” she says. “You suspected it too. You just can’t admit it.”  

“Michie, your dad was my best friend,” I say.

“He was in love with you,” she says. “It was obvious. Even I could see it.”

“That’s not true,” I say. “He just… wasn’t successful with women. But he had you, didn’t he?”

“Oh, so if he got a woman pregnant,” she pauses to belch here, “it’s impossible he loved another man, right?”

“Kirk was a slayer,” I say. “We were brothers in arms. He wasn’t gay for me.”

“Nobody says, gay for me anymore,” she says, her tone scolding. “He was in love with you. That’s all.”

“You’re just trying to trick me,” I say. “You’re always trying to get me to betray my vow.”

“Yes, because it was a stupid vow,” she says, sitting up to look at me. She looks dizzy because she’s holding her head as she does it. “Look, I’m glad that you weren’t perving on me when I was fourteen. You had this underage girl delivered right into your hands. You could have used me however you liked, but you didn’t because you’re not that kind of man.”

“That’s right.”

“But it’s different now,” she says, her voice pleading. “I’m ready now. I’m really ready. I’m old enough to know what I want. I want you, Deac.”

“Michie, I can’t,” I say. “I made a promise.”

“A promise based on his repressed sexual jealousy?” she says. “That’s why we can never be together? Even now? When it’s not wrong?”

I feel like I have to rest my head in my hands to prop it up.

“I’m sorry, okay? I am. I just can’t.”

“You feel this too, I know you do,” she says. “I know I’m not alone in this. Please just come to bed. We don’t have to do anything. Just hold me.” 

I wish I could throw up. I wish I could just release all this bile inside me. I stand and look at her.

My legs are unsteady. My muscles are sore. Every part of me, from my throbbing head to my aching feet, is telling me to surrender, to lie down. I can hardly stand, much less get it up. But I know that if I give in to her now, that it’s a line I can never uncross.

“Michie, listen,” I say. “I met someone.”

“What?” she says, bolting upright, or as close to it as she can manage in her inebriated state.

“I met a woman,” I say. “She’s my age.”

“You met a woman?” she repeats, uncomprehending. “When?”

“While you were at work… I went shopping, and she was there.”

She rubs her eyes.

“And, then what?”

“Nothing,” I say. “But we agreed to see each other for dinner.”

She covers her mouth with one hand, tumbling from the bed and shakily hurrying to the bathroom again. I follow her, making sure she doesn’t fall and hit her head, but she swats at me, arms flailing when I try to get near her. 

“Bleeaaacch!”

I can’t look at her heaving without getting sick myself, so I return to the bed and wait until I hear a toilet flush and she reemerges.

“So, now it’s not about the promise you made to my dead father?” she says, wiping a trail of vomit from her lip with her wrist. “You met some fucking townie and that’s why you’re rejecting me?!”

“Michie, listen,” I say. “It can’t work between us.” 

“Michie, you know that I love you,” I say. “But I have other needs too.”

“Why can’t I satisfy your needs?” she demands.

“Because it’s wrong,” I say.

“Why?”

“It just is,” I say. “I made a promise. If I break it, I know I’ll be punished for it.” 

Bang! Bang! Bang!

“Police!” shouts someone on the other side of the door. I take that “someone” to be a police officer. 

“See?” I say to Michie. “This is what happens.”

Michie looks at the door, and then does a drunk leap onto the bed, covering her head with the pillow.  

“Just a minute!” I yell. 

I rise from the bed and stumble toward the door. The sunlight outside stings my eyes as some portly little guy in a SWAT outfit forces his way in, pushing me and forcing me to stumble backward.

“Down!” he shrieks. “Down on the ground, now!”

My head tilts toward the carpet. No glass underneath me, nothing fragile. If I just let my knees buckle I’ll just fall over and my face will hit the carpet.

So, that’s what I do.

I don’t feel the force of the fall as the floor rises up to meet my face. I just feel the tension leaving my body as I let go. I didn’t realize how much effort I was expending just to remain upright.

Michie shrieks as men wearing boots force their way inside.

“Hands on your head,” a voice commands.

I close my eyes and then bring my hands to rest behind my neck, interlocking my fingers. The zip ties dig into my wrists as they tighten. Two officers pull me to my feet.

“You alright?” one shouts in my ear.

I nod, my hair dangling in front of my eyes.

“Michie?” I shout.

“Deac!” she answers. “What the fuck is happening? What did we do?”

“I dunno,” I say.

We are hurried out into a parking lot full of squad cars with headlights flashing. I squint as the lady deputy from two nights ago approaches. What was her name again? Haddad?

“What am I being charged with?” I ask her.

“We’re detaining you in connection with a homicide,” she says.

“Whose homicide?” I manage to say.

“We’ll get to that. Let’s get you in the car.”

She takes my arm, and I can’t help but notice how slender her fingers are compared to the meathooks of the guy who’s manhandling my other arm. She walks me over and opens the door, puts her hand on my neck and guides my head so I don’t hit it on the lid of the door. That’s nice. I fall into the seat, the zip ties cutting into my wrists. I hope I don’t throw up on this ride. I slide into the seat with my arms still bound behind me. Through the window, I see Michie getting loaded into the back of another car.

Haddad hops in the passenger seat and slams the door.

“If I throw up all over myself, I’m sorry,” I say.

“If you throw up, you’re going to have to sit in it for a while,” Haddad says. “So, try not to.” 

The siren comes on and we’re off.

I close my eyes and rest my head against the car door. The ride’s bumpy at points, but I focus on just rocking along with the motion of the car to keep myself from getting sick.

The only thing that makes sense is that they figured out we were at the morgue, which means they think that me and Michie killed the coroner. They’ll check the motel, obviously, but I don’t think they’ll impound the van. Even if they do, they won’t find the knives inside. All the evidence connecting us to the scene is buried in the forest.  

We were careful, weren’t we? We’re out-of-towners, so we’re the obvious suspects. That’s probably all it is. The deputy didn’t say we were being charged with murder, just that we’re being detained in connection with one. Yeah, I think we’re okay. Just need to keep a level head and see how this plays out.

To my surprise, I make it all the way to the sheriff’s office without puking. We circle the building, entering from the front but then continuing to the rear parking area surrounded by a chain link fence. I’m led out of the car and then brought inside a detention area. In the hallway, they pat me down and take my wallet and phone. No weapon on my person to confiscate. That’s good. They also test my blood alcohol level.

“Whoa, point two four,” says a portly deputy to Haddad. “Better let this one dry out before you talk to him.”    

They cut the zip ties so I can be fingerprinted. I have to face Deputy Haddad and hold out my arm. She turns my arm over in her hands, maybe checking my wrists for tattoos. 

“You done this before?” Haddad asks, holding my right hand in both of her own.

I shrug. Her hand is soft and lovely, tan and slender. It’s a nice contrast with my thick wrist and pasty skin.

“Most people, when they’re detained by the police, they’re nervous,” she says, turning my hand over to feel my pulse on the back of my wrist. “You’re not nervous. You’ve been arrested before, haven’t you?”

I stare at her with a practiced, neutral expression. Not confirming, not denying, not threatening, not bargaining. I don’t smile either, though some part of me wants to. I’d love to see her smile at me in return. But I just stare back at her, still and calm. If you ever find yourself in this situation, whatever they try to throw at you, this is how you should handle it. Don’t give them anything.

“Okay, don’t say anything,” she says, turning my hand back over and guiding each of my fingers onto the ink pad and then onto the page.

“What’s your first name?” I ask.

“Farah,” she says, her eyes flickering to meet mine for just a second before turning back to her task.

That’s a sexy name. But I don’t say so. I just nod, as if it’s just what I’d been expecting.

When the fingerprinting is done, she dabs my fingers with a sponge to wipe off the extra ink. 

“You’re at liberty to make one phone call,” Farah tells me.

Cassandra. The date. I have to tell her—something. There’s no way I’m getting out of here by seven. What time is it now? Late afternoon, but I don’t see a clock on the wall.

Of course, they won’t let me have my phone back. I don’t have her phone number memorized, so there goes that. Nothing I can do.

“I’ll decline,” I say.

“You don’t want to use your phone call?” she says. “You’re sure? Last chance?”

I just shake my head.

Cassandra, I’m sorry.

So, I’m shown to my cell. I look behind me as they’re leading me away and see Michie being brought to the counter to get processed too. Once they put me inside the cell, I go straight for the toilet. I hover over it, trying to puke. But that doesn’t work, so I take a piss instead.

I lay down on the bench and close my eyes. I fall asleep, despite the fluorescent lights. At some point, a deputy brings me a cup of juice and a microwaved bean burrito. I sip the juice and have a few bites of burrito. It’s only after trying to eat and drink that I start to feel really, truly sick. I was drunk enough before that I wasn’t hungover, but it’s hitting me now. I stumble back to the toilet and this time I’m able to vomit marvelously. I spit in the toilet, trying to clear the taste from my mouth.

I drink the rest of the apple juice and eat the burrito, then I lie down and close my eyes again. This time, I don’t sleep. I’m too hungover even to sleep. I really need more sleep. I shouldn’t have gotten so drunk. I get up at one point to check on Michie, just to see if I can see her in the cell across from me. I can’t. I don’t even know if she’s in the cell across from mine or another one.

I lie down again and cover my face with my arms. I’m able to sleep. I wake up to find Santa’s elves have done their work. The juice cup and paper plate have disappeared and in its place is a water bottle. I sip it slowly and think of Cassandra. I’ve blown my chance with her, certainly. Maybe it’s better this way. What could I do? Stay in this town forever? She knew nothing about me.

I think about the vamp too. Who is she? Where is she? If it’s sundown already, she could be out stalking her next victim right now. Or it could still be day. I have no way of knowing. There’s something about that all-black outfit that bothers me. It feels too much, almost over the top.

Didn’t Cassandra say her daughter was in some kind of a goth phase? 

Maybe it’s nothing. Lots of teenagers have a phase where they wear lots of black. It may be a clue, but I can’t worry about that now. I’ve got other things to worry about.

I sleep some again and at some point the lights above my head go out. Looks like I’m going to be here for the rest of the night. I can feel myself slipping in and out of consciousness, stumbling between awareness and void.  

When the lights come back on, I stretch, assess myself. I feel okay. I do ten push-ups, hurry to the toilet to throw up, then do ten more. I finish the rest of the water and have a seat on the bench. The door opens and Deputy Haddad enters.

“Okay, Mr. Deacon,” she says. “Let’s talk.”
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“There are so, so many questions,” Farah says. “But I can’t help myself. This one has to be the first. Where’s the penis?”

I give my interlocutor an inquisitive look.

“What penis?” I say, completely deadpan.

“The missing penis,” she says.

I look at her, then at the portly deputy beside her. His nametag says Bruckner.

“It’s not his, is it?” I whisper, pointing to him.

The legs of his chair screech against the metal floor, and it looks like Bruckner’s about to jump across the table and throttle me. This is what I was hoping for, but he manages to restrain himself, so the fun continues.

“You decapitated the victim. We found the head. But the penis is nowhere to be found. What did you do with it?”

It’s not the right time, but there’s nothing I can do but stare. Deputy Farah is really just stunningly beautiful, especially since she’s wearing her hair down, which can’t be an accident. It looks thick with a healthy sheen. Those almond eyes and mocha skin remind me of—oh what’s her name? She was on this police procedural on NBC. I never watched it but I remember the promos because she was front and center in all of them.

“I have no idea what you’re referring to,” I say.

“Would you be willing to submit to questioning under a polygraph to prove that?”

“Over a penis?” I say. “I don’t know what you think I get into, but that’s not really the kind of snake I handle.”

“Oh,” she chuckles. “Yes, the snake handling business.”

“Humane relocation.”

“Yes, that,” she says, opening the file in front of her and setting a page aside. “How’s business?”

I think the series was about the F.B.I. What was it called? F.B.I.? No, that’s stupid. There was some other title. What was it?

“Could be better,” I say.

“When was the last time you had a client?” she asks.

“Oh, I’d say it’s been a few weeks, maybe more.”

“If there’s no business, why are you in Creeque?”

“Just passing through,” I say.

“From what to what?” she presses.

“Well, from job to job.”

“You don’t have a job to do here,” she says. “You didn’t have a job in the last place you stopped. How exactly is that you going from job to job?”

Quantico! That’s right. Quantico starring Priyanka Chopra! That’s who she reminds me of.

“Now that you mention it, it’s true that business has been pretty slow,” I say. “It’s the reason I suggested to my associate that she get a supplemental form of income.”

“Your associate?”

“Yes.”

“That’s how you’d characterize your relationship? She’s your associate?”

“Yes.”

“Before you called her a friend,” Farah says.

“Well, upon reflection, associate is more accurate,” I say.

She makes a note on the pad of paper in front of her.

“And what was this form of supplemental income?”

“Cashier at the Pulse Point on route 7.”

“Why that job? Why at that location?” she asks.

“I thought it would be a good way for her to make some money,” I say. “Cashier positions aren’t too hard to get. They usually need people.”

“It had nothing to do with the fact that this was where Clayton Hatch worked before he was killed?” 
“I don’t know who that is,” I say calmly.

“You’ve got his dick!” Bruckner snarls.

“I think you’re mistaken,” I say. “All I’ve got is what Nature endowed me with. That’s all.”

“Look, Hunter, we know that you both were at the morgue two nights ago,” Farah says. “I stopped your van as you were leaving the scene. You lied and said you’d just arrived in town. But we know that’s not true, because we checked with the owner of the Royal Pines Lodge. You checked in four days ago. I knew that I’d seen your van there before.”

“I was staying at the Royal Pines, yeah,” I say.

“Why did you tell me that you’d just arrived after stopping in Andover?”

“I don’t believe I did,” I say. “My recollection differs. Do you have a transcript of this conversation?”

“Oh, that’s cute,” she says, leaning forward. “No, I don’t have a transcript. I’m a sworn sheriff’s deputy. You’re a murder suspect. If it’s my word against yours, I think the court will be on my side.”

“I don’t understand how this is relevant,” I say. “I’ve been staying there a little while. What difference does it make?”

She changes tactics, reaching under the table for an evidence box. She takes out something shiny and metallic in an evidence bag and places it in front of me.

“Okay, is this your knife?” she asks.

“That’s not my knife,” I say.

My knife is hidden where you can’t find it. 

“You didn’t even look at it,” she says.

I don’t need to. It’s the one Michie stole from that kid. The Bowie knife. The one with no connection with me.

“It was in your motel room,” Farah says. “Whose knife is it?”

“I couldn’t speculate,” I say.

“The victim was dismembered with a knife like this,” she says. “You can see why I can assume that it was yours since it was found in your motel room.”

He may have been dismembered with a knife but not that knife. It wasn’t a similar knife either. The weight and balance are completely different, which means the slashing patterns are all wrong, the cut marks don’t fit. The Bowie knife has a serrated edge, mine doesn’t. These differences matter, but they’re the kind of forensic details that will only come up if the case goes to trial.  

“Help me understand,” she says. “You say the knife isn’t yours, that you don’t know how it got there. How does that happen?”

“I can see why you’re confused,” I say. “I really can’t help you.”

“So, the knife just appeared in your room?”

“I never purchased that knife. I never used that knife. I’ve never even touched that knife,” I say, speaking for the record. “There’s no piece of evidence you can present that will contradict these facts. You’ve taken my fingerprints. You won’t find my fingerprints on it.”

“I don’t need to go searching for evidence that proves you own it, or that it’s covered in your fingerprints,” she says. “The knife was in your motel room. In the eyes of any jury anywhere, that makes it yours. Are you going to admit that it’s your knife or not?”

“It’s not my knife,” I say.

She pushes the bagged knife to the side of the table.

“Okay, let’s cut through all the bullshit,” Farah says. “We have photographic proof that puts you at the morgue. I know you think you were careful, causing that short circuit before you left, but there’s camera footage you didn’t know about. We don’t need your permission to take samples of your DNA. So, we’ll take one. We’re going to compare that sample to DNA found at the scene. Once we’ve done that, we really don’t need you to cooperate.”

“If that’s true, why talk to me at all?” I say. “Why not charge me?”

“I’ll lay it out for you,” she says. “I know that the two of you were at the morgue that night. I know that you murdered Patrick Kim and then dismembered the corpse of Clayton Hatch. I don’t know why you did these things. Establishing a motive is important in a homicide case. But it’s not essential…”

She pauses, seeing whether I’ll respond. When I don’t, she continues.

“Circumstantial evidence can count for a lot, and all of it points to you two and only to you two. There are no other plausible suspects. And that means, the two of you are going down for this crime. The only question is whether you make it easier on yourself. Are you willing to testify as to your involvement in this crime?”

“No.”

“Are you willing to testify as to your associate’s involvement?”

“No.” 

“Are you sure?” Farah says. “How do you know she’s not going to tell us what really happened?”

Michie and “reliable” are not two words that go together easily. But I know Michie, and she’d never betray me, not even to save herself. And I’d go to the electric chair for her too. No question.

“You’re smiling,” Farah says.

“Am I?”

“Must be pretty confident,” she says.

“Must be,” I answer.

“Alright,” she says. “This is your last chance to cooperate. If there’s nothing else you can tell me, then we’ll take you back to your cell where you’ll remain until we bring formal charges. And once that happens, there’s no getting out. I don’t see a judge even letting you post bail in a case like this. And you couldn’t afford it even if they did. That means, when you go to trial and you’re found guilty, which I can tell you is the most likely outcome, you’re going to spend the rest of your life in a prison cell. You have one chance to avoid that. Tell me the truth, right now, and you might walk free someday in the future.”

Farah wasn’t wrong before. I have been arrested. Many times. The most important rule is, no matter how bad things look, the one thing you never do is give the police what they’re after. Doesn’t matter if it’s in Prague or Prague, Nebraska. Deny everything.

Here’s why. Even when they’re clever, and Deputy Farah Haddad is certainly that, they always make mistakes that reveal how weak their hand really is. A moment ago, she said that circumstantial evidence counts for a lot. Well, that’s true enough. But she also said she had physical evidence that puts me at the scene. Now she’s saying circumstantial evidence is enough.

That suggests the physical evidence she says she has isn’t real. It’s a tiny slip, one I’m not sure she noticed herself making. But it’s easy to catch when you’re paying attention.

She could show me a picture of me or Michie fleeing the scene. She could produce a hair or some other piece of DNA evidence that would have me dead to rights. Instead, she’s telling me that she’s got these things while pressing me for a confession. That means she’s probably bluffing.

I know that the knife will do her no good even if she thinks it will. I stabbed the upper through the heart with my knife, but they don’t have my knife. They have a different knife. Even an inept public defendant could prove that in court.

But the knife doesn’t matter because it was the bite wound on his neck that killed the coroner. How are they going to explain that?

Even harder to explain is the fact that the bite marks don’t match me or Michie but do match the head of the corpse that had been dead for more than two days by the time the killing occurred. So, did I cut off the head so I could use it as a weapon to kill the coroner? Find me a jury that will believe that story.

Put it all together, and their airtight case falls apart completely without the confession they need to make sense of the scene.

“I have nothing further to say.”

“All right, then,” Farah says. “Let’s get you back to your cell.”

I’m led back to my cell and wait. Hours pass and I’m given a ham sandwich and an apple juice. I pace the floor, hoping to catch a glimpse of Michie. Finally, I watch the deputies come to take Michie out of her cell. She looks haggard, frightened, but she walks with her spine straight. If she sees me looking at her, she doesn’t give any sign.

I exercise to relieve stress and boredom while I wait. I do a hundred situps then do as many push-ups. All things considered, this isn’t bad at all as far as jails go. I once spent three weeks holed up in a yurt on the far edges of Azerbaijan in winter. Until Deputy Farah comes in and explains that the temperature has dropped to 7 below zero outside and I’ll now have to start burning yak shit to stay warm, this doesn’t even come close to being as bad as that.

Once I’m done exercising, I meditate. My head is clearer now that the alcohol has left my system. I just let go and surrender, not caring whether I’ll get released or not, not wishing for anything, but just paying attention to the rhythm of my breathing.

You’re alive, you’re alive, you’re alive it says.

I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor when the door opens.

“Hunter Deacon,” says my raven-haired, almond-eyed interrogator, “you’re free to go.” 

I take a deep breath in and let it out, giving her a beneficent smile and a little nod of acknowledgement. No reason to gloat. She played her part very well. Expertly, really. But luck was on my side this time.

Next time, who knows?
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I walk out of the cell and into the hall, stretching and enjoying the feeling of being unrestrained. I’m aware of Farah’s presence behind me as I approach the counter.

I turn to look as Michie is released from her cell. She looks pale, shaken by the experience. The fire and defiance I’ve come to expect has gone from her eyes. I smile at her as she approaches me. She smiles back, a smile so big her whole face lights up.

I open my arms and she rushes into them. We embrace. She rests the crown of her head against my chest, slipping her hands below my ribcage and around my back. I smell her tangled brown hair, which is actually kinda funky and unclean. But underneath it is this scent that’s without smell—it’s pheromones. I wrap my arms around her and hug her back. We don’t say anything. No need to.

I clock Farah staring at us, assessing us.

“Alright, let’s go,” Bruckner says. He’s waiting impatiently at the counter.

We get our confiscated possessions back. I check my phone. The battery’s dead. How long were we in holding? I ask the deputy and learn that we’ve been detained for 29 hours. I made the date with Cassandra for Friday night. So, it’s now Saturday afternoon sometime. Wow. That’s going to be hard to explain.

“Can I charge my phone?” I ask.

“No,” Bruckner says.

“What about my van? Is it at the motel?”

“It’s not here,” he barks.

“Your van is where you parked it,” Farah says.

I nod, then turn to Michie.

“I guess we’re walking,” I say.

She shrugs, eyes on the floor. It’s only when I get to the tinted glass window with the metallic lattice that I can see outside. It’s raining.

“You should leave town,” Farah says. “Immediately.”

It would make a lot of sense. It’s what I want to do. The problem is, there’s still a job to be done here.

I just nod and we walk out. Before we step out into the rain, I reach back and bend the cowl of my jacket up against the rain. But Michie is still wearing that stupid yellow polo from the gas station job, her arms looking pale and fragile. I shed my jacket and hand it over.

“It kinda stinks,” she says.

“Yeah.”

She slides her arm into one side, her shoulder rising as she slides it on. I smile because it makes her look suddenly younger. It reminds me of the way she looked when she was a kid.

We take a shortcut through the Memorial Park across from the sheriff’s station and then pass three little shops along the road, two of which are empty. Soon, we’re walking along the shoulder of the road. No sidewalks along the highway, just gravel and firs that look like they want to jump into our path.

“I’m not drinking vodka anymore,” Michie says finally. “Just so you know.”

“Probably smart,” I say. “I won’t if you won’t.”

“They have no fucking clue what they’re dealing with,” she says.

“The police? They never do,” I say. “But how could they? They don’t know what we know.”

Raindrops sound like footsteps behind us, though of course they aren’t.

“I really need a shower,” she says.

“Not me,” I say. “This is all I need.”

I stretch out my hands, letting the cool rain fall on my open palms.

“Looks like you’ve blown your date,” she says, not sounding the littlest bit sorry about it.

“Probably, yes,” I say.

“Plenty of fish in the sea,” she says brightly. “Who knows? Maybe sometime you’ll be walking along when, all of a sudden, the woman of your dreams will appear and the truth will hit you just like a smack in the arm.” 

I can already anticipate the punchline, and maybe you can too.

“Michie—”

Smack!

I wince as she punches my bicep as hard as she can.

“Damn it, don’t do that!” I grouse. 

“Hand of God!” she says, putting up her hands. “Sorry, wasn’t me. That was fate.”

“Ha-ha.” 

“Seriously, though, you’re better off,” she says. “What were you going to do? Marry her? Spend the rest of your life like one of these people?” 

An old guy in overalls stares at us as we pass his store, which the sign declares sells “Vapes + Fireworks.”

“It’s not in you, Deac.”

“I’m going to call her,” I say. “I’m going to beg her forgiveness.”

“Good luck with that,” Michie says, sucker punching me again while I’m not looking.

The blow lands in the exact same place on my bicep. I wince again. I’ve got to stop leaving myself open like that.

“That was from me,” she says. “Free hit. And you can’t hit me back, because I’m a girl.”

“Uh-huh,” I say.

We keep walking, passing in and out of the rain which is as patchy as an old blanket. Finally, we reach the Royal Pines Lodge with its 1970s decor and neon sign. The van’s there but so is a tow truck. The snake head on the side is tilted at an angle, the van already up on hydraulics.

“Shit, the van!”

Beep! Beep! Beep!

We run over just as the tow truck is backing out. I slam on the side of the door and the truck stops. A big guy with a patchy hairline hops down from the cab and then walks onto the sideboard of the truck.

“What?” he says.

“This is my van,” I say.

“Alright, alright,” he says. “Motel owner said it was abandoned.”

“I’ve got the key,” I say. “I can prove it’s mine.”

“Hold on,” he says, climbing back into the truck. The hydraulics go in reverse. I take a breath. Van looks okay. No signs of a break-in. That’s good.

Once it’s back on the ground, the driver comes back around the van and I put the key inside the driver’s side door. See?

“Okay, it’s yours,” he says. “It’s eighty bucks for the job,”

“Fuck off, you didn’t even take it anywhere!” Michie snaps.

“For the labor,” the driver says indignantly.

I reach in my wallet and do a quick count.

“Look, I’ve got fifty-three bucks,” I say. “And I need it to eat.”

He looks like he’s expecting me to hand over the cash, or at least some of it. When I don’t, he sizes me up. I guess he decides that he can’t win in a fight and doesn’t want to try. He just waves a hairy hand at me, bidding me to at least get out of his way while he works.

He reaches under the back wheel and pulls out this Y-shaped piece of metal, causing the van’s back end to lurch toward the ground. He tosses the piece of metal aside and then does the same with the other.

“Thanks,” I say.

He doesn’t answer, just continues with his work. I gesture to Michie to follow me inside. In the lobby, we find the owner wearing a pink, ill-fitting T-shirt with cats on it. It’s similar to, though not the same as, the one she was wearing when we first checked in. She stares at us, wide-eyed like we might be ghosts.

“Hello,” I say, trying to remain upbeat. “You’re probably surprised to see us again. We had some trouble with the law, as you probably realized. But that’s all sorted out now.” 

“I’m sorry, but your rooms are no longer available,” she says.

I look behind me and scan the parking lot. 
“How can that be?” I say. “There’s nobody new here.”

“The rooms are booked,” she says flatly. “Got some nice families comin’ in.”

“What about all our shit?” Michie asks.

She raises her eyebrows at the curse word.

“Well, most folks who get taken away in handcuffs don’t end up comin’ back,” she says sheepishly.

“You threw it out!” Michie snaps.

“There wasn’t much,” the owner snaps back. Then, more softly, “I saved the laptop.”

“Can I have it back?” I ask.

She retreats into the back room.

I take a mental inventory of everything that was in the room. My clothes are gone, all of Michie’s are too. Toiletries, those will need to be replaced. My phone charger. Damn it, the phone charger.

The Lodge owner returns with the battered Lenovo, which now has a pink post-it note on it, and hands it over.

“Thanks,” I say. “Now, how about two different rooms?”

She looks at me, appraising me. Am I violent? If I am, what are the odds that my violence is going to be directed at her? 

“You’ll need to pay for a week in advance,” she says.

I hang my head.

“Deac, why don’t we just get one room this time?” Michie asks.

“We need two rooms,” I tell the owner. “And we need them immediately.”

“We accept cash, checks and credit cards,” she says.

I take out my wallet and dislodge my Visa. I hand it to her.

“ID?”

“Fair enough,” I say. “Here.”

I show her my driver’s license and she types some info into the computer. She runs the card.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “Declined.”

I pinch my temples, trying to head off the throbbing between my eyes that I’m sure is coming. 

“We can call Levente,” Michie says.

“What time is it?” I ask.

“It’s two-twenty-four,” the Lodge owner says.

I do the math in my head.

“That means it’s four-twenty-four AM in Debrecen,” I say. “We have to wait at least a few hours.”

“Let’s get something to eat,” Michie says, putting a hand on the small of my back. “I’ll pay.” 


11.

We enter the Night Owl in the most disheveled state we’ve ever appeared in. It doesn’t matter. I’m not sure how many of the regulars know us since we usually don’t appear here while it’s still daylight. Anyway, it’s not like the rest of these people look much better.

I don’t recognize the wait staff, which is a relief. Our orders appear almost magically fast. I get the New England clam chowder, which is especially good after the cold and damp that we’ve been walking around in. Michie gets chicken noodle.

Once I’ve eaten the oysters and crackers, I tip the bowl and let the creamy broth slide down my throat. Ah!

What must Cassandra be thinking? I wish I could call her, but the longer that I don’t call with some kind of explanation the deeper the hole that I’m stuck in gets.

“There’s probably a Western Union inside Walmart,” I say, putting the bowl down. 

Michie nods.

“What’s our next move after we get the money and pay for the rooms?” she says. “The vamp’s still out there.”

“I need to contact Cassandra,” I say.

She drops her spoon into her bowl, making it clatter loudly.

“You’re still hung up on her? Why?”

I sigh, unsure of how much I want to share with Michie. I don’t want to give too much detail about my attraction to Cassandra. But the only alternative is telling Michie about the possibility that the troubled daughter she told me about and the girl on the gas station security camera are one and the same.  

“Something clicked for me while we were locked up,” I say. “It may be nothing, but it’s the best lead we’ve got.”

Michie nods. Well?

“She told me about her daughter,” I say. “She said she’s troubled, sleeping all day, and she doesn’t know where she’s going at night. And she says she’s started wearing all-black.”

Michie’s eyes widen, a smile forming.

“You think the daughter is the vamp?”

“Probably not,” I say. “I mean, it’s not much of a coincidence. But if I can convince Cassandra to see me, then you can investigate while I talk to her.”

“You want to bring me on your date?”

“I don’t have a choice,” I say. “You’re my wayward daughter who got caught stealing a bottle of vodka and got arrested for it. That’s why I didn’t show up last night. I had to bail you out of jail. Now I can’t let you out of my sight.”

“You think she’ll buy that?”

“I have no idea,” I say. “But the longer I take to call her, the more implausible it becomes.”

Michie takes a sip of water then sets it down.

“If you’re right about the daughter, you know what we have to do,” she says.

“Yeah, I know,” I say.

“I’ll handle the messy part, I don’t mind,” she says. “But don’t get your heart mixed up with this woman. You know what will happen if you do.”

I know she’s right. So, why can’t I shake the thought of her? It was just one time, bantering in the produce section. But Cassandra felt… I don’t know. Safe. And she looked at me and decided I was safe too.

“Let’s go.”

Walmart’s not far. In towns like this it never is. First step is getting a new phone charger. Once I’ve got that, all doors open to us. We browse the racks of third-party phone chargers hanging from plastic-sealed containers. $17.89 marked down from $24.99. They call these the lowest prices every day? Damn trade war.

“Get two,” she says.

I scowl.

“What?” she says. “I’ve got a phone too. Besides, Kosa will come through with the money.”  

“Alright,” I say. “Let’s pay for these and then see if there’s an outlet they’ll let us use.” 

We pay for the chargers and then ask at the Western Union window if we can use their socket. They don’t have one, but they direct me to the optometry section. They have an outlet. I plug in the phone and it gives me that black screen with just the tiniest sliver of red to show you that the battery’s dead but charging.

I set the phone down and let it charge. Cassandra’s probably called a dozen times by now. I hold out just a few minutes before fidgeting with the phone again. But it’s still giving me that little red sliver of battery screen.

Finally, it comes to life. I open it. There are no missed calls. Just one text message. I open my texts and see there’s a photo sent from Cassandra Redmayne. I open it and the image unblurs. An empty bottle of merlot next to a burnt out stub of a candle. Understated, devastating.

I need to call her and make things right, but there’s something else I need to do first. It’s 3:45. Still early in Debrecen. But maybe I can try him at home. I get down to sit on the floor, put the phone on speaker and then hold it as close to my face as I can without unplugging it. It rings several times.

Dr. Levente Kosa is a Hungarian academic and our point of contact at the Hunyagi Foundation. The foundation sponsors slayers like us. Incidentally, Kosa sounds exactly like Bela Lugosi. If you don’t know who that is, he sounds like the Count from Sesame Street. Ironic, I know. 

“Hunter, my boy,” he says. “How are you?”

“Fine, doctor,” I say.

“Hi, Levente,” Michie says.

“Meechie, darling, it’s so good to hear your voice,” he says. “Are you well?”

“I’m not pregnant,” she says.

He chuckles deeply.

“Glad to hear it!” he says. 

“Listen, doctor, we had some problems with the local police,” I say.

“Oh?”

“It’s alright, they don’t know anything,” I say. “That’s all been handled. But now we’ve got a new problem with our lodging. They’re spooked. They’re saying we need to pay for the rooms a week in advance.”

“I see,” he says, his voice measured. 

“We need an advance on our pay,” I say.

“How much?”

“A thousand bucks?” I venture.

“Ah, well,” he says. “You know, rules are rules. Petty cash allowances, transfer limits. Any disbursements require two signatures. I cannot act alone. And the endowment is down this month. We’re getting killed in the market.”

“Look, I understand but it’s an emergency,” I say. “Please, just send us anything you can.” 

He sighs.

“Have you located the vámpür?” he asks.

“We’ve got a promising lead,” I say. “We took care of an upior. The vamp can’t be far.”

“Alright, alright,” he says. “I’ll send eight hundred dollars to you directly.”

“Thank you, doctor,” I say.

“Take care,” he says. “Don’t spend too much!”

We hang up and I let out a sigh of relief.

Now for the call I really don’t want to make.

“Alright,” I tell Michie. “Why don’t you go pick out some new clothes and anything else you’ll need? I need to let my phone charge a little more. We’ll meet in front of the registers. Wait for me there. We don’t buy anything until the money comes through.”

“Got it,” she says.

She rises to her feet and passes through the registers back into the store. I go into my contacts and call Cassandra.

“Hello?” she says, her voice tremulous.

“Cassandra,” I say. “I’m so, so sorry.”

“What happened last night?”

“Michie got arrested for shoplifting,” I say, “I had to fill out paperwork and deal with everything. They just released her, actually.”

I wait for a response. There’s nothing but dead air on the other end.

“I know I should have called, I wanted to,” I say. “My phone was dead. I didn’t have the charger. I couldn’t contact you.”

She sighs.

“Look, I know what it means to have a kid who’s in a crisis,” she says. “But I’ll tell you right now, I don’t want to even get started with a man who doesn’t want a real relationship.” 

“I do,” I say. “I really do.”

I can hear her on the other line, weighing her options, trying to decide if I’m worth it. Could she do better? Almost certainly, yes. But there’s got to be a reason why a woman like this has remained single for so long, and it’s not because no one else has come along. There’s a mutual attraction we both feel. I know it. 

“Think you could pick up a bottle of wine?” she says.

I smile.

“Absolutely,” I say. “Merlot again, or would the lady prefer the pinot noir?”

“Surprise me,” she says.

I want to hang up now before my luck changes, but there is something else I have to do.

“I can’t leave Michie alone,” I say. “I know you’re not supposed to bring kids on a first date, but if Madison will be home too…”

“Sure, of course,” Cassandra says. “It’ll be nice to have someone Madie’s age over as well.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“So, I’ll see you tomorrow night? Same time?”

“If I’m not there, it’s because my heart’s stopped beating,” I say. 

“Well, I’ll have to hope you’ll stay alive, then,” she says. “See you soon.”

I pump my fist in victory, which gets tangled in the cord and pulls my charger right out of the wall socket. Doesn’t matter. I haven’t blown my chance yet! We’ll go, talk, cook, laugh together, and have a wonderful evening.

An image of how it will all go forms in my mind. Michie will be on her best behavior. I’ll meet Madison, confirm that she’s not the vamp, and then the hunt will lead us elsewhere. Then, maybe I can even come clean with Cassandra about what I really do. She’s proven to be understanding so far. Maybe she’ll think it’s sexy.

We’ll be together and Michie will be completely fine with it. And, hey, maybe once the vamp is dead we’ll settle down together. Love will conquer all. I’ll have my cake and eat it too. We’ll ride unicorns together into the sunset.

Unless…

Her daughter is the vampire.


12.

Cassandra Redmayne’s house doesn’t belong in Creeque. It’s located here, within the same city limits. But it feels like it should have its own separate zip code. It’s not just that it’s huge, though it is. It’s also surrounded by a dense but well-managed forest of Douglas firs, elms, and moss-covered maples. But spending time in this town, it becomes hard to believe that there’s anyone here not living a hardscrabble existence.

I turn off route 91 and then turn onto a dirt road which meanders into a driveway so long that we don’t even see the house until we’ve reached the top of the bluff. The house appears to be built from pine with local river rock covering the exterior. The polished stones make me feel rough and coarse by comparison. Arriving as we do, in a white van with a snake’s head painted on it, dressed in the chicest attire on sale at Walmart, the class contrast is unforgiving.

Aside from a brand new pair of Wranglers and a much brighter white undershirt, I’ve still got the same black-on-white color scheme. I begged Michie to wear something appropriate, or at least low-key. She had other ideas. 

She steps out of the van onto the gravel in a pair of cheap but very high heels which skitter slightly as she moves. She’s wearing a black crop top which she found in the junior’s section to ensure that it would barely cover anything. All she has to do is move the wrong way, which she can do anytime she wants, and it shows way too much sideboob. The short skirt is some kind of faux-leather because it’s shiny and looks absolutely painted on. Jacket? No, no. She insists the October chill doesn’t bother her at all.

“Where are you going to hide a knife in that outfit?” I ask, trying to appeal to practicality.

“I’ve got a purse,” she says, holding it up.

She puts a hand on her hip and whistles, peering up at the sloping-roof like it’s a medieval castle. 

“Look at this place,” Michie says. “Hey, maybe they’re both vamps and we can off ‘em and live here!”

I hush her harshly. 

“What?” she says. “You think they’ve got the trees bugged?”

“Always assume someone is listening,” I say.

There’s a light on in one of the upstairs windows. I wonder if it’s Madison’s.

I’ve got the bottle of wine, merlot rather than pinot because I think it’s the best, though it’s the Walmart brand. At least it cost more than the one she bought at Harvest Home Market.  

We approach the door and she’s got one of those video doorbells, of course. I press the button. A chime tinkles inside the house. We wait a few moments. A chandelier above the door blinks on. Then the big oak door swings open and Cassandra steps out from behind it.

She’s wearing a pair of white pants and this very tasteful salmon-colored sweater with a plunging neckline that shows off her curves. Her feet are bare, showing off her forest green toenails.

“Hi,” I say, a smile widening across my face.

“Good evening,” she says with a grin.

I’m entranced by her, the way that the light behind her head forms a halo, the playful look in her eyes, the smell of cooking inside the house, scents waiting to be discovered and known. And the pulse from her unexposed neck. I could definitely enjoy kissing that neck and maybe sucking on it hard enough to leave a mark.

“We’re early,” I say, when I’ve recovered myself. “Because it’s better than being way, way too late.”

“Forget it,” she says. “I’m glad you’re here. Madison’s been home all day, but it still feels as silent as a tomb around here.”

“Hi!” Michie says.

“Cassandra, this is Michelle, but to me she’s just Michie,” I say. 

“Yes, come in!” Cassandra says, opening up her arms to embrace Michie, who is clearly not ready for it. Michie opens her arms, accepting the warm and welcoming hug that Cassandra wraps her in. “I’m so glad to meet you!”

“Yeah, you too,” Michie mutters.

Cassandra releases Michie and I offer her the bottle and our fingers touch on the neck.

“Oh, I’ve had this vintage,” she says, reading the label. 

“Any good?”

“Yeah, it’s a good wine. My taste tends toward more bitter flavors,” she says. “But maybe the girls would rather have something sweeter?”

“Daddy said if I ever touch a drop of alcohol again he’ll take off his belt,” Michie says, deadpan. “Wanna find out together if he meant it?”

There’s a beat where I honestly don’t know whether it wouldn’t just make sense for me to grab Michie, pick her up, hurl her over my shoulder, and walk off with her never to return again, since at least it would spare everyone further embarrassment. But to my undying relief—and frankly astonishment—Cassandra actually laughs at this.

“Oh, Hunter,” she says. “Am I going to get to see your strict disciplinarian side?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I can get pretty scary when that side of me comes out—” Then, in a stage whisper, “Michie should remember that.”

I stare at her, trying to communicate how deeply unamused I am. But if Cassandra notices this, she’s deft at concealing it.  

“Michie, you look so cute,” Cassandra says. “When I was your age, I dressed to piss off my dad, too. But I’m guessing Hunter lets you get away with a lot, right?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s more like a best friend than a parent,” Michie says. “In fact, it feels like we’re not even related.”

Just keep it up. Keep on pushing the envelope. She should remember the fact that I’ve got a knife on me.

“Well, if you know the secret to getting your kid to like you, maybe you could tell me,” Cassandra says to me.

“All I know is that they’re always going to do whatever they want to do all the time,” I say. “The best you can do is try to stay a step ahead of them and roll with the punches as they come.” 

“I think your dad’s a pretty great guy,” Cassandra asks Michie. “Am I wrong?”

Michie narrows her eyes at me and tilts her head.

“No,” she says. “You’re right. He is.”

I give a little nod, in thanks.

“Something smells great,” I say.

“Yes! Let’s go see what’s cooking,” Cassandra says. “Do you want to take off your shoes?”

She points to a little mudroom area across from the foyer with coats hanging from hangers and rows of shoes neatly arranged.

“Sure,” I say.

Michie’s heels clack on the hardwood floor as she crosses the room. She grabs the wall as she takes off her strappy shoe. Relaxing her hand, the chain holding her little black purse slips from her wrist. It hits the floor with a loud clang too obviously metallic to be inconspicuous.

“Everything okay?”

Michie steps out of the heel, then clambers to recover the fallen purse with her silver-tipped dagger inside.

“Totally fine,” she says, hastily. “My makeup bag is made of solid titanium.”

I untie my work boots and slip them off, revealing the black socks underneath.

“I’m sorry about Madie,” Cassandra says. “I told her that you both were coming. She’ll make an appearance at dinner, I promise. She’s up in her room now. Michie, maybe you’d like to go up and say hello?”

“Sure,” Michie says. “Could you draw me a map?”

“Ha! I know,” Cassandra says. “This place feels huge to me, too. It’s way more space than we need. I’ve thought of downsizing to something more appropriate, but then we’d have to exhume all the dead relatives from the back yard.”

“Better dead relatives than fresh corpses, eh?” Michie says. “Those would be hard to explain to the new owners.”

Cassandra laughs, covering her prominent incisors with her dainty hand.

“Now I know how Hunter got so sharp,” she says. “He learned it from bantering with you.”

Michie smiles, and I can tell that she’s flagging in her mission to hate Cassandra.

“Madison’s room is at the top of the stairs, if I remember correctly,” Cassandra says.

“Okay,” Michie says, sliding her purse up around her shoulder. “I’ll go see if there’s anything alive up there.”

“Be nice,” I say.

Our eyes meet as she heads for the stairs.

I shake my head very subtly, letting her know that she’d better not try anything unless in self-defense. She gives me a look, like, “me? Really?”

I watch her ascend the stairs, her little purse swinging along with her hips as she moves.

“Shall we go see what I’ve been slaving over in the kitchen?” Cassandra asks. 
“Lead the way,” I say.

Passing the staircase we enter the living room with the kitchen directly across from it. There’s an easy chair and two sofas big enough to accommodate ten people all arranged around a gas fireplace with even more river rock. The high-vaunted ceilings highlight the size of the windows which, even though you can’t make out anything of the trees besides inky blackness, is still spectacular.

I follow Cassandra into the kitchen where there’s a photo of a girl who could only be Madison, probably a few years ago. She’s smiling big with braces. You can see what she’ll turn into, though. She’s got the same bone structure and naturally blonde hair as her mom. Beautiful.

I glance around. No photos of Cassandra. No guys, either.

“This place is fantastic,” I say.

“We’re certainly lucky,” Cassandra says. “But sometimes it does feel like too much. Here, come taste this.”

She takes the wooden spoon resting at the edge of the simmering pan and scoops up what appears to be creamy alfredo sauce. I have a little taste.

“Mmm,” I say. “That’s fantastic.”

“I figured Italian is usually a crowd-pleaser,” she says. “There’s garlic bread in the oven. All that’s left to do is the salad.”

“Let me,” I say. “I’m pretty good with a knife.”

“Go ahead,” she says, pointing at the wood panel that’s hiding the refrigerator. “Everything you need is in the vegetable crisper. I’ll get the wine.”

I open the fridge, which is huge and overflowing with food. I open drawers until I find a few tomatoes and an avocado, purple onion, and a head of lettuce. I gather them all up in my arms and bring them over to the big marble countertop. The wooden cutting board is sitting next to the knife set. The knives are held in place by a magnetic strip on the wall next to the deep farmhouse sink. They’re arranged by size, from the cleaver down to a little paring knife. I reach for one in the middle, which clangs as I pry it free. I touch my finger to the edge.

“You keep them in perfect condition,” I say. 

The knife is all a single piece of stainless steel. Tasteful and functional. The blade cuts beautifully, as I discover when I slice through a tomato. The seeds burst from the wound, looking rich and delicious. I slice the tomatoes into thin slices then pit the avocado. A glass of wine appears at my side, the stem singing as the base touches the marble. I set down the knife and pick up the glass, turning to Cassandra.  

“To long life, and health,” she says.

“And new beginnings," I say, clinking glasses.

I take a nice long sip and let the wine slide down my tongue.

“You’re right about this wine,” I say. “It’s sweet.”

Cassandra tilts the glass to her lips and drains the contents of her glass. She swallows and then exhales with a sigh, savoring it.

“I love that warmth in my belly,” she says, her hand finding her stomach just above her navel. “Especially when it spreads higher…”

Her fingers travel up her stomach until they almost touch her breast.

“...lower…”

The fingers glide down her stomach—

“...everywhere.”

She sighs as her hand travels down her stomach again and over her hip. She sets down her glass on the counter and turns her head away coyly. I draw nearer, taking in the smell of her shampoo and the perfume on the back of her neck.

I’m so close I could wrap my arms around her, but instead I reach around her body and I hold out my wine glass in front of her. She takes the glass from my hand and I bring my hands to rest on her hips. She takes a smaller sip this time but then sets the glass down. I press myself close to her, her scent filling my nostrils. My hands wrap around her stomach, her waist. She swats me playfully with one hand. 

“Not yet,” she says, though her voice is mirthful. “Let’s save dessert for later.”

“You work me up just to tease me,” I say, my tone playful.

“Not just to tease you,” she says.

She slips from my arms and I release her. I’m feeling a tightness in my shorts that it’s best to ignore, for now. I smile. She definitely knows what she’s doing.

Cassandra reaches for a little black remote and presses the ‘on’ button. A blue light turns red on the overhead speaker. 

“How about some music?”

“Sure,” I say, trying to relax and return my attention to the vegetables. I pick up the knife and start in on the onion.

She fiddles with her iPhone, and a minute later the familiar Latin cymbals and drums fill the air. It’s Willie Bobo’s version of “Pretty Lady.”

“Whoa,” I say, setting the knife down. “You like Willie Bobo?”

“Oh, yeah,” Cassandra says. “I discovered Latin jazz a couple years ago when I was looking for workout music. Willie’s been among my favorites ever since.”

“Pretty Lady,” I say. “You couldn’t have made a more appropriate choice.”

Cassandra raises her knee and shakes it, hips swaying, knees bending as she moves across the floor. I join her, matching her rhythm, our bodies meeting as we bounce between the counters in the kitchen. She smiles as we twirl together. My footwork may not be anything special, but Latin dancing is all about the hips, the passion. And there’s more than enough of that to go around.

She clings to my arm, her hand holding mine as I twirl her. Then, I bring her back to me, our hips meeting. I know she can feel my stiffness as I rub myself against the curve of her ass. I turn her around and her eyes meet mine, her fingers moving across my chest and up my biceps. We smile at each other, each of us feeding on the other’s hunger. I pull her toward me, rough and urgent.

Our faces are close enough now, and I can see the wonder in her eyes. She’s been playing with me, teasing me, and still she’s surprised by the intensity of my desire for her. She sees in my eyes the power she has over me. But she’s glimpsing my power too, and she’s reveling in it.

We kiss, the feel of it warm and electric. Her mouth opens to mine as our lips part, the tip of my tongue sliding along her own. Our noses touch as our heads tilt, letting our tongues wander between our mouths. I tilt her body lower, my hand behind her back with the other around her waist, dipping her deeply. Then, quickly, I raise her onto her feet again, breaking off the kiss and opening my eyes to look into hers.

“Not too sweet,” I say. “Just right.” 

She giggles.

“That was…” she stumbles around for the word, suddenly as shy as a school girl. “Wow!”  

I love the way that I can make her this confident, self-assured and sexy woman tremble in my arms, her knees buckling under her so that she has to grab onto me. 

“Yeah,” I say. “I was thinking the same thing.”

Her fingers are on my back, traveling lower. If they keep going, they might brush up against the seven-inch dagger concealed on my lower hip. I smile to cover my anxiety.

“Let’s finish up,” I say. “You were right. Plenty of time for dessert later.”

Bang!

Upstairs, something heavy falls. A thud, like a body.  

“What are they doing up there?” Cassandra smiles to cover her alarm. “Rough-housing?”

I listen for more sounds of struggle but upstairs it’s still. The song changes, drowning the pounding of my beating heart.

“I’m sure it’s fine,” I say, fighting the instinct to reach for my knife. “Why don’t you pour us another glass of wine? I’ll go check what’s going on.”  
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On the stairs, I untuck my shirt, my fingers touching the hilt of my silver-tipped blade. I’m moving carefully, stealthily in my socks. I grit my teeth, senses heightened. 

“Girls?” I call, my voice gravelly and hoarse.

I don’t hear an answer. I approach the first door I come to, ready to fling it open. But first, I knock.

“Michie?” I call through the door. “Madison?”

I slide my right hand down my back, trying to find a position that doesn’t communicate threat but still lets me keep a hand close to my knife.

“We’re in here!” Michie calls.

Immediately, I feel my shoulders recede as I exhale.

“Can I come in?” I ask.

“Yes!” comes a small voice that must be Madison’s.

I turn the knob and push open the door. Inside, I find two teenage girls kneeling on the floor. A seamstress’s dummy is lying on the floor in front of them.

My eyes travel first to Michie’s face, then involuntarily to her breasts for just a second. It’s not like I want them to wander there, but that skimpy top and push-up bra is like a magnet. I tear my eyes away and train them on Madison.  

It’s not her face that I notice first but the slenderness of her wrist. There’s something so delicate about it. Everything about her looks fragile, from her small breasts to her elfen ears. Her hair is blonde, though nothing like her mother’s.

Cassandra’s hair is a honey-golden blonde, Madie’s is Targaryen. Her heavy black mascara only serves to contrast the paleness of her skin, which is the color of a gibbous moon. But it’s those eyes that really transfix me. A blue so pale they almost look colorless. And it’s not just the color that’s striking about them. It’s the way they study me, the curiosity in them that’s mesmerizing. 

“Hi, Hunter,” she says.

I’m aware of myself staring but struggle to correct it.

“Hi, Madison,” I say, unable to tear myself away from those pale blue eyes.

“What’s up?” Michie snaps.

Her tone rouses me to my senses.

“We heard a noise downstairs,” I say. “I called you, but you didn’t answer.”

“It’s a big house,” Madison says, raising one delicate shoulder a few centimeters. “We were distracted.”

“What’d you think?” Michie says. “You’d come in and find us rolling around on the floor?”

There’s something deliberately provocative in the way she asks.

“Just concerned about you,” I say.

“Michie knocked my dummy over,” Madison says, rising from her crouched position, her slender frame looking even more fragile when she stands.

“What kind of a dummy falls that easily?” Michie says, staring at me, her tone like acid.

“She’s fine now,” Madison says, her tone detached, almost wistful. “She wasn’t even wearing anything. Just stuck with a few pin cushions.” 

“You… make dresses?” I ask.

“Only when I’m feeling inspired,” Madison says.

“That’s very creative,” I say.

“Can you leave us alone?” Michie whines. “Sorry, Madie. My dad doesn’t really understand boundaries. I think it’s why my mom ran off.”

“Can you not?” I growl, sounding more like a frustrated father than I really want to.

“You were the one who dragged me here,” Michie says. “You remember that?”

“Take it easy,” I say, my voice straining to stay civil. “Dinner will be ready soon.” 

“I’m not really hungry,” Madison says with a shy smile.

“Yeah, and I feel like I could throw up,” Michie says.

I grit my teeth, then relax my jaw and shrug.

“Suit yourselves. But Cassandra’s prepared a wonderful meal, and I’m sure that she would love for you both to join us downstairs when it’s ready.”

“Shut the door, would ya?” Michie says. “Daddy?”

We stare at each other. Then, I take the doorknob, about to pull it closed.

“Five minute warning,” I say before the door shuts.

I let out a deep breath as I descend the stairs and reenter the kitchen.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Madison’s dummy fell over. That’s all. They seemed to be getting along great, though.”

“I realize they’re too old for a play date,” Cassandra says. “But it’s nice that they’re close to the same age.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” I say. “Michie could use more friends.”

“It’s been so long since Madie’s had any of her friends over. She used to be Little Miss Popular. Now? I don’t know.”

“Well, she’s in a transitional phase,” I say. “Michie too. Their childhood may be over, but they’re still teenagers. They think they’re mature, but they’re still becoming who they’re going to be.”

“That’s true,” Cassandra says. “Sometimes I have to remind myself that she’s technically a grown up. But kids today seem to grow up more slowly than we did.”

She slides on an oven mitt and crouches to open the oven door. Then, she pulls out the cookie tray of garlic bread.

“When I became legal, I left home and never went back except to visit. Madie has no plans to leave the nest. And yeah, I’m grateful to have her here. But she didn’t even get her driver’s license until I pressed her to do it.”

She takes off the glove and places it beside the cookie sheet.

“Now I regret it.”

“What do you mean?” I ask. 

Cassandra takes a step toward me, as if the walls have ears.

“She takes her car out late at night, and I don’t know where she goes. She thinks I don’t hear the garage door opening at night, but I do. And once she goes out, I can’t fall asleep again until I hear the door again and I know she’s home safe.”

“You haven’t talked to her about this?” I ask.

“You know how they are,” she says. “She would get defensive and cagey. And then she might get even better at hiding things from me. It can’t be easy trying to keep Michie in line.” 

“No,” I say. “That’s pretty much impossible. At least for me.”

“Tell me honestly,” Cassandra says. “How does she look to you?”

“Madie?” I say, careful not to appear flustered. “She looks like a runway model.”

Cassandra studies my face.

“Yeah,” she says. “That’s what worries me. She looks like she’s dropped ten pounds in a month. Every time I try to get her to eat with me, she makes some excuse.”

I touch Cassandra’s arm gently.

“When did you notice a change in Madison?” I ask.

“It was sometime over the summer,” Cassandra says. “She got accepted to Stanford. Then last month she requested to have her enrollment deferred. She hasn’t made any plans since then. I’m worried, Hunter. I don’t know what’s wrong with my girl.”

I pull her to my chest, kissing the top of her head as she cradles her chin on my chest.

“There’s so much you can’t protect them from,” I say.

“What would you do? If it was Michie who was in trouble?”

I squeeze her to me.

“I would get answers,” I tell her softly. “No matter where the search led me.”

“Okay, we’re here,” says Michie.

Cassandra and I break away from our embrace as Michie and Madison enter from the living room.

“Great!” Cassandra says, slightly bothered at getting caught. “Everybody have a seat in the dining room. I’ll serve.”

We all move to a big dining room adjacent to the kitchen and take our seats at one end of a grand table that looks like it could seat at least ten. 

“Where should we sit?” I ask Cassandra.

“Hunter, you sit at the head of the table,” she says. “Michie, you can sit at his side?” 

I take my seat and have a look around. Like all the other rooms, it’s decorated in this Scandinavian minimalist style. The only decoration is the big chandelier above the table, with bare Edison bulbs that give off an almost orange light. The girls take their seats. Michie on my right and Madison on my left with one seat placement in between us for Cassandra.

Cassandra goes to the kitchen and returns with the fettuccine Alfredo and starts Michie serving from her right side.

“Oh, I didn’t finish the salad,” I say. “Give me a minute.” 

I return to the kitchen where I hurry to cut up all the vegetables. Cassandra grabs the bottle of wine and shows me a big wooden serving bowl I can put it in. When I bring the salad bowl into the dining room, I find Madison and Michie sitting silently. Madison seems to study me as I move to my place and set the salad bowl in front of Michie and take my seat.

Michie picks at her pasta but passes the salad bowl across the table to Madison without comment. Cassandra takes her seat on my left and unfolds her napkin, placing it in her lap. 

“Sorry, I didn’t ask before,” Cassandra says. “Do you pray?”

“Not always,” I say. “But we’re happy to do what you like.”

“I’m not all that religious,” Cassandra says. “But it’s nice to give thanks, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s nice.”

“Hunter,” she asks, “would you mind doing the honors?”

“You mean lead the prayer?” I say, grinning sheepishly. “Sure, I’ll do my best.”

Cassandra and Madison close their eyes and bow their heads. Michie follows their lead. I tilt my head toward my plate, stumbling for the right words. 

“Our Father… who art in heaven,” I begin, desperately trying to wing it. “We thank you for this wonderful bounty which we are about to receive. We are eternally grateful, not only for the food that you have bestowed unto us but for the wonderful company, the spirit of connection that we’ve all discovered here tonight.”

Not too bad. I’m starting to find my footing. I peek at Cassandra and Madison, their eyes closed and their expressions serene.

“Lord, help us to love and understand one another better,” I say. “And guide us as we struggle along the twisting road of life. And help us to find, the true spirit of caring and gratitude, Lord—”

I stop, glancing at Michie, who is staring directly at me. Her eyes dart across the table at Madison, then rapidly back at me. She flashes me a sign with two fingers.

It could mean “peace,” but it obviously doesn’t. And I’m pretty sure she’s not making a “V” for victory either.

God damn it.

“—and protect us, every one. Amen.”
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Okay, so Michie thinks that Madison is the vampire. Maybe she’s right. But maybe not. She also clearly thinks that I’m attracted to Madison, and she’s not right about that. So, maybe she’s not as smart as her mouth is.

“So, Cassandra,” Michie asks. “How’d you get so loaded?”

“Michie,” I say, trying to keep my tone even. “Do you want to rephrase that question in a way that’s a bit more tactful?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,” Michie says with mock innocence. “I meant loaded as in rich not drunk.”

Cassandra sets down her wine glass without taking a sip.

“We are quite well off,” she says carefully.

“You don’t need to answer,” I say. “It’s an impertinent question.”

“That’s all right,” Cassandra says. “We’re all getting to know each other. The truth is, Michie, that my late husband left Madison and I with the means to be comfortable.”

“Must be nice,” Michie says, trying to scoop her pasta into her mouth with her fork.

“Yes,” Cassandra says meekly.

There’s got to be some way to redirect this conversation. 

“Madison,” I say. “Your mom mentioned that you’re taking a gap year but that you’ll be attending Stanford next fall. Is that right?”

“Yes, I was accepted,” Madison says uneasily. “But I decided I wasn’t ready to go.”

“That’s alright,” I say. “You’re so young, you’ve got plenty of time to figure things out.”

“Yeah,” says Michie. “You’re barely legal.”

That one was clearly directed at me, and I’m going to let her know that I know it.

“Michie didn’t get her GED,” I say, pointedly not looking at her. “She never applied herself to her studies.”

“He thinks I’m an idiot,” Michie says.

“I don’t think you’re an idiot,” I say, turning on her now. “I think you’re desperately insecure. So you sabotage yourself and everyone close to you.”

Michie’s haughty expression suddenly shatters.

Damn. Even I can see that one landed way too hard. There’s an awkward silence as she looks away.  

“I think Michie’s extraordinary,” Madison says softly.  

“You do?” I say, not masking my surprise.

“Absolutely,” Madison says. “We’ve just met, but upstairs I mentioned that I studied French and she told me she could speak Russian, Polish and Hungarian.”

“Really?” Cassandra says, relieved to grab at this possible lifeline. “That’s very impressive.”  

“You just pick it up,” Michie says, taking a sip of wine.

“Oh, that’s right,” Cassandra says, turning to me. “You told me before you’d spent time over there.”

“We have,” I say. “Russia, the Balkans, the Baltic states, Turkey, Outer Mongolia, all around there, actually.”

“Wow,” Cassandra says. “How long were you traveling together?”

“Oh, about four years,” I say.

“What were you doing all that time?” Madison asks.

“Hunting,” Michie says, playing with her knife.

“Deer?” Cassandra says with a smile.

“No,” I say, smiling. “Snakes. And other reptiles. For study, of course. Not as trophies.”

“Huh,” Cassandra says. “Are there many snakes in that part of the world?” 

“Sure,” I say. “There are snakes everywhere. Most are just overlooked. And of course, some are threatened. Not all are dangerous.”

I look at Madison who stares back at me with those milky, curious eyes. I glance at her plate. She’s moved the food around but I can’t be sure whether she’s eaten any of it.

“Now we drive around in a creepy van looking for them,” Michie says. “The cops pulled us over two nights ago. They thought Hunter here was a pervert who abducted me.”

“Oh, no they didn’t,” I say, torturing my gritted teeth into a grin. “Not until you told the officer that, thinking you were being funny.” 

“It was kinda funny,” Michie says.

“No, it wasn’t,” I say.

“You had to be there.”

“I was there.” 

There’s another long and awkward silence. They seem to be coming one after another tonight. Finally, Cassandra daps her mouth with her napkin.

“Madie, what’s wrong?” she says, looking at her plate. “You’ve barely touched your food.”

“I’m not very hungry,” Madison says.

Her voice is sing-song, almost dreamy. She rests her head on her mother’s shoulder in a practiced gesture of affection, maybe manipulation too.

“What did you eat today?” Cassandra asks.

“Oh, I don’t think that Hunter and Michie want to hear about that,” Madison replies. “There must be other more scintillating subjects we could discuss.”

“Seems like a pretty safe subject to me,” I say. “It’s easy to neglect proper nutrition when you’re young, but it will catch up with you when you’re older.”

“I eat when I’m hungry,” Madison says breezily.

“You don’t like my cooking anymore?” Cassandra asks, her tone probing.

“Oh, I’m sorry, mom,” Madison coos. “Here, if it will make you happy.”

She takes her fork and stabs a piece of shredded lettuce with it. Then she opens her mouth and folds it onto her tongue. She makes a show of chewing.

“Great,” Cassandra says. “Now do that two hundred more times and I’ll let you leave this table.”

I chuckle. Madison rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling.

“You’re so pretty, Madie,” Michie says, resting her chin against her knuckle as she gazes over at her. “You’re what every guy wants.”

Madison chokes.

“Are you alright?” I say.

Madison nods, reaching for her water glass. She takes a sip and I watch her neck as it expands and contracts. She swallows.

“I don’t know what guys see in me,” she says quietly.

“You’re joking,” Michie says. “You’re absolutely gorgeous. And so are you, Cassandra.”

“Well,” Cassandra says, reddening at the compliment. “Thank you, Michie.”

“Seriously, I’m not kidding,” Michie says, pointing her knife at me. “He would step over my mutilated corpse to get to you.”

“That’s enough!” I growl, the sudden sharpness in my voice stunning the whole table into silence.

I can’t let this go on anymore. If I don’t stop this dinner now, there’s no telling what Michie might say.

“Cassandra, dinner has been so wonderful,” I say. “Thank you so much for inviting us. But I think I have to get Michie home now.”

Michie pushes her chair out, making the legs scrape noisily across the floor.

“I’ll wait for you outside in your creepy, gross van,” Michie says, standing.

“Great!” I say.

She turns to go but stops before disappearing into the kitchen.

“Sorry,” she says to Cassandra and Madie. “And thanks.”

“It’s alright, dear,” Cassandra says.

“It was nice meeting you,” Madison says.

“You too,” Michie says, her fingers lingering on the door frame for a second. Then she looks at me and her smile turns to a scowl and she exits. 

“I’ll clean up,” Madison says brightly.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Cassandra says.

We all rise from our seats and Madison starts collecting the plates. She disappears into the kitchen and I get close to Cassandra. 

“Sorry,” I say, soft enough not to be overheard. “I realize our dynamic isn’t exactly normal.”

“Hunter, it was like having dinner with George and Martha.”

“Who?”

“Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton from Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?” she says. “I thought you were old enough to get that reference.”

“I suppose Michie reminds me a little of Richard Burton,” I say.

Cassandra smiles.

“She really loves to push your buttons, doesn’t she?”

“It’s what she lives for.”

Cassandra puts a reassuring hand on my chest.

“She craves your affection,” she says. “That’s why she tests you like she does.”

“You’re probably right, but what am I supposed to do?”

“Give it to her,” she says, speaking as the mother she is, “don’t deny her your love just because she frustrates you.”

“Then I’d just be giving her what she wants, right?”

“Your love? Well, yeah,” she says, her fingers spreading over my chest. “But what’s wrong with that?”

If she knew the kind of love Michie wanted from me, she might feel differently.

“What?” she says, sensing something in my expression.

“Nothing,” I say. “You’re right. She’s acting out as a cry for attention. She doesn’t really have anyone else.”

“No one? Doesn’t she have friends? She has a job, right?”

“I’m pretty sure that stealing the bottle of vodka was her way of quitting.”

“Well, you’d better figure out a way to get some alone time,” Cassandra says, craning her neck to whisper in my ear. “I have some things I need to do to you. And I can only do them with no kids around.”

“We could rent a motel room,” I say.

“Perfect,” she says. “Where?”

“The Royal Pines Lodge?”

“Eww! That place is such a dump,” Cassandra says. “But I don’t mind. It’s perfect for a dirty little rendezvous. Just as long as it’s not too gross.” 

“It won’t be,” I say. “I’ll book us a room and get it presentable.”

“When?”

“How about tomorrow?”

“Can we make it the afternoon?” Cassandra asks. “Madie sleeps all day so she won’t even miss me.”

“Michie’s the same,” I say.

“Teenagers,” Cassandra says.

I watch Madison as she returns from the kitchen. Her skin is so milky white, she looks like she hasn’t seen the sun in weeks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Teenagers.”

I can hear Michie’s clunky heels clomping around in the foyer.

“I’d better go,” I whisper. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Cassandra smiles up at me, an almost feline amusement as she takes in all of my features. I hold onto that image as I close my eyes and press my lips to hers.

The kiss we share communicates everything we don’t say and don’t need to. As our lips connect, exploring each other, I can feel her eagerness and within it the recognition that she’s found what she’s looking for. I think we both have.  

Even when the kiss is finished, I can tell we’re both tingling from the current still running between us. She stares at me again.

“You can’t be everything you seem to be,” she says, but there’s no hint of challenge in it. Her tone is more grateful than inquisitive.  

“And you’re more than I’d ever thought I’d get,” I say.

We hug again and finally it’s time to part. We unlock our arms from our embrace and I tear myself away from her. I exit through the kitchen, passing Madison, who’s standing at the counter.

“Good night, Madison,” I say. 

“Oh, wait,” she says, setting a plate down in the sink. “Let me give you a hug.”

I open my arms to her and she wraps her slim body around mine. I expect a quick squeeze and then a release. Instead, Madison lingers, her body pressed against mine. 

“Your heart is racing,” she says, her head pressed against my chest.

“Yeah?” I say. “I don’t feel yours at all.” 

A vamp can kill standing less than three feet from a victim. If she’s what Michie thinks she is, I’ve been within range of a killing blow from the moment I entered the kitchen. She doesn’t even need to get this close. All she’d have to do is sink her fangs in me.

Finally, I take her by her delicate shoulders and move her away from me. She purses her lips, drawing closer to me. I don’t breathe as she plants a peck on my cheek.

“Good night, Hunter,” she says.

Then she returns to the dishes. I stand there spellbound for just a moment before recovering myself. I turn before I leave the kitchen. Madison doesn’t turn. In the dining room doorway, I see Cassandra’s shadow on the wall before it recedes and disappears.
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I accelerate around a curve in the road for no reason other than pure frustration. It’s a stupid thing to do because this van is not a sports car. It takes turns like a battleship. I have to hit the brake just to keep from careening off the road.

“Okay,” I say, gripping the wheel. “Let’s just talk. Do you want to tell me what you were doing back there?”

“I did exactly what you told me to do,” Michie snaps.

“Really? Then I must be insane. Because that would mean that I told you to flirt with me in front of them, insult Cassandra, and undermine me at every turn. Is that it?”

“You told me, check if the daughter’s a vamp. Well, as if you couldn’t see it on your own, she is!”

“How?” I say. “How do you know that?”

“The black dress, you ass,” Michie snorts. “It was hanging in her closet.”

“How do ya know it’s the same black dress?”

“Oh, come on!”

I raise my tone to meet hers.

“Michie, you saw the dress once on a low-res security cam,” I say. “You don’t think it’s possible that it could have been a different black dress?”

“She made it herself. She told me so. She told you so.”

“I didn’t see any dress,” I say.

“It was the same dress,” she says. “I know it was. I knocked over the dummy to get you upstairs, to show you. But you didn’t notice. You were too busy eye-fucking the vamp the second you saw her.”

“That is not true.”

“You’re pathetic,” Michie snarls. “You’re dating the mom and skeeving on her daughter?”

“I barely even said hello to Madie,” I say. “I was standing in her bedroom doorway. What the hell was I supposed to do?”

“All this time, you put me off,” Michie seethes, her voice growing more high-pitched with each word. “You say I’m too young for you? She’s a year younger than me!”

“Michie, you’re wrong,” I say.

“Madie’s blonde, she’s skinny, and she’s oh-so-smart and perfect,” Michie says. “But don’t forget what she did to that poor cuck at the gas station. You want yours to be the next knob she shines?”  

“You’re jealous,” I say, my tone trying to calm her as I can see she’s teetering toward hysteria. “It’s making you paranoid.”

“Don’t you fucking dare!” she shrieks.

“Calm down,” I warn.

“You saw her,” Michie says. “She wouldn’t show her neck. She doesn’t eat. Her room has no smell. She’s got translucent skin. Even her mother knows something’s wrong.”

“Maybe she’s anorexic and clean and chose to wear a top with a collar on it.” 

“What more do you want?” she demands. “You say find evidence, I give you evidence.”

Then, switching to the goofy cartoon tone— “What are we going to do with this information? How about we use deductive fucking reasoning?”

“Gee, ya know, let’s do that,” I say. “Let’s see. If Madison was the one at the Pulse Point talking to Hatch, then that can only mean that she’s the one who lured him outside, offered to fellate him in his car, bit him and then sucked every drop of his blood. And that has to be what happened, because the only other possible explanation is that she was there buying fucking gas! What are the odds that her car requires gas to run?”

“You know the truth,” Michie says, her tone icy. “You deny it because you don’t want to believe it.”

“Evidence is not proof,” I say. “If I had proof, I wouldn’t hesitate to do what’s necessary.” 

She sneers.

“Maybe when she’s got her teeth in your neck, or your cock, you’ll have the proof you need.”

“I’m not going to run a knife through a teenage girl based on your suspicions, Michie!”

“My suspicions?” Michie sneers. “Why the hell was I even there? Because of your suspicions! Now, if you won’t nut up, I will. Because I’m a slayer. What are you?”

“Don’t go near her,” I say, turning to point a menacing finger at her. “Michie, I’m serious. Don’t even think about making a move without me.”

“You poor, stupid simp,” Michie says, her tone full of bile. “You deserve to get drank.”

Crack!

“Fuck!”

The van skids and I jerk the steering wheel with one hand as I stamp on the break, reaching out to stabilize Michie as she’s lurched forward.

The tires screech and the hulk shivers as we slide off the road, rocks making loud bangs as they scrape against the underside. Finally, we come to a stop.

I look over. I’ve got a hand on Michie’s breast. 

I take my hand back, switch to park, and turn the car off.

“Sorry,” I say.

She covers her chest with her arms and turns away from me. I unbuckle my seat belt and hit the latch on the van’s door.

“I’ll go see what we just hit.”

I shut the door behind me and take out my phone, turning on the flashlight. I check the ground around my feet. No blood trail that I can see. That’s good.

I shine the light under the van, looking for some obstruction. I find it in the front right-side wheel well. It’s a tree branch that got stuck down there. I pull out a big section of the branch and toss it aside. Then, I get down on my knees and shine the flashlight inside the wheel well. 

It’s clear of debris, but there’s something else down here. The light bounces off something shiny and black. I brush some rocks and pine needles out of the way and then crouch down further, sticking my hand deeper into the wheel well to put it out.

My fingers touch smooth, cool plastic. It’s hard to grip, but once I give it enough force, it comes off in my hand. Even before I get a good look at the little rectangle in my palm, I already know what it is.

I chuckle to myself and then rise, painfully for my back and knees, into a standing position. I come around to the driver’s side of the car and slide into my captain’s chair.

“What was it?” Michie asks, the rage of a moment ago suddenly replaced with concern. “Was it a dog?”

The cabin light goes out and I flick it on again.

“Tree branch,” I say. “But I found this.”

I hand over the little black rectangle which is metallic on one side.

“Electronic tracker,” I say. “Cheap commercial grade one, too.”

“Where was it?” Michie asks, playing with the little object in her palm.

“I found it stuck inside the wheel well,” I say. “I guess the Creeque County Sheriff’s Department isn’t done with us yet.”

“They tried charging us, they failed,” Michie says. “What more do they want?”

“Well, when I was getting interrogated, Farah said we were their only suspects,” I say.

“Who the fuck is Farah?” Michie demands. 

“Haddad,” I say, trying to breeze over my indiscretion. “The deputy.”

“You know her first name?” Michie says, eyeing me warily. “Why?”

“I asked,” I say, turning the engine back on.

Michie’s staring at me with an intensity that is impossible to ignore.

“What?”

“I was just thinking about what you’d look like as an upper,” she says, smiling wickedly. “And what part of you I would cut off before I took off your head.”

“Ha ha,” I say.

“Go ahead and laugh,” she says. “Chuckle away, fun boy.”

I put the van in drive and slowly, carefully get us back onto the asphalt again. Neither of us says anything until I turn back onto the interstate. Then, I decide that it’s been enough time, tempers have cooled, and maybe it’s time to turn a corner in our conversation.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

She takes a while to respond, almost like she doesn’t hear me.

“For what?” Michie asks.

“You put yourself at risk,” I say. “You went up to that room alone and I put you in danger by asking you to investigate Madison.”

“Yeah,” she says, but quickly adds, “but I can take care of myself.”

“I know that,” I say. “You’re smart and capable. But even so, I wasn’t very considerate of your feelings by making you come to dinner with me.”

She doesn’t say anything, but I can see from her posture she’s starting to uncoil inside.

“It wasn’t fair of me to use you like a prop back there,” I say. “I’m sorry for that.”

“Yeah, that was pretty shitty of you,” she says.

“Can you forgive me?”

She shrugs, staring out the window.

“Sure, fuck it.” 

I smile. She’s not ready to yet. 

“At least we got some free food out ‘em,” she says. “Night wasn’t a total loss.” 

She rolls down her window, ready to toss the tracker out into the pine wilderness.

“Whoa, hold on!” I say. “Don’t get rid of it. We might be able to use that.”

“For what?” Michie asks.

“I don’t know yet,” I say. “But it’s a low-effort way to keep the cops distracted. We’re better off knowing what they’re doing than forcing them to adapt.”

We’re approaching the Pine Lodge Way turnoff, but I don’t take it.

“We’re not going back to the motel?” Michie asks.

“No, we’re going to Walmart.”

“For what?”

“To get another one of those,” I say, pointing at the little black rectangle. “I’m going to give it to Cassandra.”

“For what?” Michie says again.

“We can both agree that Madison might be the vampire, right?” 

“Uh-huh.”

“Cassandra told me that Madie takes her car out late at night,” I say. “So, the next time I see her, I give her one of those and let her decide whether to put it on Madison’s car.”

“So, we can track her?”

“We can’t, but Cassandra can,” I say.

“How does that help us?”

“She’ll share the intel she gathers with me,” I say. “Because, by helping her with her problem, I’m building trust with her.”

“And what if she doesn’t tell you where Madison is going?”

“Well, then we’re exactly where we are now,” I say.

“Sure that she’s the vampire but afraid to admit it, you mean?”

This time it’s my turn not to say anything.

“I don’t know, Deac,” she says. “It’s not a bad plan. But it means a lot of us just sitting on our asses.” 

“Okay, you’re right,” I say. “We could do more. That’s good thinking. Now that you two have met, maybe you could use that to get closer to Madison yourself?”

“How?”

“Do what girls do,” I say. “Share secrets.”

“Really?”

“Okay, well not real secrets, obviously,” I say. “But ya know. Lies which are emotionally true.”  

“Lies which are emotionally true?” she repeats. “What the hell does that mean?”

It’s what I do with Cassandra. The content of the words isn’t always strictly factual, but I’m not trying to deceive her. I just stick to things that feel true to the man I want to be.

“I don’t know, just tell her anything,” I say. “But whatever you say, be the one to volunteer information. Don’t make it look like you’re probing.”

“How am I supposed to contact her?”

“You’re asking me?” I say. “Why don’t you befriend her on Facebook?”

“Befriend her on Facebook?” Michie says with amused incredulity.

“What?” I say. “You think I’m such a dinosaur I’ve never heard of Facebook?”

“OH MY GOD!” she squeals, covering her mouth with her hand in delight. “You’re so old, you don’t even know what makes you sound old!”

“All right,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Just do whatever. Reach out to her. Ya know.” 

“Maybe she’s on LinkedIn!” Michie cackles.
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I check my phone. It’s 1:17 p.m. She’ll be here in fifteen minutes. I’ve worked out, I’ve showered, I’ve shaved, I’ve flossed. I’m wearing clean clothes. They’re kinda wrinkled, but that’s fine. Cassandra likes that I’m not quite domesticated.

Michie is asleep and luckily, since we switched rooms, we’re not sharing a wall anymore. I’m on the ground-level in the southside corner of the complex. Michie’s room is all the way on the northern end on the second floor. That means there’s no chance she’ll overhear us.

I bought a rose last night at Walmart while Michie was waiting outside. No glass I have to put it in is suitable, so I just leave it in its wrapping. Not bad, I think. Inviting, but it doesn’t look like I’m trying too hard. I try to gather up all the miscellaneous crap and toss it in the closet so the small space doesn’t look so cluttered. I don’t want her thinking that I live here. 

I grab the empty ice bucket off the edge of the tub. My cock twitches in my shorts, eager but also wary. It’s okay, my friend. This ice bucket isn’t for you. Not this afternoon. Nope, we’re finally gonna have some guilt-free sex!

Knock! Knock!

She’s early. That’s okay; that’s perfect.

I toss the ice bucket in the closet and slide the door closed. Then, I unlatch the front door and open it.

It’s Michie, in her PJs.

Oh, shit.

“Hey,” she says, squinting in the harsh light of day.

“What’s up?” I say.

“I messaged Madison and she just responded,” Michie says. “Wanna message her together?”

“Uh… no.”

“Why not?”

I scramble for a quick explanation. Then, I see the van parked outside and it gives me an idea. I put a finger to my lip and then step outside, gingerly closing the door behind me.

“I think our rooms may be bugged,” I whisper. 

“What? Why?”

I shush her, trying to get her to keep her voice down.

“They put a tracker on the van,” I say. “If they’d do that, what else would they do?”

“You’re losing it,” Michie says. “Since when did the Creeque Sheriff’s Department become the FBI?”

“Maybe I’m wrong, but it’s better to be safe,” I say. “I’m just gonna do a complete sweep of both our rooms. Give me your key.”

“What the hell?” she says, but her hand slips into the pocket of her flannels and pulls out the little yellow diamond keychain. “If you’re doing that, what am I supposed to do?” 

I take her room key and then reach in my own pocket and give her the keys to the van.

“Drive around for a while,” I say.

“Where?”

“Anywhere,” I say. “Leave town, come back. Just make a big circle for an hour or two.” 

“What?!” she says, looking at me with increasing alarm. “Deac, touch grass, man.”

“Look, we know they’re monitoring us,” I say. “I’m not imagining the tracker, am I?” 

“I guess,” Michie says, looking at the keys in her hand. “But this seems really extreme.” 

I reach into my back pocket and pull out my wallet. I’ve got $68. I take out two twenties and hand them to Michie.

“Here’s money for gas,” I say. “If you get hungry, you can stop somewhere for lunch.”

She snags the cash and stuffs it in her pocket.

“What about Madison?” she says.

“You can message her later,” I say. “But don’t text and drive.”

She eyes me warily.

“Or I could message Madison while you’re driving,” I say, holding out my hand as if expecting her to produce her phone from her pocket.

“I’m not leaving my phone with you,” she says. “I’ve got private stuff on there. Like nudes.”

“You do?”

“Yeah,” she says, clearly interested in gauging my response.

“I won’t peek,” I say.

She scowls.

“I believe you.”

She slips her in hand in her pocket, but she’s obviously not about to hand her phone over.

“Okay, well…” I nod in the direction of the van.

“Alright,” she says, confused and a little indignant. “I guess I’m leaving, then.”

I smile and give a little wave.

“I’ll be here!” I say as she turns to leave.

She eyes me again before she reaches the van. I go back inside and peek through the venetian blinds. I watch the van until the engine comes on. I don’t breathe a sigh of relief until I watch the car pull out of the parking lot and turn the corner. Ah, there it is!

Close call, but no damage done. Now, let’s see. Anything not looking presentable? It seems okay. Rustic, even.    

I sit on the edge of the bed, checking the time every time a minute may have plausibly passed. Then I go into the bathroom and reapply deodorant, afraid of flop sweat. God, it’s been… a really, really long time. And Cassandra’s so beautiful. And sophisticated. And vulnerable.

My cock twitches. Easy, fella. We’re not there yet.

Ding!

I check my phone. 

Cassandra: Here!

All right, it’s showtime. I hurry to the window and clock her Subaru in the parking lot. Then, I put on a pair of loafers and grab the shopping bag with the tracker in it and walk outside.

Cassandra’s standing by her car, looking radiant. She takes off her sunglasses and hangs them from her cleavage. God, that cleavage. She’s practically bursting out of that blouse.

“Hey!” she says, grinning.

I set the shopping bag on the hood of the car. Then I grab her by the waist and pick her up. She squeals in delight, wrapping her legs around me. We kiss, passionately and deeply like it’s the first time anyone ever has. 

“Hey,” I say, a second later, still delirious from the kiss.  

I set her down and she rubs my temple with her fingers. We just stare at each other, our pupils dilating. 

“You wanna take me inside?” she asks.

“Hell, yeah.”

I wrap my arm around her back. She stops.

“Don’t you want to take whatever’s on the hood with us?” she asks.

“Oh, yeah, good catch.”

I turn and go back for the shopping bag. She follows and I hand it over.

“What’s this?” she says, taking out the tracker and turning it over to read the instructions printed on the back of the blister pack. 

“It’s an electronic tracker,” I say. “It’s for Madison.”

Cassandra gives me a quizzical look.

“Well, it’s not for Madison,” I say. “I mean, it’s for her car. Last night, you mentioned that you don’t know where she goes at night. I thought you might like to.”

She rubs the little device through the blister pack plastic with her manicured fingernail.

“Huh,” she says.

“Well, you don’t have to use it if you don’t want to,” I say.

“No, it’s fine,” she says, trying to hide her reservations. “I just never thought I’d have to spy on my kid.”

I’m worried I might have misstepped, but she brightens as she looks at me.

“This is a very thoughtful gift, Hunter,” she says. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“How does it work?” she asks.

“The best way is to put it inside the wheel well of her car,” I say.

She looks confused, so I gesture for her to hand it to me. Then, I lean down and demonstrate how she can slide it up into the wheel well.

“It’s got a magnet on one side, see?” I say. “You just hook it under the inside above the wheel. That way, it’ll be invisible and it won’t come off even if she goes over a speedbump or something.”

“Okay,” Cassandra says, nodding.

“It works using GPS, so you can pair it with your phone first,” I say. “Then you can track her car’s location from anywhere. It keeps a log of where she’s been too.”  

“And no one else can access this, right?” she asks.

“Just you,” I say.

“Well, thank you,” she says. “I wish the circumstances were different, but it’s nice to know that I’ve finally found a guy who actually listens to my problems and cares enough to offer a solution.”

I smile.

“It’s not hard,” I say. “I can’t stop thinking about you, no matter what I do. I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to be the guy you trust with your problems.”

“Oh, and how about you?” she asks, leaning close to me and running her fingers down my arm. “How have you stayed single so long?”

“Incredible willpower,” I say with a smile.

She laughs.

“I’ll bet,” she says. “Let me throw this in the car and then we can go do… whatever we want.”

“Perfect,” I say, grinning.

She takes the keys from her purse and opens the 4Runner. She tosses the bag on the seat, locks the car, and we walk lazily over to my room in the corner, with our arms around each other’s backs. 

Oh, man. This is going to be so good.

“Can I tell you a secret?” she asks.

“Anything,” I say.

“I lost my virginity in this motel,” she says. “That’s how old it is.”

“Really? What room?”

She points to one at the far corner.

I reach for my key and then remember it’s unlocked. I turn the knob and smile.

“Maybe I’ll lose my virginity in this motel too,” I say.

I push the door open and bid her to enter.

“Ha!” Cassandra says stepping inside. “From the moment I saw you, before I knew a thing about you, I knew you were experienced.” 

I follow her inside, about to turn and lock the door behind us when I see her freeze. Then, I freeze. My head turns to see what’s arrested Cassandra in her tracks.

Michie.

Sprawled across my bed, her legs dangling from the end. She’s wearing nothing from the waist up except a cruel smile.

“Oh, he’s experienced all right,” she says. “Want me to show you what he taught me how to do?”

Oh, Jesus!

Cassandra turns, her face a mask of shock, anguish, disgust. She doesn’t look at me, hurrying for the door.

“Cassandra, wait!” I shout.

She hurries away faster. I run after her.

What do I say first? She’s not my daughter? I had no idea she was in there? We’re not having sex? This isn’t what it looks like? Please, let me explain?

The daughter part. That’s the most important thing to establish.

“Cassandra,” I say. “Hold on. I lied. She’s not my daughter!”

She doesn’t even turn. She’s swinging her arms so frantically in her stride that I’m worried her purse is going to fly off her arm. Her heels make the escape cartoonish, magnifying the effort she has to exert to evade me.

“I lied to you, but I swear to God there is nothing between us,” I say. “I don’t know what she was doing in there.”

Of course, that’s not true. I know exactly what she was doing. Torpedoing all my hopes and dreams for the future.

Cassandra reaches her car. She freezes, not turning, not moving; just standing her ground. 

I get down on my knees on the asphalt.

“Please, don’t go,” I beg. “Please, I swear this looks so bad but there’s much more to it. Michie’s not my daughter. We’re not related at all. I swear. She’s jealous, and so–”

“I’m leaving!” she shrieks, the sound choked by the tears she’s trying to fight back. “Now!”

“I know you think I’m a disgusting pervert, but I swear to you—”

“Hunter,” she says, unable to turn to look at me. “I have mace in my purse. I will use it.”

She’s done listening. She fumbles for her keys and, finding them, opens the door, slamming it behind her. The car starts. I’m on my knees, watching her back up, not caring whether she hits me as she does. She peels out, clearing me with as much space as she can handle, as if running me over would desecrate her car.

She peels out of the parking lot and speeds off. Just like that, she’s gone. Forever. 

My hands, which were folded as if in prayer, fall to my sides. My head slumps.

Michie!

Michie, oh Michie! God damn it!

I’m not sure how long I spend on my knees on the asphalt. I know that I have to go back into that motel room. I have to get her out of there. And I can’t strangle her. No matter how much I want to, I cannot strangle her to death. And I have to wait outside until I’m certain that I won’t.

It takes a long time.

But finally, the anger subsides. I’m no longer in shock. And like a pillar of light shining down from heaven, it comes to me. I have to be calm when I go in there. Because the calmer I am, the colder I can be. And the colder I am, the more I can hurt her.

Like she’s hurt me. But worse.
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“Well,” Michie says, leaning across the bed, “she’s gone, but I’m still here.”

I don’t even look at her as I come in. I shut the door and then slump into the chair across from the bed.

“You wanna have some fun?” she asks, kicking her legs, one over the other.

“I’m tired, Michie,” I say. “You can’t understand how tired I am of your flirting. It’s so not funny anymore.”

“Jesus, ease up, okay?” she says, reading the harshness in my tone. “I’m literally sprawled across your bed in my panties. I gotta say something to cut the tension.” 

“It’s so pathetic,” I say, continuing as if I didn’t hear. “Whores have more subtlety. And more success. Because at least they know when to move on.”

She blinks several times, like she’s trying to recalibrate after getting knocked in the head.

“Wow, okay, I save myself for you, and you call me a whore,” she says, still trying to deflect with irony. “Real nice, Deac.”

“You still don’t get that this time is different, do you?” I say, feeling the sharpness of my words in my mind before I sink them into her. “That woman you just chased away is everything you’ll never be. That’s why I want her instead of you.”

She blinks again. That one stung.

“Deac–”

“You’re so unbelievably crass. You embarrass yourself, the way you’re always coming onto me.”

“Fuck. You.”

“Oh, I know. You wanted to get even with me,” I say. “But, as always, you didn’t think first. Now we have nothing. We’ll never see Madison again. You blew our one shot. Now we’ll never know the truth.” 

“Whoa, what?!” she snarls. “She’s the vamp and you know it! You just deny it because you still wish you could fuck her mom.”

“You know what? I’ve figured it out. You’re the vampire, Michie! You suck me dry. I’m a husk.”

“Oh, blow me! You use me, then toss me aside the second you have the chance to get laid, and I’m the one sucking you dry?”

“Just put on your clothes and get out, alright? Please, just go.”

She thrashes off the bed, limbs flailing, scrambling to pick up her discarded pajamas at the foot of the bed. I look at a spot in the corner of the room as she struggles to pull the clothes onto her body, every movement made clumsy by her rage.

She tries to storm off but stops and stares at me until I meet her gaze.

“I’m in love with you,” she says, her voice tortured. “You know it, and you pretend it’s just a crush. So, I flirt with you, and I hate that I do it. You think I like humiliating myself?”

“Michie–”

I can’t go on because there’s no next word I can say.

“I have no one except you,” she says, eyes watering. “And you would have anyone instead of me. Why?”

“That’s not true,” I mutter. “I made a promise, you know that.”

“So, I lie for you, I go along with whatever you say, I save your life, and not just once. And then you choose her instead because of some fucking promise you made that I had no part in?” 

I try to think of some response, but the taste of my own hypocrisy is making my tongue swell in my mouth.

“You act like you’d lay down your life for me. But you treat me like garbage! Oh, Cassandra’s coming over? What do I do? Well, Michie’s really stupid. I’ll just trick her. Get her out of the way. Make her drive around in circles—for hours. Then, when she comes back, I’ll lie to her. So, what? Who cares? To me, she’s just Michie. I can’t stop hearing you say that to her!”

“Christ… Michie,” I stammer. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m a cool chick!” she blubbers. “I’m young and I’m cute! I am! What the hell is wrong with me?!”

“Nothing, listen, I was wrong,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

“I—hate you,” she stutters. “You bastard, I would give anything not to be in love with you. And—I—just follow you anyway.”

I’m on my feet and moving to her, wrapping her in my arms. She tries turning away, rebuking me again, but my embrace is gentle but firm. She lets me hold her, then turns her face to my chest and releases her tears. She sobs and I cradle her, telling her over and over—

“I love you, too, Michie,” I say. “I do. I love you, and I’m sorry. I love you. I won’t treat you like that again.” 

Finally, her sobs subside and her breathing comes in even waves, in and out. I squeeze her, taking in her scent and the way her pulse feels against mine.  

She lifts her chin and looks up at me with those big eyes, still red from crying, and I’d have to be something other than human not to kiss her.

Our lips touch, softly and gently at first, then more eagerly. Her mouth widens, inviting my tongue to slide across hers. She squirms and I purse my lips, letting the feeling of the kiss linger on both our lips.

“You’re the one I want,” I whisper.

“Oh, my god,” she says, lip trembling slightly, her eyes probing mine. “Is this real?”

“Yes,” I tell her gently, nestling her cheek. “I want you. Now. Is that okay?”

A smile breaks across her face, more resplendent than sunrise. 

“Uh, yeah!” she says. “You dipshit!”

I frame her face with my hands, rubbing her just underneath her chin. Not enough to tickle, just enough to tingle. I bring my lips to hers, willing her lips to follow mine. She’s overeager, trying to match my intensity and pressing her lips to mine. She opens her mouth, too wide and too early. I smile, unable to help myself. She breaks away.

“Shit,” she says. “What’d I do?”

I smile, and I can’t stop because it’s just the cutest face I’ve ever seen her make. How have I never seen her like this before?

“You’re perfect,” I tell her, bringing my face so close that our eyelashes could glance off each other. “You can’t do anything wrong. Just touch me however you want, okay?”

Her eyes are starting to get watery again, but a grin is forming too. Then, she says in this sweet, small voice–

“Okay.”

I plant a soft kiss on her forehead just below the hairline and travel down, to her cheek, then her neck. She shivers gently at my touch, leaning in, bending toward me to bring her neck closer to my lips. I bury my face against her, and she yields to me eagerly. As our chests press together. She rests her small hands on my chest, fingers twitching, ready to explore.

I pull back and ask—

“Do you want to take my shirt off?”

She nods, suddenly riveted by my buttons. Her fingers move fast, pulling too eagerly. She misses one. I take her hand and guide her fingers back up to my button again. She crinkles her nose and rolls her eyes. 

“Sorry,” she murmurs.

“You’re doing great.”

Once the shirt’s unbuttoned, she slides one hand inside, then the other, feeling my chest and stomach.

“You like that?” she asks.

“I do,” I say, grinning.

She lifts the shirt off at the shoulders and then lets it flutter to the floor. I’ve got a crescent-shaped scar below my left nipple and around the side, various stab wounds mark me all over. But she studies me like I’m a Greek sculpture.   

“Deac, if you’re playing with me, I’m gonna kill you,” she teases. “I’ll stab you right here.” 

She wraps her knuckle against my heart.

“I can’t believe this is happening either,” I say, chuckling. “You’re not the only one who’s been thinking about this for a long time.”

She goes red, and not just her cheeks but her whole face, all the way down to her chest.

“I’m so hot for you,” she says, breathy and trying to sound confident.  

“You are,” I say. “And look at what you’re doing to me.”

I’m swelling already, the blood pumping exactly where it needs to go. I bring my hands to my belt, resting for a moment on the buckle, wanting her to watch me as I slide it open.

She’s transfixed, eyes widening as I flick the belt open. My cock is already pressing against the inside of my zipper. I have to do this carefully. I undo the button and tug the zipper down slowly, sliding out even before I’m fully erect. My cock peeks out of my shorts. 

“Whoa,” she says, mouth hanging open.

“Yeah, well,” I say, shrugging.

“It’s so big,” she says, looking at me with hungry eyes.

“It’s not done growing yet,” I say, stepping out of my pants. “But listen, we should take this slow. There’s no need to rush.”

I can see the excitement in her eyes as she looks me up and down.

“My turn?” she asks, grabbing the hem of her t-shirt.

“Let me,” I say, taking her in my arms, kissing her as I slide my hands under her shirt, running my fingers over her belly and around her back. I tug the shirt up and she raises her arms, helping me take it off her. Her hair falls across her face as the shirt comes off. Then, I untie the hastily tied flannel pajama pants and let them slide to the floor. She squeezes her thighs together, concealing the small wet streak across the front of her panties. 

“Someone’s excited,” I say with a smile.

“What do you want to do with me?” she asks, her big eyes staring into mine.

“Everything,” I say.

Our arms wrap around each other. She’s getting more confident now, pressing her lips to mine and kissing me with passion as our limbs entwine. She wraps her hips around me, and I carry her to the bed, lifting her up and bringing us both down on it.

“Oh, God,” she squeals as I kiss her neck, my hands traveling all over her body. “I’ve wanted this for so long!”

I don’t say anything, just let my body explore her the way that I’ve been aching to. My cock is fully hard now, and I’m struggling to contain myself. But I force myself to be patient. She has to be ready for me. Really ready.

I move from her neck to her breasts, lovingly nuzzling them each before gently kissing her nipple. She’s already starting to tweak the other one between her fingers. Her hips can’t keep still, squirming under me. I press the head of my cock against her thigh, and her hips spasm wildly. She gasps.

“God, that’s good!”

I coo gently in her ear as I rub my cock against her, dotting her inner thighs with little dabs of precum. She’s going wild, thighs clenching and shifting. She’s almost there. The need to bare down is almost overtaking her. Our thighs rub together, her smooth and hairless ones the perfect contrast to mine. I take those smooth thighs and gently slide them apart. Her panties are completely soaked now.

“You don’t need these anymore,” I tell her. “I’m going to take them off you.”

“Fuck, yes!” she gasps.

I hook a finger around the inside of her panties and slide them down her thighs. The scent of her wet pussy is driving me crazy. I smile at that beautiful sight, the small hairs surrounding her tight little opening, and then bend her legs back.

Carefully, slowly, I press the head of my rock-hard cock against her slick opening. I sink into her slowly, watching her eyes as they slide back into her head, a huge grin on her face. This is satisfying a need she’s been keeping inside her for a very long time. I’ve had the same need too. I glide into her as far as I go, and she exhales sharply.

“If anything is too much, you can tell me, okay?”

She nods, tilting her hips up. I keep going, enjoying her wet warmth as I glide in and out. She suddenly clenches, pushing me out. I gently push myself back in, pressing into her. She moans.

“Oh, shit!” she yells.

“That’s great,” I say. “That feels so good. Let’s do that again.”

I slide in and she clenches around me, a gurgling moan escaping her lips. As we find our rhythm, our bodies start to move in perfect complement. She spreads her legs wider, willing me to plunge in deeper. She rubs her breasts, arching her back to press herself around my thickness.

“Harder,” she says.

“Yeah?” I say, grinning.

“Yes, damn it!” she urges.

My gentle strokes become forceful thrusts. I unleash something inside me that wants to split her in half, to thrust in so deep and so hard that she comes apart.

“Deac!” she squeals. “Yes! Fuck me, Deac! Oh, fuck me!”

“Fuck, you’re so hot!” I tell her. “Michie, you’re all mine. You’re all mine.”

“Deac, I’m—I’m gonna come!” she groans. 

I feel the pressure growing as I bear down on her, the growing need to explode inside her is overwhelming. She moans loudly, drawing her neck back as the orgasm rocks her body.

“Yes! Oh, Deac! Yes! Yes!” 

I can’t hold back anymore. When I come, it feels like years of pent-up emotions escaping. Anger, joy, passion, all the complicated things we are to each other come flooding out as I spill myself inside her.

“Oh, fuck!” she says, her body still trembling all over. “That was good. That was so good.”

I lean over, looking into her eyes. I’m still inside her, my stiffness only now starting to recede. She looks up at me with wonder, arousal, and pure love.

“That was just the first of many, many times,” I tell her. “From now, you’re mine. And I’m yours.” 
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“You broke your oath,” she teases, her fingers running along my bicep. I’ve got my arm wrapped around her, cupping her breast with one hand, the two of us looking up at the ceiling.

“I know,” I say.

“Feel bad?”

“Nope.”

And I don’t. I should, maybe, but I don’t. Kirk, I’m sorry. Cassandra, I’ll always love you. But this was something I had to do.

We hold each other, just enjoying the silence and the feeling of skin-to-skin contact grounding us both to each other.

“So, why’d you do it?” she asks. “I mean, why now?”

I run my thumb across her nipple gently, playfully teasing her. “I finally realized breaking that oath was the only way to keep it.”

“How?” she asks, squirming a little at my touch.

“Well, the promise I made to your dad had two parts,” I say. “The first was to keep you safe. I can’t protect you if you’re not around. You’re not a kid anymore. If I don’t treat you right, there’s nothing to stop you from leaving me.” 

“God, I wish you’d figure that out before,” she says, and there’s a bit of edge to the way she says it.

“It had to happen this way,” I admit. “I wasn’t ready. I told myself it was because you were still too young, but that was just an excuse.”

“Yeah,” she says. “I get that. I’ve had a crush on you for so long. I spent so much time dreaming about us, what it would be like the first time. But you just saw me as a kid.”

“Well, you were,” I say. “For a long time.”

“Yeah, but even after I turned eighteen, I wasn’t grown up enough for you,” she says. “Not right away.” 

“It’s not just about maturity,” I say. “When I say I wasn’t ready, I mean I wasn’t ready to open up like that. I got used to thinking of you as, well, my kid. When you started, ya know, getting ideas about us, it scared me.”

“Why?” she asks, turning my face to hers, peering at me expectantly.

“You’ve been the only person in my life for so long,” I say. “The thought of losing you—”

“To who?” she says.

“You know what I mean,” I say. “Occupational hazards. Besides, we’re already closer than family. We’re always together. If it became sexual too… I mean, losing you at all would just shatter me. But the thought of losing you as my lover too…”

“Aww,” she coos, running her nose across my cheek. “I understand.”

“But this feels completely right,” I say. “I’ve spent so much time denying it. And you haven’t made it easy—”

“No, I haven’t,” she states proudly.

“But I’ve wanted you,” I say. “I’ve needed you. That’s why I was always looking around for someone else. I’ve felt guilty about the way that you excite me.”

“Guilty? Why?”

“Well, ya know,” I say. “I said I wouldn’t. I made a promise to Kirk. Whatever else he was, he was my best friend.”

“I know,” she says. “But you really have nothing to feel guilty about.”

“Well, the guilt’s gone now,” I say, and surprisingly I mean it. “Now, I don’t feel anything but good.”

“Me too,” she says, her body relaxing against mine.

She turns, shifting her body, and I wrap myself around her.

“Actually, I lied,” she says, the confession seeming to occupy a physical space in the vastness of our personal cocoon. “I do feel guilty.”

“Really?” I ask, curious. “What about?”

“Cassandra,” she says, her face still turned away from mine. “I ruined your chances with her. I mean, I’m not sorry that this happened. But I’m sorry that I hurt you, and her. She seems nice. She didn’t deserve that.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” I say. “But I was the one who lied to her. I’m as much to blame as you are.”

“No, you’re not,” she says. “It was my fault. I was so jealous. I hated that you didn’t want me.”

“I did want you,” I say.

“But you still want her too,” she says. “Right?”

I grunt, not sure how to answer or whether it matters.

“It’s okay, I don’t mind,” she says. “I just hated the idea that she could have you and I couldn’t.”

“Well, you have me now,” I say. “And I finally don’t have to deprive myself of you either. You know, I used to stick my throbbing cock in a bucket of ice instead of jerking off while thinking about you.”

“What?!” she squeals. “You really did that?”

“You were having screaming orgasms on the other side of the wall,” I say. “I am a man.”

“Oh, I know you are,” she says, taking my hand and placing it on her thigh. “You’re such a man. You know, I thought about you the first time I touched myself.”

“Really?”

“Of course,” she says. “You were like the guy who taught me all the things that are hot about men.”

“Your masculine archetype?” I offer.

“Yeah,” she says. “Like that, you always know stuff, and you’re just such a dude. You’re so full of testosterone. And I was a girl, with hormones. What was I supposed to do?”

I sit up and turn to her.

“What about that night in the motel?” I ask. “When you were practically bringing the walls down?”

“That was just to tease you,” she says. “Wanna see how I really like to do it?”

“Yeah.”

“Give me your pillow,” she says.

I hand her the pillow and she puts it behind her back. She flicks aside the thin sheet covering her milky skin. She leans back on the pillow, raising her knees so that her ankles rest in the air.

“I just start real slow,” she says, running her fingers across her skin in lazy circles along her thighs and stomach. “And I’d think about you, the muscles in your back, or the way you’d smile at me.”

She runs her fingers and palms all over her soft curves, letting her fingers travel wherever they like.

“Actually, I like to picture you looking at me,” she says, a smile spreading across her face as she watches me watching her. She cups her breast, squeezing it tenderly but then pressing, her nipples hardening. “Or sometimes, I imagine you catching me, and I’m so embarrassed. But mostly, you’re just there, watching me, smiling.”

“You mean, like we are right now?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says, her eyes glassy. “Just like we are now.”

I watch her as she rubs and touches her breasts, her hands sliding down toward her stomach. I’m getting stiff again already, imagining the warmth deep inside her that’s spreading between her legs.

“You just gonna watch me get off?” she asks.

“No,” I say. “I need you again. Right now.”

“Really?” she teases. “Who says you can have me?”

I know exactly what she’s fishing for.

“If you don’t give me everything I want, right now, then I’m gonna make you,” I tell her.

It works. Her hand moves straight between her legs.

“Say that again?” she begs, her voice rising in pitch.

“Give me everything I need from you,” I say. “Before I make you.”

“Mmm,” she says, fingers twitching, rubbing herself frantically. “What do you need?”

“Get on your knees,” I say. “I’m going to take you from behind.”

Her eyes widen in excitement, but her fingers keep trembling.

“Can I finish here, first?” she asks.

I smile but shake my head.

“I’m happy to let you warm yourself up,” I say, my voice cool and commanding. “But when you come, I want it to be because my cock is inside you.”

Her lids flicker, she bites her lip. She moans.

“Oh, fuck, that’s so hot!”

She stops playing with herself and extends a hand still wet with her own juices. I take her hand and help her roll onto her knees into a crouch, then I get behind her. I run a hand across the curve of her ass, admiring how slim and pert it is. She squirms.

She misses the feeling of her finger stimulating her. She needs something bigger, and from the way she’s rubbing her hips together, she needs it now. My cock is hardening as I admire the slickness between her legs.

She groans, her voice low and needy, as I part her lips with my fingers. Her thighs press into the mattress as I slide into her. Her knees slide across the bed, skittering as our bodies press against each other.

“You like that?” I ask.

“Oh, yeah,” she says, a slight hitch in her breath.

We rock like that, back and forth. As she starts to get used to the rhythm, opening wider to let my cock drive deeper inside her, I give her harder, more eager thrusts.

“God, you feel amazing,” I tell her.

She milks me as I thrust deeper. Soon, she’s so excited that she’s begging me—

“Harder, faster!” she wails.

I knead her hips with my hands as I press myself inside her.

“Yes, yes, Deac! Oh!”

The sweat beading across her back shows me just how hot she’s getting. I want to slow down, knowing that I’m getting close to finishing inside her again. But she’s urging me on, and I’ve got to give her what she needs.

“Oh, oh, aaaaaahaaaaa!”

Her elbows start to give out as waves of pleasure radiate through her. Her face is practically pressed into the mattress at this point.

“That’s it,” I say. “That’s my good girl. You okay if I keep going?”

“Yes!” she squeals.

I slow down, but I don’t give up. My thrusts become gentler, but I’m as hard as ever as I work myself inside her. She thrusts her hips up, bucking against me, and I come close to exploding inside her.

“Oh, hell yeah!”

She does it again, and again until I can’t hold out any longer. But just as I’m getting there, she beats me to it–

“Aaaaah!” she moans, her second orgasm sending spasms through her.  

I’m panting as I erupt inside her. She clenches me so hard it’s like she’s afraid I’ll let go. I pull out and she falls face first onto the bed.

“You’ve ruined me,” she says, her back still arched, ass held out in front of me like an offering.

I give her a playful little smack, resting my hand on her curved cheek.

“I thought you were going to break me too,” I say.

She collapses into the bed, limbs splayed. I just admire her for a moment, amused by the way I’ve exhausted her.

She takes a breath and smiles.

“I’m scared to sleep,” she says. “What if I wake up and this was a dream?”

“That’s not how dreams work,” I say. “You don’t need to fall asleep to wake up. You just wake up at some random point. Like when something just snaps you awake.” 

I snap my fingers in front of her face. She folds her hand around mine. 

“I was just trying to be poetic,” she says. “Or… I don’t know. The way people in movies talk.”

“I know what you mean,” I say. “I can’t believe this is real either.”

We stare into each other’s eyes.

“Promise it will be different,” she says.

“It will be,” I say. “From now on, no more self-doubt. We’re lovers. Let’s tell everyone.”

“Okay,” she says, her eyes getting heavier.

“You gonna fall asleep?”  

“Yeah,” she says, yawning.

“You wanna rest your head on my chest?” I ask.

She looks at me and grins.

“You want me to?”

I nod. It’s a wonderful feeling having a woman rest her head on your chest, especially after sex. She flips on the bed and rolls onto my chest. I kiss the top of her head as she places her hand on my pec.

“It’s cute that you like this,” she mutters.

I don’t say anything, just heave a very satisfied sigh and wait for her to fall asleep. I don’t know what time it is. The sun’s still up. I can see the outline of light on the curtain even without turning my head.

I close my eyes, but I can’t get calm enough to sleep. So much has happened, so much emotion in so little time that I just have to lie still and process it, or let it flow out of me. However it works.

I gently pet Michie’s arm, running my fingers across her soft, flawless skin. I still can’t believe that she chooses me, a man twice her age with joint aches and scars. But then, she’s always told me she wanted me. I guess I’m just a slow learner.

Soon, she’s asleep and drooling on me a little. I guide her head onto a pillow next to me and she turns over. I close my eyes and I guess I must fall asleep for at least a few hours because when I open them again, the temperature of the light has changed. The sun is gone, and the curtains allow in only a dim outline of softer, orange light. Street lamps.

There’s a noise. A moment later, I hear it again.

Someone’s knocking. Pounding, actually.

I roll out of bed and put my pants on. Michie stirs but doesn’t wake.

I go to the door and check the peephole. I turn the knob and open the door a few inches before the latch catches it.

“Evening, Deputy Haddad,” I say, squinting as I look at her. “Am I under arrest?”

“No,” Farah says, putting a hand on her hip. She looks as ravishing as ever, even as she seems to radiate impatience. “Come on.”

“Come on where?” I say.

“Are you alone in there?” she asks.

There’s a curiosity in her expression as she asks.

“No.” 

“Is your associate with you?”

She seems to treat the word as something distasteful as it falls from her mouth.

“She is,” I say, scratching the stubble on my face.

“Get dressed,” she says. “I need you both to come with me. Now.”

“But we’re not under arrest, right?”

“We haven’t got time for this,” she says. “Let’s go! There’s something at the strip club you’ve gotta see.”  
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Weee-ooooo-weee-ooooo-weee-ooooo-weee-ooooo-weee-ooooo-weee-ooooo!

It’s fun riding in a cop car with the sirens on. Fun because even if the ride jostles you as you’re trying to strap a leather gauntlet to your wrist (pro tip: always put the left one on first if you’re right-handed), at least you know that since you’re inside their car there’s absolutely no way that the cops can be racing toward you. Of course, the police car we’re sitting in is racing toward danger. So, there’s that.

“I was riding with my partner when the call came out about a possible 10-56. Drunk and disorderly at the Velvet Spur. But it didn’t make sense,” Farah says, turning into the breakdown lane to speed around an old Dodge. “We get there, the place is quiet, there’s a door hanging open. Bruckner sees the blood stain on the wall. We approach with weapons drawn into the main stage room. I’m covering my partner from behind. I can see someone kneeling on the floor. Pale white skin. Not Caucasian, I mean white. Suspect appeared to be male, leaning over another body. He had this strange way of moving, the shoulder rising and falling fast, almost like he was hyperventilating.”

“Did it attack either of you?” I ask, before pulling the leather strap taut with my teeth.

Farah shakes her head.

“Bruckner calls out to him, tells him to put his hands up,” she says. “And then he turns, but not his body. Just his head. That’s when I saw it. The eyes were completely black, teeth were jagged fangs, blood and gore hanging from them. I didn’t want to step closer.”

“Who would?” I say, trying to sound sympathetic.

“I plant my feet and raise my service weapon,” Farah continues. “Bruckner does the same. I counted two, maybe three shots fired. One bullet hit the body head on, I know that. I saw it. But it didn’t drop. More like it flinched, writhed on the ground. And then it howled. That sound… I couldn’t tell you what it was like.”  

“Let me try,” says Michie from the back seat, doing her best upper impression— “BRARAAAH!”

“Hey, that was right in my ear!” I gripe.

“This is funny for you two?” Farah says. “You see shit like this every day?”

“Sorry,” I say. “Gallows humor helps to blunt feelings of existential terror. We’re following you, Deputy. Please, continue.”

Farah tries to tamp down her irritation and find her place again. 

“So, we hit him—it,” she says. “But then, it leaps up, crawls up the wall and then across the ceiling. Bruckner ran. I wanted to stand my ground, afraid it might come down on me. But I saw my partner running for the exit and I followed him out. We locked the door, called for backup but warned the rest of the force not to go inside.”

“And so you left it there and came to find us?” I say. “Why?”

Farah takes her eyes off the road a moment to stare at me.

“You were there at the morgue that night,” she says, her tone firm. “I can’t prove it, but I know. The headless victim, the eyes were black and the teeth had turned sharp somehow. The victim from the morgue looked exactly the same as that thing I saw. That’s why I knew there had to be some connection.”

“You’ve got good instincts,” I say. “You’re right. We’ve dealt with these things before, and we know how to handle them. You made the right call trusting us.”

“I never said I trusted you,” she says. “But I do need you.”  

“Fair enough,” I say. “You’ve probably got some questions.”

“Hell yeah, I do!” she says. “What the hell is that thing I saw tonight?”

“An upper,” Michie says.

“What the hell is an upper?”

“An undead revenant,” I say. “In the eleventh century, Polish peasants began trading tales of bodies coming back from the grave. They called them upior. We call them uppers.”

“Where do they come from?”

“They’re what’s left over after a vampire is done feeding,” I say. “Vampire kills the victim, drinks it dry, or until it’s had its fill. Two or three days later, the upper rises from the grave and starts feeding on anyone around.”

“Where did it come from?” Farah asks.

“That’s what we came to Creeque to find out,” I say. “We look for signs that there’s a vampire in the area. Strange killings like the one outside the Pulse Point gas station are the first indication.”

“So, you’re not snake exterminators?” Farah asks.

“Humane snake capture and relocation specialists,” I correct her. “And, no.”

“We’re slayers,” Michie says. “And lovers.”

I put my hand on the shoulder rest and Michie’s fingers reach out to touch mine.

“As of two hours ago,” I add.

“Well, good for you,” Farah says.

Her tone’s annoyed, and maybe it’s just because we’re so lackadaisical in the face of such a supernatural and lethal situation. But then, maybe that’s not all there is to it. I detect a hint of annoyance that’s just a little more personal. 

“Do you know how to kill that thing?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say, making a fist to test that the gauntlet’s secure without cutting off circulation. “It’s what we do.”

“How?” Farah asks.  

“Michie?” I say.

Michie holds up her knife so that Farah can clock it in the rearview mirror. The silver-tipped blade glimmers as she makes little slashes with it.

“You need one of these,” Michie says.

“A knife?”

“Bullets are good,” I say. “But for this particular job, they’re useless. What you need is a stainless steel blade that’s been plated with silver. Use that to cut off the head or stab it directly through the heart. Those are the only ways to kill one.”

“Or fire,” Michie says.

“Or fire,” I admit. “But you need a lot of it. I’ve watched them stumble through campfires without noticing.”

As we turn a corner, I see a pink neon sign flashing from behind the treeline. Getting closer, I can make out its form. A woman’s bare legs reclining with a pair of purple heels with spurs on them. One knee goes dark, then the other one flashes, and it appears that she’s kicking up her heel. There are police cars parked all around the entrance with deputies milling around.

“Take us around back,” I say. “Simpler for everyone if they don’t know we’re here.”

“Right,” Farah says. “Simpler for everyone.”

Farah brings us around the corner and around the back way.

She brings the car around a dirt track, so close to the treeline that the tire crushes a pinecone as we pass. Then we skid to a stop in front of the back entrance.

“Okay, so you’ve handled these things before,” Farah says. “You can take the lead when we get in there.”

“You’re not coming in at all,” I say. “We’re trained for this. You’re not.” 

I reach for the handle to open the car door, but it’s locked. I jiggle it again, but the door won’t budge. I sit back in my seat and wait for Farah to open the door. 

“Okay, where’s your badge?” Farah says, her tone cocky and defiant.

“We don’t exactly have badges, as such, but—”

“Here’s mine,” Farah says, pointing to her chest. “You’re not leaving me out. I need to know how to fight these things.”

She looks at me, ready to shut me down if I try to object. I just nod. Then, she clicks the button on her side door. My door clicks open.

I exit my door and then move to open Michie’s. She steps out wearing leather gauntlets on her wrists and on her knees but in an outfit that still shows plenty of skin around her belly, back, hips and thighs. She pivots on her hip, giving a cheeky little grin. Ready for anything.

“Alright,” I say, drawing my blade and turning to Farah. “Stay behind us.”

“Whoa, where’s my weapon?” she asks.

“You think I keep an extra in my bra?” Michie asks. “We’re fresh out.”

Farah scowls. 

“Just keep your gun drawn,” I tell her. “It won’t stop the upper, but it will keep you from being so afraid.” 

Farah looks at me with a look of utter bewilderment laced with a hint of contempt. It’s not the most attractive expression, but somehow on her it seems to work.

“Let’s do this,” I say to Michie.

Michie looks at me, a coy expression on her face. Aren’t you forgetting something?

“But first…”

I pull her toward me. Our lips meet and we share a quick but very sensuous kiss.

“Now we’re ready,” she says.

I move toward the back door and she smacks me on the ass.

A length of chain is looped tight around the exterior handle, cinched back against the doorframe. No padlock. No knot. Just wrapped hard enough to keep the door from pulling open. A quick fix. I unwind the chain, slide it free of the handle, and let it fall. It hits the dirt with a dull metallic thud.

Moving through the back hall, it’s cramped and dark. There’s a whiff of cigarettes in the air, but what floods my nose as I enter is a smell like pennies. Farah’s flashlight appears behind me, lighting the way in front of us. We reach the main hall, no stage lights, no music.

The room is round, with the bar on the far end and booths all around the stage and the platform extending it. Beside the stage there’s a girl crumpled on the floor in a pool of blood, limbs splayed like a rag doll. Her throat’s open and so are her eyes, grey and lifeless.

We fan out across the room, Michie flanking my right side while Farah comes around from behind. There’s a clacking sound, like an insect skittering. I look up, but not before something that feels like a bag of cement comes down on me hard.

“BRARAAAH!”

The upper screeches as it lands on my back. I roll my shoulder, pitching the undead fucker onto the floor behind me.

I pivot and fall to my knees, driving my knife through the creature’s chest, but the point of the knife glances off the rib cage. The upper howls, grabbing for the knife sticking out of its chest.

I try to fight it for the hilt, but it leans up and snaps at me. I guard with the gauntlet, blocking its sharp teeth from sinking into me, but the bite is strong enough that I can’t pull free.

“Michie!” I shout.

I turn my head in time to see her rushing forward, dagger ready, its curved blade about to slice through the creature’s neck. But before she can slash its throat, the upper lets go of my arm. A split second later, it knees me in the balls.

I grab my sack, which is radiating with agony, giving it the chance to deck me in the face. I collapse backward, my face stinging, my balls on fire, the pain already migrating to my stomach. I spit on the floor as I roll over and then scramble to my feet.

Michie shouts and I hear a sound like skittering. Slowly and painfully, I stand in time to watch Farah, her Glock drawn, unload a cartridge into the thing’s face.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!   

Bits of cartilage and coagulated blood burst from its desiccated face, causing it to stumble backward but not to fall over.

“Hold!” Michie yells.

Farah points the gun down and Michie rushes at the stunned creature, stabbing it just below the spine. But it must not go all the way through to puncture the heart because the thing flails, but it doesn’t die. It turns around, knocking over a table as it attempts to flee. 

I can’t run it down. My balls hurt way too bad.

But I don’t have a choice. I take off after it, leaping over a chair and landing hard, my left testicle feeling like it could pop as I come down hard.

The upper’s coming toward me, about to barrel right past me. I’ve just got one shot.

I grab the thing by the arm. It screeches as it cranes its neck back, ready to lunge forward and tear out my jugular. But then, I thrust my blade through its chest, penetrating its heart.

It slumps forward, collapsing onto me. I shrug it off and it falls heavily to the floor.

I look at it with a mixture of triumph and pure wrath. Then, I reach down and cup my cock and balls. Stepping gingerly, I shuffle over to the nearest velvet booth and take a load off.

Ahhh.

Farah and Michie rush over, dodging chairs strewn between tables.

“You okay?” Michie asks, crouching in front of me and putting a hand on my knee.

“Yeah,” I say, smiling through the pain. “I’m good.”

Farah kicks the upper with her boot.

“It’s not getting up, right?” she asks.

“Nope,” I say. “We’re good.”

“Wooo!” she shouts, pumping a fist in the air.

“That was awesome! You two are badasses!”

“Let me see your face,” Michie says, rising from her crouch to touch my face and turn my bruised cheek toward the light. “It’s gonna leave a bruise.”

“You like it?” I ask.

“Kinda hot,” she says, running her finger gently across the stubble along my jawline.

“I’m buying you both a cold one,” Farah says, hands on her hips.

“Do I have to drink it?” I ask. “Or can I just put it between my legs?”

“What?” Farah asks, her eyes darting to my lap before looking back. “A cup isn’t part of your protective gear?”

“I wasn’t expecting it to knee me in the balls,” I say. “They don’t usually do that.”

“Why?” Farah asks. “Because it’s unsportsmanlike?” 

“No, they’re just not smart enough,” I say. “I said before, they’re basically just feral corpses acting based on instinct. This one punched me too, and tried to run away. They don’t do that—”

“Unless…”

Michie makes her fingers dance in front of her like they’re attached to marionette strings.

“Exactly,” I say.

“Somebody else was controlling it?” Farah asks.

“Maybe,” I say.

“And vampires can do that?” Farah asks.

“Some of them can,” Michie says.

“The more powerful ones,” I add.

“You have to teach me all this stuff,” Farah says, practically radiating with excitement. “I want to know all of it!”

“What do we do about him?” I ask, nodding at the corpse.

Farah turns to the corpse and then takes a moment to work through the story, kneeling over the body and looking it over before deciding on a verdict.

“We’ll put it in a body bag before the others see,” she says. “You two can help. Then I write it up as an assault with two bodies found D.O.A.”

“The coroner’s going to have some questions about the body,” I say.

“Well, we’re between coroners at the moment,” Farah says. “Just let me handle it. Meth head came in and assaulted the girl, killed her. That’s the story. I just have to talk to Bruckner before we leave here. He’ll back me up.”

“Alright,” I say, rising painfully from my seat. “Let’s get this thing wrapped up.”

“Wait here,” Farah says. “I’ll bring in the body bag.”

She turns to go, but Michie stops her.

“Hey, Farah?” she asks. “This bar you’re taking us to, they don’t card, right?”

“Not if you’re with me,” she says, flashing a thumbs up.
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Creaky Alley Bar and Grill is a squat little building encroached upon by big Douglas firs on all sides. It’s the kind of bar that looks like it’s run through all the different possible bars that it might have been—biker, sports, country western—and then in the end just decided on “generic Oregon bar.” 

Michie and I are sitting at a booth that I take to be Farah’s regular spot. In the corner, not too close to the jukebox, and you can see all but one of the exits from where we’re seated. Farah has bought us two frosty IPAs and one for herself. She watches me as I drink my beer, her eyes moving between us with a kind of awe. 

“Alright,” she says. “I’ve got to ask you guys a few questions, off the record, about vampires and, uh, uppers.”

“Sure,” I say.

“Where do they come from?” she asks.

“Hungary, Poland, Russia, the Balkan region,” I say. “That whole area.”

She furrows her brow like she’s not sure whether I’m messing with her.

“Oh, you mean like how did they come to be?” I say.

She nods.

“No idea,” I say. “It was before my time.”

“What about you two?” she asks. “How does it work, being a slayer? How do you do it?”

“What?” I ask. “You mean, how do we track them down?”

“Everything,” Farah says. “How do you go around killing monsters and getting away with it? Who do you work for? Can anyone be a slayer?” 

There’s something sweet about the way she asks, her eyes alight with curiosity. So far, I’ve seen plenty of Farah Haddad, the hard-nosed sheriff’s deputy. I’m liking this softer, almost childlike side of her personality a lot better.

“Well,” I begin, “let’s see. How do we get away with it? We don’t, always. We’ve had lots of close calls with members of law enforcement, like yourself.”

“And if anyone ever gets too close to the truth…” Michie says, making a slashing motion across her throat. “Of course, we wait until they’ve paid for our beers.” 

Farah smiles but hides it behind the rim of her mug as she takes a sip.

“We move around a lot,” I say. “More often than not, the locals stay a step behind. It’s the same everywhere. The clever cops, the true detectives, are a rare breed. But since you’re one of them, I guess you’ve probably figured that out yourself.”  

Farah doesn’t want to react visibly to the compliment, but I can see just the hint of a smile forming at the corner of her mouth.

“So, you don’t have like, special clearance with the FBI or something?” she asks.

“No, we’re not affiliated with any government agency,” I say. “And we’re not technically directed by anyone either. We’re more like… volunteers operating on our own volition.”

“Seems pretty risky,” Farah says.

“Yeah, well, what does playing it safe get you?” Michie asks.

She takes a large sip of her IPA and purses her lips. I can see she wants to spit it back in her mug. Farah clocks this too.

“Not a fan of bitter beers?” she asks.

“Michie’s drink of choice is anything she doesn’t have to taste first,” I say.

Michie smiles and tries to shrug it off.

“I’m young,” she says. “There’s a lot I haven’t tasted yet.”

She rests a hand on my leg, and I fold my hand around hers.

“Hold on,” Farah says. “If you’re volunteers, how do you get paid?”

“We get a monthly stipend,” I say. “Covers expenses… until it doesn’t.”

“A stipend?” Farah repeats. “From who?”

“Should we be telling her all this?” Michie asks, squeezing my hand.

“I think we can trust Deputy Haddad.” 

“Farah,” she corrects me with a wink.

“Right,” I say. “Farah’s already taken part in her first slaying. She’s lied and covered up evidence for us. That’s gotta count for something, right?”

“You can trust me,” Farah says, with all seriousness. “I won’t repeat anything you say.”

“Okay,” I say, taking a sip of beer before continuing. “So, the slayers you see in front of you are brought to you in part by a generous—”
“Ha!” Michie interjects.

“—endowment from the Hunyadi Foundation,” I say. 

“What is that?” Farah asks.

“Founded in 1657 by Count Márton Hunyadi,” I say, as if reciting from a pamphlet, “the Hunyadi Foundation is an endowment made for the continuation and preservation of cultural folk practices of the Greater Hungarian region for the sake of educating and enlightening future generations.”

“That’s bullshit, right?” Farah says. “That you’re just, what? Cultural anthropologists?”

“Well, it’s not completely bullshit,” I say. “I mean, we are carrying on folk practices from the region, in a manner of speaking.”

“So, hold on,” Farah says. “Some rich family from Hungary pays you to find and kill vampires?”

“Well, the Hunyadi are all dead now,” I say. “But the Foundation is still around and distributing funds.”

“How?” Farah says. “I mean, World War I, World War II, Communism? How is this foundation still around after all that?”

“Well, it’s pretty secret,” I say. “And also sorta boring sounding. I’m sure that a lot of the funds are in a Swiss bank account, but I don’t know all the details. They only tell us what they need to. Though many hints have been dropped that the fund isn’t what it used to be.”

“How much do you get?” Farah asks.

“The stipend is six million Hungarian forints, per slayer, per month,” I say.

“Whoa,” she says, eyes aglow. “How much is that?”

“It changes month to month, depending on the exchange rate,” I say. “But it’s around eighteen-hundred US dollars.” 

“Plus travel reimbursement,” Michie adds. 

“Sixty-percent of travel expenses.”

“That’s it?” Farah says. “You risk getting killed or rotting in some jail for less than two thousand bucks a month?”

“Well, ya know,” I say. “It’s not really about the money. What we do is more of a public service.”

“Public service?” Farah repeats, incredulous. “You cut people’s heads off.” 

“Well, not people’s,” I say. “Monsters’. You’re an underpaid public servant yourself. I’m sure you can relate.”

“Do you get health insurance at least?” Farah asks.

“Not with coverage on this continent,” I say.

“Damn,” Farah says. “That’s brutal. I mean, bloodsucking nightstalkers are brutal, too. But that’s brutal. What makes you do it?” 

“I’ll tell you,” says Michie.

“Go on,” I say. “You tell her.”

“I’ve never spent one day asking myself what I’m here for,” Michie says. “I wake up every evening knowing exactly what I’m doing and why. Everyone else is just going through the motions, trying to play it safe, getting older every day. But not us.”

I drain the rest of my beer and try to shrug the exhaustion from my bones. Not us.

“We look out for each other,” Michie continues. “We keep each other safe. As long as I have that in my life, nothing else matters.”

Farah nods.

“I get that, I do,” she says.

Farah finishes her beer and inspects our glasses. Michie’s is hardly touched and likely to stay that way.

“How about I get the next round too?” she asks. “Since I take it you two don’t have an expense account.”

“We would be very much obliged,” I say.

“I’m guessing you don’t want another one of those,” Farah says to Michie, pointing at her beer.

“Strawberry daiquiri?” Michie asks.

Farah curls her lip.

“Not sure if they can do that here,” she says. “I wouldn’t trust the blender to be clean anyway. How about a wine cooler? But this one’s your last.”

“Okay,” Michie says with a shrug.

Farah takes my mug and hers and slides out of the booth, walking a few paces over to the bar.

“She’s smart,” Michie says. 

“I agree.”

“Pretty too.”

“I don’t disagree.”

It’s true that she’s conventionally pretty. But that’s not the most intriguing thing about her to me. Most cops are just focused on doing their jobs. Farah’s that rare cop who sees beyond rules and conventions and is open-minded enough to accept that there’s this hidden world she never knew about, and who actually seems excited by it.

A moment later, she’s got the wine cooler for Michie. She goes back to the bar and returns with two more frothy mugs still frosty with ice. I take one and raise it in a toast.

“Cheers!”

We each take a sip and Farah wipes the foam from her mouth. She set it down. 

“I just had a thought,” Farah says. “Maybe none of this is happening.”

“This?” I say, waving an open palm around the bar. 

“Yeah,” she says. “Maybe it’s a dream. I’m at home dreaming about the two suspects that I can’t let go of. It would kinda make more sense than what’s actually happening.”

“There’s gotta be some way to prove you’re not dreaming,” I say.

“I could smack you,” Michie says. Then, off her look, “But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

“I know I’m being ridiculous,” Farah says. “But I’m talking to vampire hunters. I saw a vampire. I shot a vampire.”

“Technically, an upper,” I say.

“Okay, explain to me again the difference,” Farah says. “I thought vampires looked human. That thing was more like a zombie.”  

“Uppers are corpses left behind once a vampire is done feeding,” Michie explains. “The ones who look human are bonded vampires.”

“But how does it work?” Farah says.

“Right, so, what we call vampires and what we call uppers are two sides of the same phenomenon,” I say. “I mentioned before 12th-century peasants in Russia, Poland, and so forth being terrorized by corpses that rose from the dead, which they called upior.”

“Right,” Farah says.

“They figured out different methods that were effective in killing these things,” I say. “But they didn’t understand why these bodies were rising from the dead. They could observe the effect, but they couldn’t intuit the cause. That wasn’t discovered until later.”

“Okay.”

“Gradually, stories began to circulate about vampurok, or in English, vampires.” I say. “The classic vampire is an aristocrat, right? Most people will tell you that it’s a metaphor for exploitation of the peasant class. But those are trying to reverse engineer meaning out of stories. The truth is, vamps create these undead creatures by drinking their blood and driving the souls from their bodies. But the vamp can also choose to inject their victims with some of their own blood, giving up a part of their own soul in the process. This is what we call a bonded vampire because they’re bonded to their sire.”

“So, those ones are vampire vampires, right?”

“Exactly,” I say.

“How do you spot them?”

“You can’t from just a glance,” I say. “You have to get in real close before you can be sure.”

“Then, how do you find them?” Farah asks.

“We look for kill patterns,” I say. “That’s what led us here.”

“So, there’s a vampire, a real one, here in Creeque somewhere,” Farah concludes.

I nod.

“Where there are uppers,” Michie says, “there’s a bonded vampire somewhere nearby.”

“But you don’t know where it is?”

“No,” I answer, quickly and definitively.

I glance at Michie. She slides her fingers into the mixed nuts and pulls out a cashew, not meeting Farah’s gaze.

“You don’t have any leads?” Farah asks.

“Well, it’s just like hunting any other killer,” I say. “It takes time, effort, and often luck.”

“Alright,” Farah says, pushing her beer away. “I’ve heard enough.” 

I turn my head a little as I take in her face. She’s got this look of steely determination in those almond-shaped brown eyes with their perfectly manicured brows as she says—

“I want to be a slayer.” 
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Farah studies us, her eyes moving between us as if expecting us to ridicule the suggestion. 

“I’m serious,” she says. “I know it’s dangerous, but I want to be a slayer. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

In a flash, I see the young girl inside her who wanted to be a cop even when no one else could see it. She’s expecting to be told she doesn’t have what it takes. But I know her well enough to know that she does.

“I’m not going to ask whether you’re sure,” I say. “I can see you are. But I still have to ask you to reconsider.”

“No,” she says, her tone unwavering. 

“Can you at least consider reconsidering?”

“What for?” she demands. “I’m meant for this.”

“I believe you,” I tell her. “But look, there’s a lot more to the life of a slayer than you know.”

“Like what?”

“You’ve already figured out it’s not glamorous,” I say. “But it’s also lonelier than you know.”

Michie shoots me a look and I’m immediately sorry that I said it. I guess I’m still getting adjusted to the two of us being in a relationship. Still, what I’m saying is true, and I feel that Farah has to know it.

“Are you sure you’re ready for that side of it?”

“I don’t have anyone,” she says. Her tone is almost boastful, though I’m not sure whether I trust it. “No husband, no boyfriend. Just my parents.”

“Why is that?” I ask.

She furrows her brow, looking at me like she’s not sure what I could be thinking by asking.

“What?” I say, wrapping my fingers around the handle of my mug before lifting it to my lips. “You’re the only one who’s allowed to ask questions?”

She scratches her head and looks around the crowded room full of men and a few women in various stages of drunkenness. 

“Let’s just say that I wasn’t satisfied with the available selection,” she says. “And when I was young, I decided I wanted a job that would demand everything from me.”

“Being a cop doesn’t do it for ya, huh?” Michie asks.

Farah shakes her head.

“For the first few years, I told myself to be satisfied,” she says. “I had stability, decent pay, a reason to get out of bed. But, really, it’s just a job at the end of the day. I didn’t become a deputy because I needed a job. I joined because I need to fight evil. But evil’s in short supply in Creeque. Or it was, until recently. Now that I know that it’s here, I’m not going to be satisfied until I stop it.” 

“Well, then it’s good to have you on our side,” I say. “The problem is, you are way too valuable to us where you are. Think about what you did tonight. No one else could have gotten us in and out of that building like you did. An asset like you, working inside the sheriff’s office—you’re irreplaceable.”

“Don’t think you can flatter me and then brush me aside,” Farah says. “Call whoever you have to. If there’s a test, I’ll take it. Just give me a chance. Call the Hunyagi Foundation and tell them I’m in.”

“It’s Hunyadi,” Michie says.

“And the first priority is finding the vamp,” I say. “We’ll make the call, I promise you. But for now, we need you to stay where you are. You can use the authority and resources of your office to aid us in the hunt. Besides, we don’t know what other incidents we might need you to massage.”

Farah’s eyes are aimed at the table behind me, but really she’s looking beyond it, sizing up every possibility and trying to figure whether I’m just trying to get rid of her or not. 

“Alright,” she says. “You’re right. It makes sense to wait. I could stand to get a couple more paychecks before I quit.”

“It never hurts,” I say.

“But I won’t let you put me on the sidelines,” Farah says. “And I won’t take orders from you, either.”

I throw up my hands.

“We’re not big into rules,” I say. “Or hierarchy. You won’t carry water for anybody. I can promise you that.”

“We do get to haze you, though,” Michie says. “Don’t worry, there’s no paddling and we won’t make you drink anything gross. But you do have to walk up to the first vampire you see and ask if you can kiss him.”

Farah smiles. 

“I like you two,” she says.

“And now that you’re not trying to pin a murder charge on us, we like you, too,” Michie says.

She smiles, and suddenly there’s a fellow feeling developing among us.

“Let’s have a toast,” I say, raising my mug, “to extrajudicial killings and subverting the law for the greater good.”

“Really?” Farah says, picking up her mug without raising it. “I have to drink to that?”

“Why not?” I say. “You’ve already done both tonight. Don’t kid yourself. Us slayers are outlaws. Can’t be afraid of it. And you can’t go back after you’ve switched sides.”

Farah hesitates for just a moment, or maybe she’s just making a mental assessment of how she’s feeling right now. But if she has any doubts, any sign quickly disappears from her face.

“Alright,” she says, holding out her mug.

“Cheers!” we say in unison as we clink our glasses.

We stay long enough to finish our drinks, but the conversation peters out. We’ve all got a lot on our minds. Farah pays the tab and then gives us a ride back to the Royal Pines Lodge. 

I’m surprised by how quickly exhaustion sets in as we approach the motel. I did sleep fairly recently for a few hours, but my day/night cycles are pretty much shot at this point. I need to sleep until I can get back in the proper slayers’ rhythm.

“Well, here we are,” Farah says, pulling into the parking lot.

“Thanks for the ride, and for the drinks,” Michie says.

“Don’t mention it,” Farah says. “Especially because in your case paying for you was totally illegal.”  

“So, how do we make contact?” I ask. “You want my phone number?”

“It might sound paranoid, but I’d prefer a method of communication that can’t be so easily subpoenaed.”  

“Signal?” Michie asks.

Farah seems to understand what this is, because she nods.

“Signal’s perfect,” she says. “Let’s communicate only through the app, and then only when necessary.”

Michie hands Farah her phone. She inputs her info and hands it back.

“Let’s meet again in the next few days,” Farah says. “I need the chance to look over the body and see who our upper used to be. There has to be some connection between the first and second victims we can follow up on. It’ll take some time, though. I can’t let anyone else in the sheriff’s office know what I’m up to.”

“Great,” I say. “We’ll be in touch, and I guess you know where to find us. Oh, and speaking of—hold on a minute.”

I walk over to the van parked in front of my motel room. I unlock the van and retrieve the tracker. Then I return with the little black rectangle in my hand.

“Now that we’re on the same team, you can take this back,” I say, offering it to her.

She takes it and turns it over in her hand.

“What’s this for?” she asks.

“I found it two days ago,” I say. “Figured your sheriff’s office has been keeping tabs on us.” 

She tosses it back to me with a smile. I catch it.

“It wasn’t us,” she says. “Right now, there’s no investigation into either of you. I would know. The sheriff doesn’t want another embarrassment after you two evaded prosecution before.”

“So, if you didn’t put that tracker on us,” I say, “how’d you know to find us here?”

“How did I know to find you in the same place where you were arrested less than seventy-two hours ago?” Farah asks. “Wild hunch.”

I turn over the little device in my palm, letting it drop into my other hand.

“So, if you’re not tracking us, who is?” Michie says.

“I don’t know,” Farah says. “But if you don’t want them tracking you, then you probably want to get rid of it.”

I close my fingers around the little device.

“Good advice,” I say. “But I’ll hold onto it for a while.”

“Take care of yourselves,” Farah says.

“You too,” I say. “And be sure to lock your doors up tight. That stuff about vampires needing permission to enter your home is a myth.”

“Thanks,” she says, brushing a black curl of hair behind her ear. “When do I get a knife?”

“Those things are custom-made you know,” I say. “They’re made by little old men who are half retired and live in rural villages. Plus there’s shipping logistics and import fees are outrageous because of all the new tariffs—”

“All right, I get it,” she says, resting a hand on her holster. “I didn’t think I’d ever feel vulnerable wearing this.”

She turns to leave, taking a few steps toward her Ford Explorer. Then she stops and pivots, her hips swaying as she does it.

“Hey, tell me something,” she says. “This has been bothering me.”

“What is it?”

“What’d you do with the cock?”

For a moment, I don’t even remember what she means. My own cock twitches just a little, as if it’s just heard its name being called. Then, I remember the upper from the morgue, the interrogation afterwards. What must she think of me?

“Oh that,” I say. “That’s gone now. I didn’t mean to cut it off, by the way.”

She raises an eyebrow. How exactly could I have done it by accident?

“I mean, I did mean to,” I say. “But I didn’t intend to until we started fighting. He gave me no other choice really. Last resort.”

“But why keep it?” she says.

“I didn’t, it’s buried,” I say, quickly trying to put to rest the questions that must already be swarming in her head about me and the weird stuff I might do with it. “You don’t have to think about it anymore.” 

“But, why take it in the first place?” she asks.

“It wasn’t for personal use,” I say, desperate to end this line of questioning. “Michie was the one who did it.”

“Hey!” she snaps.

“Oh, but it wasn’t for her personal use either,” I hasten to add. “The things you do when you become a slayer! You’ll see. It’s crazy.”

“Uh huh,” Farah says. “Well, good night, then.”

I feel like there’s this brief moment where neither of us know exactly how to say goodbye to each other. We’ve been through a lot together tonight, and a hug wouldn’t be out of the question. But it’s enough if she walks away no longer asking herself whether I’m a creepy guy who goes around emasculating corpses for laughs. 

I smile and wave. She waves back, and there’s this little wiggle to her walk as she returns to her Ford. Turning on her car, she flashes her headlights as she turns out of the parking lot.

“I think we might have to watch out for that one,” Michie says. “She seems like a real straight arrow.”

“She’s helping us now,” I say. “That’s the best outcome we could hope for.”

I reach out to take Michie’s hand and she slides her hand into mine, interlacing our fingers. 

Inside my room, I sit on the edge of the bed and start pulling my boots off and untying the straps on all the leather gear.

“Where’s the ice bucket?” Michie asks.

“In the closet,” I say.

“Why’d you put it in there?”

“Just trying to get it out of the way,” I say, remembering that I’d thrown it there just before Cassandra arrived.

Cassandra.

I haven’t thought about her in hours, and somehow it feels like a betrayal. Yes, I think I can take what happened as a sign that our relationship is over. But while I can accept that she doesn’t want to see me again and probably never will, I have to at least try for some closure. I check my phone. It’s after ten thirty. Too late to call now.

Has she calmed down? Will she calm down? Will she agree to speak with me again, just to clear the air and let me apologize for everything?

These are the kinds of thoughts that fill my head as Michie returns from outside carrying the ice bucket, now full of ice. She offers it to me.

“What’s this for?” I ask.

“For your balls,” she says. “They’re still hurting, right?”

“Yeah, actually they are,” I say, accepting the offering. “Thanks.”

She leans down and kisses me on the forehead. She lifts her head and I look up at her and study the expression on her face. She studies mine. We’ve scarcely been apart ever since we started traveling together, and yet now it’s like we have to get reacquainted.

“I’m gonna go sleep in the other room,” she says.

“Really?”

She rests one thigh against the edge of the bed and runs her fingers through my hair.

“Well, I think I’ve gotten all I can out of you already,” she says. “Gotta give my little friend some time to recover before he’s back to fighting strength.”

She pats my package through my pants. It still stings a little, but it’s definitely recovering.

“I was thinking we could cuddle,” I say. “Like we did this afternoon.”

“I have waited so long to hear you say that,” she says, her eyes sparkling. “But we have time. We have all the time we need now. When our week is up, let’s tell the owner of this dump that we only need one room.”

“Great, perfect,” I say.

“But tonight, I want to have my own space,” she says. “I’ve got a lot of girly thoughts I need to process. Today was a big step for me, ya know?”

“I know,” I say, sliding my fingers through her hair to cup the back of her neck.

We kiss, gently but with so much excitement and familiarity passing between us. Then we hold each other.

“I’m so lucky you’re mine,” I whisper in her ear.

“I’m lucky I’m yours, too,” she says.

She slowly draws herself out of our embrace and I lean back on the bed, the ice bucket sweating beside me.

“What happens tomorrow?” she asks.

She’s not just asking about us, but about the vampire, the pursuit, where we go from here. Where do we go from here?

“I have no idea,” I say. “But we’ll figure things out.”

She nods.

“Good night, Deac.”

“Good night.”

Once she’s left, I strip down, lock the door, and climb back into bed, putting a pillow behind my back and sliding the ice bucket between my thighs. Then, I pick up my balls and sink them in.

The angle means that I end up soaking a spot on the mattress where the ice melts, but I don’t care. The ice feels really damn good on my balls, once I get past the initial stinging sensation. I switch on the TV, flip around, but I don’t see anything worth watching. I’m exhausted anyway. This waking up in the middle of the day is really throwing me off.

In the bathroom, I towel off. I brush my teeth, and then climb back into bed.

Michie’s face swims into my mind. But I can’t think of her without also thinking of Cassandra and the way that she looked this afternoon with her sunglasses nestled in her cleavage. And then there’s Farah, that fiery look in her eyes when she declared she was going to be a slayer, that little hint of vulnerability just behind her words.

I close my eyes and think of all three of them. I turn in bed, trying to get comfortable. At some point I must fall asleep, because I find myself in the forest. There’s a figure in black moving in between the trees. Madison moves from tree to tree, hiding. Or maybe she’s not hiding, since she doesn’t actually try to evade my gaze. She just moves through the forest, watching me from a distance. I watch her too, worried that if I look away from her she’ll appear behind me and I’ll die.

So, I just watch her moving from tree to tree. I don’t remember what happens after that, but at some point I wake up.  
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We’re late for breakfast but too early for lunch. It’s that strange liminal period, perfectly reflective of the way I’m feeling. I woke up at 10 a.m. feeling great. Michie took another hour before she knocked on my door. Now we’re both back at the Night Owl. Our preferred booth is unoccupied with a view of the entrance, so we take our seats.

“Wasn’t expecting to see you two here so early,” says the waiter we’ve seen a few times. I think his name is Damien, and I don’t have to ask because his nametag confirms it.

“Actually, we’re even later than usual,” I say.

He chuckles.

“How about some coffee?”

“Coffee’d be great,” I say. “And how about a goat cheese omelet and raspberry vinaigrette on the side salad?”

“I’ll have the sirloin steak medium rare and eggs over easy, please,” Michie says. “And can I also add bacon?”

“Coming right up,” he says with a smile, leaving to fill our order.

Michie rests her chin against the heel of her hand and stares at me.

“How’d you sleep?”

“I slept well,” I say. “But I missed you in the bed beside me when I woke up. Even though we’ve never woken up together before, I felt lonely without you. I guess it just means I can’t get my mind off you.”

“Aww,” she coos. “I was thinking about you too. How’s the injury?”

“Not bad,” I say. “The ice helped stop the swelling.”

“You think you’ll be able to take the field at the next home game?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’ll give it my best.”

She gives me a wink and then we just make goo-goo eyes at each other until Damien returns to fill our coffee cups.

“There’s something I have to do today,” I say, raising the coffee mug to my lips and blowing on it gently. “I have to talk to Cassandra, or try at least. If she’s willing to talk to me.”

“You’re gonna try and win her back?” Michie asks.

“No,” I say. “I’ve made mistakes. I’ve made misjudgments. But I’m not stupid enough to think that she’ll take me back after what happened, even if I could explain it.”

“But you still want her,” Michie says.

“I want you,” I say.

“Doesn’t change the fact that you still want her too,” Michie says, grabbing two packets of sugar from the holder and tearing the heads off them. “You can be in love with two people at once.”

“Well…” I say, pretty sure that this is a test but also sure that Michie will know I’m lying if I try to deny it, “maturing sometimes means letting go of things you want. That goes for people too.”

“I think some part of you is hoping she’ll take you back,” Michie says. “She’s not the first woman you’ve come across in some little town. This one really mattered to you.”

I sip my coffee and let the sigh from my nostrils escape as I exhale to cool the surface of the brew.

“She did,” I say. “She’s special. But you’re more than enough to keep me content. You’re less than half my age. As long as I’ve got you, I’ve got no right to demand anyone else.”

“If you get the chance, and it comes up naturally… can you tell her I’m sorry too?”

“Of course.”

“I feel shitty,” Michie continues. “But only half shitty. Like, catching you like that and turning the tables was kinda my finest hour. But I also really hurt her. And she doesn’t deserve that.”

“If she’ll let me, I’ll tell her everything,” I say. “About us—the real nature of our relationship. I’m done lying to her. I’ll come clean about it all.”

“You really plan to tell her everything?”

“Everything,” I say. “Which is why there’s no possibility of her taking me back.”

“What about the other stuff?” she asks. “The Madison stuff?”  

“Well, it’s not like I’ve got some bombshell I’m holding onto,” I say. “She knows about as much as I do. But I’ll try to find some way to make her understand my suspicions.”

“About Madison? About the real reason you’re in Creeque? How do you plan on helping her understand that one?”

“I’ve got no idea,” I say. “Maybe she’ll block my calls. Maybe she’ll answer the door just to spit in my face. That would save me the trouble of coming up with an explanation. But I gotta take it one step at a time.”

“Well, good luck,” Michie says, swirling the brown sugar into her coffee. “But if anything happens between you while you’re apologizing, you’d better not hide it from me.”

“Michie, there’s no way,” I say. “Nothing’s going to happen between us. Why would it?”

“You think she’s angry,” Michie says. “Maybe she is, but I think she’s mostly hurt and confused. Your feelings for her didn’t just disappear in that motel room. Why shouldn’t it be the same with her feelings for you?”

“Because she thinks I’m the kind of guy who wants to squeeze her into a three-way with his own daughter.” 

“And when she learns the truth, then what?” Michie says. “All those feelings are gonna come rushing back. Women’s feelings are complicated, but we’re driven by lust just as much as you guys.”

I scratch my head.

“You may be right,” I say. “There may yet be some smoldering embers. But whatever happens, I promise that I’m done lying. What happened yesterday made me realize how badly I treated you both. That’s not going to happen again. From now on, we’re totally honest with each other. Agreed?” 

“Sure,” she says, “that’s a good idea.”

A few moments later, breakfast arrives and we tuck in. I ask for a piece of steak and Michie feeds me the bloody hunks of beef, saving the most gristly parts for me. It’s just what I needed. I even manage to get Michie to eat greens at the edge of my plate. Once we’re finished, I pay the check and then I step out into the parking lot while Michie uses the restroom.

My heart starts beating fast as I pull up my contacts page, mentally preparing for a verbal battle if Cassandra’s prepared to wage one. I hit the call button. It rings twice before she picks up. 

“Hi,” she says.

Her voice is raw but her tone’s not hostile. 

“Hi,” I say. “Can I talk with you?”

There’s silence at the other end of the line. But she doesn’t hang up, so I take that as a sign to continue.

“There’s so much that I want to say to you,” I say. “I don’t expect that it will fix anything, but I need to say them anyway. I have to be honest with you—”

“Come over,” she cuts in.

Seriously?

“Yes,” I answer verbally, scrambling to wrap up the call before I say anything that might tilt my surprise turn of fortune the other way. “When?”

“I’m at home now,” she says. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

Now my pulse is racing, faster than it would be if I actually got the fight I was expecting. Fight’s turned to flight in my brain, except it’s flight toward her instead of away.

“I’m on my way,” I tell her.

A moment later, she hangs up. I turn my phone over in my hand before sliding it in my pocket. I touch the room key but realize I don’t have the keys to the van. They’re in my other pants.

I go back to the room and find the pair of pants I was wearing yesterday. The keys are there, with the black rectangular tracker stuck to them. I pull the magnet off and then look at the tracker in my palm.

Where did you come from? I still have no answer.

Coming outside, I see Michie standing in the parking lot, looking confused.

“Sorry,” I say, as I approach her. “Just had to get my keys. I’m going to see Cassandra at her place.”

“See?” she says. “It’s not over.”

“Not yet,” I say with a shrug.

I pull her toward me and give her a quick kiss on the lips.

“Don’t forget your promise,” she says. “No secrets.”

“I promise,” I say. “See ya soon?”

“I’ll be here,” she says.

In the van moments later, I wave to her as I take off.

The drive over should be a relief. I was worried that she wouldn’t even see me. The fact that she offered to let me come by should be a clear green light. But some part of me is still expecting an ambush. An emotional ambush, of course. Like, maybe she just wants to see the look on my face when she calls me a scumbag. 

But even as my stomach turns at the thought, I can’t quite believe it. She wouldn’t invite me over just to tell me off. That feeling of butterflies in your stomach can mean excitement or anxiety, and sometimes it’s not clear which. Sometimes that’s because there’s no difference between them.
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Cresting the hill, I see the big house and I can feel my excitement growing. I pull up to the roundabout in front of the door and step out onto the gravel. The sun cuts through the usual Oregon gloom. This may be the brightest day since I arrived here. I shield my eyes to look up at the window above. Madison’s room? I’m still not sure.

I walk over, stepping into the shadow of the awning and ring the doorbell. I wait a few moments, but there’s no answer. I reach for the doorknob but freeze. She is expecting me, but letting myself in seems too presumptuous for what Cassandra and I are to each other at the moment.

I take out my phone and call her.

“Hey,” I say. “I’m here.”

“Come outside,” she tells me.

“I am outside,” I say.

“I meant the other side of the house,” Cassandra says.

“So, you want me to just come in?” I ask.

“Unless you’re scared,” she says, a little teasing. “I’m on the sun deck. You’ll see me.”

“Great,” I say, hanging up.

I turn the doorknob and step into the foyer, which is covered in shadows. The house is still, but I hear music playing. No lights on anywhere that I can see.

I come around the grand staircase and enter the living room. Peggy Lee is singing “Bali Ha’i” from the speakers mounted above the TV. The corners of the room are still in shadow, the only light is the natural light coming through the windows.

I see movement in the corner of my eye—the sheer curtain separating the living room from the sun deck outside. The gauzy fabric frames her shadow, the outline of her dress accentuating her shape. I feel a tingling on the back of my neck as I approach her. The sheer curtain billows and I brush it aside to cross outside into the sunlight.

Cassandra turns to me, her eyes meet mine and stare deeply into me. Her eyes seem to hold a question, but her lips quiver without saying a word.

“I’m here,” I say, the words sounding scratchy in my throat. I’m surprised by how thirsty I suddenly am.

She maintains her fixed stare. I try to read the emotion in her eyes: is it anger? Hurt? Longing? I can’t decipher it.

“I came because I have to tell you the truth,” I say. “Michie isn’t my daughter. I lied to you about that.”

“Why did you lie?” she asks, her voice full of emotion but not recrimination.

“You had a daughter the same age,” I say. “And it was much less complicated than the truth.”

I find my gaze moving downward, at her white sundress with red hibiscus flowers on it. The swell of her breasts, the subtle taper of her waist. They all seem easier to rest my eyes on than her face with her questioning stare. 

“The truth is that I was alone for a long time before I met you,” I say. “Well, not alone. Michie was there, but it wasn’t sexual between us.”

“Who is she to you?” Cassandra asks.

“She’s the daughter of my best friend,” I say. “When he died, I made a promise to him that I would take care of her. For four years, we traveled together just like I told you.”

“So, you treated her like she was your daughter?”

“Yes,” I say. Then, I hesitate, knowing that this next part is going to be harder. “I never did anything with her when she was a child. I swore I would never do anything with her no matter how old she got… Yesterday, I broke that promise.”

I have to meet Cassandra’s eyes. To my surprise, there isn’t the strong judgment I expect there. Instead, her expression is softer, more understanding. It makes me feel bold enough to continue.

“Michie was jealous of us, so she slipped into my room without me knowing,” I say. “After you left, I got angry. We fought.”

I pause and look at Cassandra again. Her back rises from the guardrail and her narrow, pedicured feet draw closer in small steps, bridging the distance between us. I stand perfectly still as she seems to grow larger, her slender form filling my whole consciousness as she approaches.

“Did she hit you?” she asks, reaching up to touch my bruised face with the edge of her fingers. 

“No,” I say, not able to keep myself from smiling at the misunderstanding. “That was from something else.”

She nods gently, so I continue.

“I realized that I’d treated her badly,” I say. “I lied, and I mistreated her to get to you. I thought that with you I could finally have love without the guilt I’ve been carrying.”

“Why were you guilty?” she asks. 

“She… developed feelings for me,” I say, my voice becoming a rasp. “And I had feelings for her too. But I denied them. Tried to tamp them down and fight them. Then, yesterday, as we were fighting, she showed me the cruelty that I inflicted on her by doing that.” 

Cassandra just stares, and I know I have to go on.

“So, yesterday, after you left, and I was sure that any hope of having you instead was gone, I comforted her. I told her how sorry I was. We made love.”

Cassandra’s close enough that she could slap my face if she chose to. She doesn’t. There’s no anger in her eyes. Instead, she seems to be studying the lines of my face, the haunted look that must be there, peeking out from behind my eyes. 

“Why did you come here to tell me this?” Cassandra asks, her tone gentle but firm.

“Because I wanted you to know the truth,” I say. “Even if it doesn’t change anything.”

She nods slightly, then turns away and goes back to staring out over the forest in front of us.

“I know I’ve lost any chance I have with you. But I want you to know that what happened between Michie and me doesn’t change anything about the way that I feel about you. I don’t expect you to believe me when I say it, because I’ve lied to you before, but you’re like no woman I’ve ever met. From the very first time we spoke, it was like we were already lovers. Sharing secrets and confidences.”

“You didn’t share all your secrets,” Cassandra says.

“No, not all of them,” I say. 

She turns away from me, pivoting on her heel to go back to stand at the guardrail, to look out over an endless expanse of solitary pines. I stay planted where I am. Then she speaks, turning her head slightly and speaking loudly so that I’ll hear her clearly.

“I spent all day thinking about you,” she says. “And all of last night.”

I approach her slowly, walking onto the deck and taking my place beside her.

“I regretted not staying,” she says.

“Really?” I say.

“I was shocked and disgusted,” she says, the word filled with all the emotion that it can hold. I look down at the sheer drop to the forest floor below the deck, contemplating what it would feel like to have those pine branches rushing up to meet me.

“But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that of course she wasn’t your daughter,” she says. “The way she looked at you at dinner, the way you fought. I felt stupid for not seeing it. She was in love with you.”

“You weren’t stupid,” I say. “I lied to you, and you believed me because you trusted me.”

I see a hawk gliding over the treetops in the distance. Then, Cassandra’s fingers come to rest on mine.

“I trusted you because I was in love with you,” she says. 

I look at her and she turns to look at me, her golden curls hanging like a veil, obscuring her face. She tilts her head slightly, letting a lock of hair fall aside.

“You aren’t really a snake specialist either,” she says. “Are you?”

I shake my head.

She draws her hand back but turns her body toward me.

“When I want to know someone, to really know them, I don’t just listen to the words they say,” she says. “That night, at the grocery store, I studied you. I saw what you were.”

“What did you see?” I ask softly.

“That you were a protector,” she says. “But also that you were capable of violence.”

My pulse quickens as she leans into me. My eyes tear across her face, her neck, her full breasts which her dress does nothing to conceal.

“Yes,” I say.

“You’re a hunter,” she whispers.

“Yes.”

She arches her back, drawing herself up even though her head doesn’t clear my shoulders. I lean down and her lips are so close they could graze my ear. 

“What are you hunting for?” she whispers.

Her exposed neck arouses, hypnotizes me. I plant a kiss just below her jaw, breathing in the smell of her hair and skin. But her palm on my chest stops me. I pull back.

She looks into my eyes, searching for some explanation. What are you hunting for? 

“I… uh,” I stammer. “I’m looking for someone… someone who did something very bad.”

Her eyes study me, probing for something more. I can’t hold back any more. If I do, I’ll lose her.

“I’m hunting a vampire.”

My eyes search hers, expecting her to laugh, or at least register surprise. Instead, her eyes dart away from mine. 

“I want to show you something.”
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Cassandra’s movements are slow and deliberate as she ascends the stairs. Not quite tiptoeing, but not making any noise either. The hallway light stays dark, the whole interior still and covered in shadows. I follow her, past Madison’s room, to the door at the end of the hall.

Cassandra opens the door, revealing a room flooded with natural light. The curtains are neatly drawn back, revealing a view of the forest no less breathtaking than the one we left outside. Just like the rest of the house, the size of the room is what I notice even before I take in the wooden floors or the exposed beams. The bed is in the corner by the window with the bathroom door in between them. It’s a big bed, but even the size of it feels dwarfed by high ceilings with their exposed crossbeams.

As soon as I enter, Cassandra comes around and shuts the door behind me. She then presses the button on the knob to lock it, takes her hand away, then turns the knob to disengage the lock. She wrings her hands together, then locks it again.

Across from the bed, there’s a polished wood desk with an iMac sitting on it. She takes a seat in the desk chair and puts on a pair of reading glasses resting next to the keyboard. Then she boots up the desktop, her eyes moving to the door when the iMac makes that little “startup” sound.

I stand beside her, resting my hand on the back of the chair and leaning over to see what she’s about to reveal. She quickly enters her password. Too quickly, her fingers stumble across the keys and she has to reenter it again before the computer unlocks.

She opens a set of files and starts clicking through them. She pulls up a page that looks like a bill or a receipt from her mobile phone company. She drags the cursor over some long, random sequence of letters and numbers and then copies it. Then she copy/pastes it onto the mobile provider’s website along with her password.

“Cassandra,” I say softly. “What is it that you want to show me?”

“It’s a call log,” she says.

The page changes and a list of phone numbers appears. I scan the list of numbers, with dates for each one and times when the calls took place.

“Whose calls are these?” I ask.

“Madie’s,” Cassandra says.

She turns to a previous page, showing all the calls from a week ago. Her finger tracks across the screen, pausing on three calls made on October 8th. “That’s the date that boy was found dead in his car,” she says. “The one who worked at the gas station.”

My pulse quickens as I lean in to read the tiny digital words. Three calls. All three occurred between 21:29 and 2:01. One outgoing, two incoming. None lasted more than four minutes.

“After I read about the killing, I thought about that night,” she says. “Madie took her car out that night.”

“What time?” I ask.

“I don’t know, but it was late,” she says. “I was already in bed.”

“Does she usually buy gas at Pulse Point?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “She doesn’t. It’s out of the way, on the edge of town.”

“Do you think she was there that night?” I ask.

She takes off the glasses to look at me.

“What do you think?”

“Well,” I say, suddenly aware of the heat in the room, “I’m not sure.”

“Somebody killed that boy,” she says.

I nod.

“A vampire?”

I hesitate then nod again.

“That’s why you came here,” she says. “To find the vampire who killed him.”

Her stare is intense, unblinking and yet strangely calm all the same.

“Yes,” I say.

She nods, apparently confirming what she’d already suspected.

“Is my daughter that vampire?” Cassandra asks, the question constricting her throat so that she can’t get the words out without choking on them.

“I don’t know,” I tell her.

She takes a deep breath and I see tears forming at the corners of her eyes. I wonder if an ambiguous answer might be the hardest to accept.

“She’s becoming like a stranger to me,” she says. “I think that’s why… I needed you so badly.”

I take my hand from the chair back and place it on her shoulder.

“I don’t know what to do,” she says, desperation and exhaustion finding their way to the surface. “I want to help her, but… I’m afraid of what she may have done.”

My heart is pounding, but outwardly I’m calm, gently stroking Cassandra’s back.

“When she started acting strangely, I started looking into what she was up to,” she says. “I don’t know what I was expecting to find. Probably drugs. Or something. But I didn’t. It was something else.”

She looks up at me, her gorgeous features twisted in panic and confusion. My touch is gentle as I run my open palm across her back.

“I called the number,” she says. “That boy answered.”

“Who?”

“He said his name, and it was the same one from the article. Clayton Hatch. It was his answering machine message.”

She rubs her eyes with the heel of her palm, trying to dab away the tears.

“They had three phone calls that night,” she says. “That has to mean something, doesn’t it?”

Madison talked to Hatch that night. Three times. She was there at the gas station, in that black dress. It can’t all be a coincidence. This isn’t just one more piece of evidence. Put together, it’s a pattern I can’t possibly ignore.

Cassandra rises from the chair, clinging to me for support. I touch her face and stare back into her eyes. 

As I wrap my arms around her lower back, giving her permission to let the weight of what she’s feeling crash over her, I sense a change. She breaks down, beginning to sob. She buries her face in my chest, muffling the sound of her pained wails.

“I can’t do this by myself,” she cries. “I can’t.”

“Cassandra,” I say. “Listen, you don’t have to. I’m here.”

I rock her in my arms, letting her soak the front of my shirt with hot wet tears. She sniffles and snorts, letting out all of her pent-up emotion.

“I love her,” she says, her voice hoarse, her tone resigned. “I love her.”

“Of course you do,” I say. “It’s okay. I understand.”

I wrap her tightly to me, letting her sob gently for as long as she needs to. Finally, the tears subside.

She pushes back gently to look at me again. I see in her eyes that something’s changed. Whatever indecision was still lingering inside her has gone with her tears. She’s still shaken, but there’s a steely resolve that impresses me. 

“Whatever she is, and whatever she’s done, she’s still my daughter.”

I nod.

“I can’t keep her safe,” she says. “I can’t protect her from this. But you can.”

“Cassandra—”

“Hunter, listen to me,” she says, her voice calm and even. “Madie’s my whole world. I don’t care who gets hurt. I can’t lose her.”

My pulse is throbbing so hard now that it’s ringing in my ears.

“You hunt vampires,” she says. “Find the one who did this to her.”

“I will,” I say. “I swear I will, but—”

“But that isn’t enough. Keep her safe,” she pleads. “If you do, my heart and my bed belong to you.”

My mind reels as I try to process what I’m hearing.

“I… Cassandra,” I stammer. “Michie—”

“She can come too,” she says. “She can have the guest room. She’ll be your lover, just as I will be.”

I’m too stunned to say anything further as she brings her lips close to my ear.

“You can have my love and everything I have to give,” she whispers, her hands sliding across my chest. “But it comes with a condition.”

Her touch is warm, but I see the ice bucket from the motel in my mind. My stomach is now full of that ice.

“Promise me, Hunter,” she whispers, “that if anyone—anyone comes to hurt my little girl, you’ll find them and you’ll hurt them first.” 
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I try to swallow, but my tongue is dry and my throat is scratchy. I need water.

“Please, Hunter,” she says. “Please, don’t let them kill my baby. Promise me.”

“Cassandra,” I say. “We don’t really know what happened, or what’s true.” 

“But if she is the vampire?” she asks. “What’s your answer?”

The icy chill in my stomach keeps churning, and I feel like I want to throw up. 

“I made a promise before,” I say. “Years ago. All my life, who I am, it all comes down to what I do. I can’t betray that.” 

“I have no one else,” she says. “You’re the only one. And I’m terrified. Don’t leave me here alone.” 

I would gladly fight my way through an abandoned building full of bloodthirsty monsters wanting to rip open my jugular vein if it meant I could escape this room. But I can’t be there instead of here. I have to make this choice, and I have to do it now. 

“I won’t leave you,” I say.

“Tell me you’ll protect Madison,” she says, her voice fragile but absolutely clear. “No matter what. I need to hear those words from you.”

I can’t do it. It goes against everything I am. But as I look in her eyes, I can’t tell her no.

“Cassandra,” I say, my voice heavy, “I promise that I’ll protect Madie’s life no matter what it costs me.”

Her eyes crinkle and she smiles, a radiant smile that chases away her grief.

“Thank you,” she says. “My love.”

I take her in my arms and she folds her body into me, relief flooding her features. We draw close and I kiss her. She melts, her lips soft and yielding against mine. I press my tongue into her, exploring her for the first time. Our hands move over each other, the fabric between our bodies is like a barrier that has to come down.

“Wait,” she says, breaking off the kiss.

“What is it?”

“I want you,” she tells me. “I need you now. But I have to have it my way.”

I smile, surprised and pleased to find this vulnerable woman who was putty in my hands a minute ago now suddenly taking control.

“Okay,” I tell her.

She rakes her eyes across my body.

“You liked having your way with that young girl, didn’t you?” she asks.

Perilous question, but I think honesty is what she’s really after. So, I nod.

“Tell me what it was like,” she says. 

“Mindblowing,” I answer. 

“How many times did you fuck her?” she asks, her hand reaching down to rest on her upper thigh, just between her legs.

“Twice,” I say.

“Did you eat her pussy?” she asks, a wicked smile on her face.

I shake my head.

“You’re going to eat mine,” she says with deliberate firmness. “How do you feel about that?”

I grin, imagining her taste on my tongue. I could answer with words, but my expression and the mounting erection pressing against my thigh says it already.

“Oh, he likes that,” she says to herself, admiring my bulge. “That’s my good boy.”

She strides over to the bed and has a seat, perching on the edge with her legs pressed together. 

“Take off your shirt,” she commands. “Slowly.”

I take off my black overshirt, flexing my chest a little for her benefit. Then, I grab the hem of my t-shirt, pausing before starting to lift it. I expose my stomach and chest, watching as she drinks in the sight of me. Then, I pull the t-shirt over my head and toss it on the floor, brushing the hair from my eyes with my palm.

“Now your pants,” she says.

I rest a hand on my buckle before undoing it, unzipping myself slowly and drawing it out. As my pants pool on the floor, Cassandra stares at my bulge as I stand there, letting her admire me. I spread my stance, resting my knuckles against my waist.

Here I am, with all this power, now what are you going to have me do with it?

She’s smiling, eyes roving across my body. Her hands move across her thighs, and I can tell she can’t keep them still.

“Come over here and get on your knees,” she says. 

My erection is starting to strain against the fabric of my boxer shorts, but I do as I’m told.

“You want this, don’t you?” she asks, rubbing the outside of her pussy through the fabric of her dress.

“Hell yeah,” I say. 

She spreads her heels, swinging one leg over the edge of the bed. She leans back to spread herself, one arm resting on the bed for support.

“Come take what’s yours,” she says.

I rise from my knees and lean over her, reaching over and grabbing her ankle. I tug gently, pulling her just a little closer. Then, I lift her skirt to reveal the red lace panties hidden there.

She’s wet and ready for me already, and I let the skirt fall over my head as I press my face between her legs.

She moans as I press my nose against her lips through the lace. Kissing her inner thighs, I bite the lace and tug it down with my teeth, taking it in my hands and sliding it down her thighs.

I pull those little red panties off and then hold them in my palm like a trophy. She’s slid her hand under the front of her dress to cup her nipple.

“Very good,” she says. “Your boxers are pinching you, aren’t they?”

“Yep.”

“Because your massive cock wants to bust right out of them.”

“That’s right,” I say.

“Stand up and take them off,” she says. “We wouldn’t want you to get distracted. But do it slowly.”

I rise to my feet and slide my fingers under my waistband, lifting the fabric over my tenting erection. I slide them down, watching her watching me as I do it. 

“Now get to it,” she says, spreading her legs a little wider. 

“Yes, ma’am.”

I get back down on my knees. Brushing her skirt up, I take in the sight of her bare pussy as I bring my face between her legs. She squirms and spreads herself wider as I sniff, kiss and lick between her legs.

“Oohhhhh!” she moans as I run the tip of my tongue along her outer lips.

Not so bossy now, are you?

I exhale, making her gasp as I send my hot breath inside her. She squirms as I kiss her inside, flicking my tongue into her depths. I grab her thighs, holding her in place.

“Yes,” she gasps. “Just like that. Just like that. Oh!”

She presses her thighs against my face, tensing when I slip my tongue in deeper and shuddering from the base of her spine up to her neck when I flick her clit.

“Oh, fuck!” she wails.

Sucking and kissing her, I can feel the heat from inside her growing, her own slickness wetting my mouth as my tongue explores her.

“My clit, my clit, my clit,” she repeats like a mantra.

Dutifully, I turn my attention there, rubbing with my nose, teasing with my tongue, giving her just enough pressure to drive her crazy before letting up and drawing out the pleasure.

“Yes, oh, yes!” she squeals. “Oh, good boy!”

I can feel that she’s getting close as she clamps my head between her thighs.

“Fuck me! Fuck me!” she chants, drowning out the sound every time she presses her thighs against my ears.

Then all at once, her legs fall open and her pelvis bucks up, pressing her wet pussy into my face as the wetness explodes across my tongue.

“God, fucking Jesus! Oh, God!” she babbles, words spilling from her mouth as she writhes in pure bliss.

I grip her hard, letting the tips of my fingers press into the softness of her smooth flesh. Then I kiss her lips and rise to my feet, my erection jutting tall and proud as I straighten up and look down on her.

She turns on her hip and looks at me from behind her disheveled blonde locks, one hand still cupping her breast, the other arm laying languidly beside her.

“Fuck that was good,” she says.

“Still think you’re the one in control?” I ask, putting my hands on my hips and letting my proud cock wag in the air.

She smiles, her lips pressing together.

“Take this dress off of me,” she says. “I need your hard cock right now.”

“Already?”

“You heard me,” her tone playful but eager.

I get onto the bed, climbing on top of her. Kissing her hard, I let my hands roam over her, sliding one behind her back to find the zipper. She arches into me, helping as I peel the fabric open. My fingers trail along her bare skin, the zipper hissing softly until it’s fully undone.

“Now lift for me,” I say, my voice low.

She props herself on her elbows, eyes locked on mine as I brush the dress’s straps over her shoulders, letting the fabric slide down her arms to bunch at her waist. She shimmies her hips, teasing, as I tug it past her thighs, until she kicks it free with a quick flick of her legs.

“That’s better,” she says, smirking playfully. “Now flip me over.”

“Hold onto me,” I tell her, sliding one hand under the small of her back, fingers gripping firm to guide her. My other hand braces against the mattress near her shoulder, keeping us steady. Her arm hooks around my neck, pulling me tight as I tilt my hips to the side, starting the roll.

I ease onto my back slowly, pulling her with me. She flows over, thighs sliding across mine until she’s straddling me, knees on either side of my hips, the heat of her so damn close to my aching cock.

“Ooh,” she says. “Is that a snake?” 

“I told you,” I say, smiling. “I’m no expert.”

“Well, you sure as hell know how to handle this one,” she says.

She puts one against my chest as she lowers herself over my raging hard erection.

“Ohhh,” she groans as my stiffness spreads her.

I sigh deeply as her warm wetness slides down me, her hand pressing hard against my chest as she starts to ride me.

“Woooo!” she cheers as she sucks up my girth and starts to bounce on me. “Oh, fuck yeah!”

Her hands spread over my chest like she’s finger painting all over my body. Her eyes are lidded and her mouth open wide as she rides my cock.

“Grab my tit, touch me,” she says, her eyes closed.

She takes my hand and puts it on her right breast. I feel the firmness as I press my palm to her hard nipple. She’s bucking faster now, her hips becoming spastic as grunts with pleasure.

“I fucking love your cock!” she screams.

“Fuck yourself with it,” I tell her. “My big cock is all yours. All yours.”

She grinds me hard, pressing my thickness in deeper. I gasp a little every time, she seems to sink me deeper into her. She’s riding me hard, gripping me so tight that I’m seeing stars.

“Fuck, you feel so good!” she huffs, her breath hitching as she bounces. I can feel the pressure growing as her wet folds massage my head, kneading me with her inner muscles.

“I’m gonna come,” I tell her.

“Don’t you dare!” she shouts, playful but dominant. “I’ll tell you when you can come.”

I grit my teeth, but I’m smiling. She slows her pace but keeps the pressure on me, squeezing my head between her walls as she rocks back and forth. My head rocks from side to side as the pleasure flowing through my cock threatens to burst forth.

“I’m going to get everything I want out of you,” she says, smacking my thigh as she rides me harder.

I do everything I can to hold back, but she’s about to split herself apart on my dick, and I’m diamond hard already. I don’t know how I’m supposed to keep from nutting here and now.

I bite my lip, trying to think of anything that will help me to hold out just a little bit longer. My breathing is coming fast and hard, and she’s panting too. She’s wearing herself out fucking me, and the heat from her body only makes it harder to keep from releasing inside her.

But I can see she’s going to take pity on me, because she looks down at me with glee in her eyes. 

“Now,” she says. “Come inside me! Fill me with your hot come!”

I groan loudly as I explode into her, my cum shooting up and coating her inside. She clenches hard, hips bent and her back arched, bearing down as my balls unload inside her.
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“Oh, fuck yeah!” I sigh, a warm relief spreading through me.

I had no idea how badly I needed to come until I did. She gives me a few more thrusts before lifting herself off me, the two of us untangling our limbs. Cum spills on the bedspread as my cock twitches.

She hurries around the bed and into the bathroom. She returns a minute later with a tissue.

“Wipe up first,” she says. “Then we can cuddle.”

I take the tissue and dab the tip of my cock with it. She climbs into bed beside me and I fold my arms around her.

“That was exactly what I needed,” she says, studying me. “I knew you’d be good at taking direction, but you can improvise too.”

“Well, you inspire me,” I say.

“Tell me how it was for you,” she says, running her fingers across my chest.

“Transcendent,” I tell her.

“Really?” she asks, not actually unsure but wanting me to verbally assure her.

“You were unbelievable,” I say. “I love how assertive you were.”

“My husband never liked it,” she says flatly.

“He didn’t like when you did that?” I ask, disbelieving. “What the hell is there to dislike?”

“He hated any loss of control,” she says. “It made him feel powerless.”

We’ve all got our stuff. For some guys it’s power and for some it’s being told what to do. For me, it’s just about knowing that I’m getting her off. I can’t imagine not being happy with the way that just went down. 

“Not like you,” she continues. “You’re self-assured. You know you’re good, so you don’t have to prove it.”

“I just act and react,” I say.

“You’re fantastic,” she says.

“I feel like I’m really the one who lucked out,” I say, cupping her waist in my hand and turning her toward me. She folds into me. We press our foreheads together and I breathe in the scent of her hair just above the crown. We just hold each other like that for several moments. Then I release her, spreading myself across the bed.

“I meant everything I said before,” she says. “This bed is yours to share, if you want it.”

I look down at my legs and, trying to imagine what it would feel like to open my eyes and wake up here every morning.

“Do you want it?” she asks.

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “I didn’t realize it was even a question.”

“And Michie? You think she’ll be okay?”

I think about our dinner and suddenly I have my doubts. She was jealous, but then that was back before the two of us were lovers. Of course, Michie felt threatened by Cassandra when she thought she was losing me to her. But now, I think she’d see the whole thing a lot differently.

“You know, she actually predicted this would happen,” I say.

“This?” she asks, her fingers kneading my bicep.

“She was convinced it wasn’t over between us,” I say. “I didn’t have much hope after the way we left things. She made me promise that I wouldn’t lie about it if we hooked up. Somehow she knew.”

“She didn’t make you promise you wouldn’t do anything, right?” Cassandra asks. “Just that you wouldn’t lie about it later?”

“Right,” I say. “Which I guess means she’s not opposed to the idea of sharing me with another woman. Not that it means she’s excited about it.”

She takes my chin in her fingers and guides my face toward hers.

“Be honest,” she tells me. “What do you really want?”

I take a moment to consider. Everything’s happening so fast that there are possibilities that I haven’t even had time to think through yet.

“I won’t abandon Michie,” I say. “I can’t lie to her, and we can’t go back to the way things were before. But now that I have you too, I can’t imagine not being with both of you.”

“So, have both of us,” she says, turning on her side and making her breasts bounce and tumble together. The image is enough to derail my train of thought.

“Not trying to sabotage myself here,” I say. “But, you’re really fine with sharing me with this younger woman under your own roof?”

“I’m not jealous by nature,” she says. “And I’m not insecure.”

“You don’t have anything to be insecure about,” I say, leaning over to playfully nibble on her ear.

“But Michie is insecure,” Cassandra says. “She’s completely in love with you. If we’re going to make this work, you have to reassure her that she isn’t losing you. She’s gaining a place in this household. Make sure she understands that she’s welcome to be herself and will get to have her own space with you too. I won’t pull rank on her just because I’m the lady of the house.”

“You’re unbelievable,” I say. “Sexy, generous, wise. How could I possibly be this lucky?”

“It’s not every day that a guy like you comes along,” she says. “Plenty of men have taken an interest, but I never knew one who could do what you do.”

“I can’t stop smiling,” I say. “I mean, I know it won’t be completely frictionless. But I know this is going to work out.”

“Even with everything I told you?” Cassandra asks.

“Well…” I say, the ugly reminder of the possible vampire at the end of the hall intruding on my fantasy. 

“Sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean to get too heavy.”

“We have to talk about it,” I say.

“Yes, but not now,” she says. “We can set it aside. But it does feel good to have someone to talk to about it. I’ve been all alone with my suspicions. That was really the loneliest part. That and thinking that I might be crazy.”

“You’re not alone in this anymore,” I tell her. “You can tell anything. I’ll never make you feel crazy.”

“You really know all about this, don’t you?” she says.

“Well, all there is to know,” I say.

“Of all the men I could have met at the grocery store, I meet the one who can understand my problem. That can’t be an accident.”

It is pretty remarkable when I think about it. Of course, understanding her problem and having a solution are far from the same.

“Hunter,” she says, her voice growing quieter even when it is just little more than a whisper already, “is there any way to… help them?”

“Help who?” I ask.

“You know,” she says. “Them.”

“Oh,” I say.

“Yeah,” she says. “You’ve been all over the world, following them and studying them.”

Which is true, as far it goes. But truthfully, the kind of studying I do isn’t really academic. I only come to know vampires as well as I have to so I can trap and kill them. 

“Is there… could there ever be a cure?” Cassandra asks.

No lying. It never ends well. But the truth is too heavy to bear.  

“I don’t know everything,” I say. “But if there was a cure out there, there’d be no need for guys like me.” 

I study her face as I tell her so. She looks crestfallen, though not surprised. Resigned. She takes a breath and tries to recover herself.

“I won’t forget my promise to you,” I tell her. “But if our suspicions are correct, we have to find some way to bring her under control. What happened at the gas station can’t happen again.”

She nods, and I can feel the weight of it overwhelming her.

“Let’s not talk about it anymore,” she says, so softly it’s hard for me to make out the last word.

“Okay,” I say.

I pull her close to me and we just hold each other, not saying a word, just listening to each other breathing. Finally, she lifts her head to look at me.

“I have to pee,” she says, extricating herself from my arms.

“Okay.”

She hurries to the bathroom and I get up and look out the window. Wow, what a view. An ocean of pine trees with a peak that isn’t visible from the sundeck. When she comes back, Cassandra has a seat on the bed. 

“Do you have much stuff?” she asks.

“Practically nothing,” I say. “I can box up everything I own in an hour.”

“Good,” she says, nodding. “Now the only thing to do is to tell Michie.”

“And Madie,” I say. “Is she in her room?”

Cassandra’s posture stiffens visibly.

“Let’s not knock yet,” she says, unable to meet my gaze.

“Okay,” I tell her. “That’s fine. We’ll just let things happen as they happen.”

I go over to sit on the bed beside her.

“Is there anything else I can do in the meantime?” I ask. “Maybe I can pick something up for us?”

“Sure,” she says. “What time is it?”

I get up and move the mouse to wake the iMac. 2:34 p.m.

“Why don’t you go back to your motel?” she says. “Have a talk with Michie. Then, if you’re both okay with everything, you can bring dinner over.”

“Good plan,” I say. “What are we having?” 

“Bigfoot’s Barbeque and Ribs?” Cassandra says. “It’s just down the road from Harvest Home.” 

“Yeah, that sounds perfect,” I say. “I think I remember driving past that place. I’ll get some pulled pork and buns, some sides, maybe a couple half racks?”

“Great,” Cassandra says. “Just don’t get too much, in case… Madie isn’t hungry.” 

I nod, rubbing my hand up the small of her naked back. She rests her head on my shoulder. She reaches down and grabs my cock, gently squeezing me in her hand.

“I’ve been missing this,” she says. “But this—”

By which she means her head on my shoulder, the closeness between us— 

“This is what I’ve really needed.”

I smile, squirming a little at her touch.

“Oh!” she exclaims, looking down at me. “Your balls are bruised too. How did I not notice that before?”

“It’s not a big deal,” I say.

“Michie didn’t do that to you, did she?”

I chuckle.

“Nope,” I say. “That’s just a—well—let’s call it a hazard of the trade. But we don’t have to talk about that now.”

She gets up and goes to look out the window.

“I guess there’s a lot we don’t know about each other yet,” she says. “And we’ve got a lot of subjects to dance around.” 
“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe so.”

“But let’s agree to always be honest with each other,” she says, turning to me and looking at me expectantly. “From here on, okay?”

I rise from my seat and join her by the window.

“I promise you I will,” I say. “No secrets, no lies. I swear.”

My hands move across her hips and her breasts press against me as I pull her to me. We kiss, sealing the deal. She grins, the sunlight dancing in her golden hair.

“Welcome home, Hunter Deacon.” 


27.

“So, she told you—please help me. I think my daughter is a vampire,” Michie says. “To which you responded—here’s this hard dick.”  

“I think some nuance is getting lost in the retelling,” I say, zipping up my duffle bag.

“So, what did she actually say to you?” Michie asks, going over to sit across from me and study me from the chair.

“She showed me the call log from Madie’s phone,” I say. “There were three calls to Hatch’s phone on the night he died.”

“Oh, well that could mean anything,” she says, deadpan.

“I realize it looks bad,” I say. “The evidence is piling up. There’s no denying it. But still, there’s no definitive proof.”

“Oh my god!” she says, throwing up her hands. “What do you need?! You need her to bite someone right in front of you? Oh, but then we couldn’t rule out rabies, right?—Hey, why are you packing?”

“Because we’re not staying here another night,” I say. “I told her everything. About our relationship, that we’re hunting a vampire, everything.”

“Did you tell her we had sex?”

“Yes.”

“How did you describe it?”

“Mindblowing.”

She nods, apparently appeased.

“Very good,” she says. “And then you fucked her?”

“Yep.” 
“How was it?” she asks, a hint of defensiveness in her tone.

I could downplay it for the sake of her feelings, but I think that if this arrangement is going to survive for long it has to be based on radical honesty. And telling Cassandra the truth about Michie worked out well before, so why not try it again?

“I might have said it was transcendent,” I say. 

“Okay,” she says, her lips curling at the edges. “Mindblowing, transcendent. Both are good, I guess.”
I pat the bed beside me. She stands up and slouches over, something petulant in the way that she sits down and crosses her legs so that her hips are pointed away from me.

“You are my lover,” I tell her. “Cassandra knows and respects that. What happened between her and I doesn’t take anything away from you. This isn’t about you losing and her winning. It’s about both of us winning.”

“How?”

“After we made love, Cassandra suggested that I move in,” I say.

“Deac–”

“Hold on,” I say. “I told her I wouldn’t do it without you. She said you could come too. You could have your own room.”

“Deac–”

“Just hear me out,” I say. “I know this is sudden, and you have every right to think about it first. But if you say yes, we can move into Cassandra’s house together. Tonight.”

There’s a short pause before she asks—

“Now can I talk?”

“Yes,” I say. “Go ahead.”

“Are you insane?”

“I know it’s sudden, but—”

“No, Deac, you don’t understand,” Michie says. “This isn’t me telling you you’re rushing into things. It’s me saying, wake up! This is suicide!”

“We’ll protect each other,” I tell her, “just like we always have.”

“How?” she says. “How are you going to remain constantly vigilant when you’re slipping it to her mom?”

“It’s a risk, you’re right,” I say. “But you’ve been alone with Madison before.”

“No, I haven’t,” she snaps. 

“What are you talking about?” I say. “You were up in her room that night before dinner.”

“That was for, like, twenty minutes,” she says. “With you downstairs. This would mean the two of us living there.” 

“Okay, what’s the alternative?” I say. “Stay in this roach motel and wait for another upper to crawl out of the forest? All we can do is react from here. If we have access to Madison, we might prevent the next murder.”

“Our access to her gives her access to us, Deac,” Michie says, “How can you not see that?”

I can’t deny it. She’s got a point.

“Okay, you’re right. But what about Cassandra?” I say. “If it’s true about Madie, I can’t leave her in that house unprotected. I love her, Michie. She’s opening her home to us.”

“Deac, I get it,” Michie says. “Cassandra has a big house, and big boobs—”

“—and a big heart,” I hurry to add.

“Okay, maybe so,” Michie says. “But try to look at the situation objectively for a second. Will you do that, please?”

“Fine,” I say. “Go ahead. What am I missing?”

“Cassandra is a hot MILF with tons of money,” Michie says. “And for some reason, she’s been waiting around in this little town for a handsome homeless guy who drives around in a white van which he uses in his low-scale job, which, she now knows, is not even real—”

“Uh huh.”

“So when she sees you, she flirts with you for a few minutes at the grocery store, immediately makes plans for dinner at her house, then when you don’t show up and don’t call her until the next day, she immediately forgives you and invites you over again.”

“Okay,” I say, suddenly uncomfortable with the way she’s lining up her evidence. 

“Then, when you actually show up to dinner, it’s with your mouthy daughter who ends up being a smoking hot nineteen-year-old, who also isn’t your daughter, and who, surprise, you’re plowing!”

“Michie,” I say. “Can we skip the editorializing and just get to your point?” 

“Either Cassandra is the kindest, most understanding woman on earth, or just maybe, she’s a black widow trying to snare us both so she can feed us to her daughter.”

“Whoa,” I say, mind reeling. “You think all of this is some scheme just to kill us?” 

“Why not?” she says. “Take off your love goggles, and the whole thing makes a lot of sense.”

“Hold on,” I say. “Michie, there’s no way. How would she even know who we are?”

“I don’t know,” Michie says. “Maybe since Madie was turned the two of them have been looking out for drifters who have no obvious business appearing out of nowhere in their small town. Especially drifters with weirdly conspicuous disguises.”

“We’re not that conspicuous,” I mutter.

“Deac, come on,” Michie says. “You really think it’s impossible that she was onto us from the start?”

“No,” I admit, feeling all the blood rushing to my head. “It’s not impossible.”

“Where did the tracker come from?” she says. “Remember that?”

“Cassandra didn’t even know what the thing was when I showed it to her.”

“How do you know that?” Michie presses. “Because she seemed surprised when you gave it to her? You’ve been lying and keeping secrets from the moment you met her. Why is it unrealistic that she’s been doing the same?”

I resist the urge to tuck my knees into my chest and roll into a little ball on the floor. 

“God damn,” I sigh. “I didn’t think of any of that.”

“I know,” Michie says. “It’s easier to view a situation from the outside when you don’t have your cock inside it.”

I’m quiet for a few moments as I turn over what she’s saying. Could it be true? It makes a hell of a lot of sense. The way that Cassandra brought me into her confidence right away, making me trust her by sharing intimate details about her daughter, was that all just a ploy? And what about asking me to move in when we barely know each other? The tracker. That one is hard to explain. Unless…

“Hold on,” I say. “If the theory you just laid out is true, why aren’t we dead yet?”

“What? You’re saying let’s give fate another crack at us?”

“No, I mean, if Cassandra knew we were slayers, why let us leave the house that night at all? If she lured us there to let Madison pick us off, why not go through with the plan? We left abruptly, remember? Why didn’t she even try to stop us?”

“Maybe she’s playing the long game,” Michie offers.

“No, that doesn’t track,” I say. “Why risk another meeting in broad daylight? If you’re trying to kill someone, you have to minimize your connection with that person. Meeting me here in the afternoon does the opposite. And what about at her house this afternoon? If you’re right about Cassandra’s motives, that was another golden opportunity wasted.”

“I guess,” Michie says.

“Of course, if you’re wrong about her, and she’s the frightened and vulnerable single mother she appears to be, then her actions actually make sense, right?”

She doesn’t answer me right away. But when she does her tone isn’t snarky or combative. It’s maddeningly gentle.

“Deac, I think you’re choosing to believe what you want to believe.”

“Okay, maybe,” I say. “I’ll admit, you may be right. But what if you’re wrong? What if we’re all wrong and Madie turns out to be innocent?” 

“Seriously?” Michie says. “What are the odds that this is all a big misunderstanding? If she’s not the vampire, then who is?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But I do know that we are never going to have another shot like this.”

“A shot at what?” Michie says.

“At a home,” I say. “This move could mean more than just a place to live. It means a chance to start over.”

“That’s what it means for you,” Michie says. “But I’m the baggage the relationship comes with.”

“I really don’t think that’s true,” I say. “I think that Cassandra wants you to be a part of her life too.”

“You think a woman like that really wants her partner’s younger girlfriend around?” Michie asks. “I mean, that’s weird, right?”

“Definitely unusual,” I say. “But as long as we’re considering every possibility, let’s say she’s sincere. What would that mean? A home and a supportive older woman who loves you.”

“So, it’s like I’m getting a new mommy?” Michie asks dryly.

“Let’s not put labels on it,” I say. “Let’s just say she’s someone who cares about you and leave it at that.”

Michie’s not as invulnerable as she likes to believe, and her feelings show on her face more than she realizes. I can tell by that little frown, the slight turn of her head, that she’s giving the idea some thought and might even be warming to the idea. 

“And what about Madison?”

“Well, she’ll be someone who we both care about too,” I say. “I swore to Cassandra that I’d protect her, whether she’s a vampire or not.”

“Whoa, what?!” Michie says, jaw going slack.

“I had to,” I say. “You didn’t see the look in her eyes. It would have shattered her if I’d refused. She’s terrified of losing her only child. I couldn’t say no.”

“Uh, okay,” Michie says. “But what about Kosa? If he thinks we’re harboring a vamp, he’ll assume that we’ve been turned and send heavies to kill her and then us.”

“As long as we keep making regular reports, he’ll assume that we’re just taking longer than expected to find the vampire,” I say. “By the time he suspects anything, the facts on the ground could be totally different.”

“And Farah? What are we gonna tell her?”

I hadn’t thought about her. She could be a problem. I don’t know her well enough to confide in her a secret like this. I might have to find some way to keep her off the scent. 

“Let’s not tell her that we’re protecting a vampire until we’re sure that’s what we’re doing,” I say.

“I don’t know, Deac,” Michie says. “I see the upside. I do. But we’re taking a huge risk here.”

“What else do we ever do?” I say. “You act like I’m crazy, getting us so close to a vampire. But that’s the same thing we’ve done three dozen times before. If we leave town, what’s ahead of us? More vampires. The same thing is always waiting for us at the end of the road.”

“You’re really sure about this?” Michie asks. “This morning, you’d written off any chance of being with Cassandra. Now all your hopes and dreams are wrapped up with us all living happily ever after under the same roof as her vampire daughter?”

“Things change fast,” I say. “It’s why I’m glad I’ve got you to keep me grounded. I need you, Michie. I love you, and I won’t make this move without you.” 

She stares down at her feet, but I can see the hint of a smile on her lips.

“I realize I’m putting pressure on you,” I say. “But this has to be your choice too.”

Michie runs a hand across her face, her palming coming to rest on her chin as she thinks.

“Okay,” she says, a little wary but finding confidence as she speaks. “Let’s do it.”

“Really? You’re sure?”

“It’s crazy and dangerous,” she says. “But you’re right. It makes sense too. What do we get by staying here? One way or another, the truth is waiting for us in that house.”

“Exactly,” I say, pulling her into my arms. “This is going to be a good thing for us.”

“I hope you’re right,” she says. “But let’s agree that we have to be careful.”

“Of course,” I say. 

“I’m not just talking about Madison,” she says. “Be careful, Deac. Don’t let your fantasy blind you to what’s real. You can promise to protect a vampire. But she’s made no promises to you."

I nod.

“You’re right,” I say. “You’re very smart. And if I do anything stupid, I trust you’ll call me on it.”

I rub her back and stare into her eyes. I can’t believe I spent so much time denying how attracted I am to Michie. Sure, she can be immature. But she’s clear-eyed and practical where it counts. More than me, as it turns out.

“So, I guess I’ll go pack my stuff?” she says, breaking off our embrace.

“Great,” I say. “I’ll return the keys and then we’ll swing by and pick up dinner.”

“It’s not going to be something healthy, is it?” she says, crinkling her nose.

“Nope,” I say. “Pulled pork, spare ribs, and french fries.” 

“Good deal,” Michie says, making that little heart with her thumb and forefinger like an Asian teenager.

She turns to leave and I go to the bathroom to check to make sure I didn’t leave anything in there. When I come back, Michie’s still paused at the door. She turns her head and looks at me.

“What is it?” I ask. 

She hesitates for a minute but then relaxes.

“Nothing,” she says. “Just… I love you.”

“I love you, too,” I tell her.

“And even though I’m not the only woman you love,” she says, her voice deliberately steady, “I’m still the only one you can really trust.”

I nod.

“You’re right,” I tell her.

“Don’t forget it, okay?”

“I won’t forget,” I say.

Then, there’s nothing left for her to say. She turns, opens the door and leaves me alone with my thoughts.


28.

It’s just about sunset. The van smells like roasted pork and barbeque sauce. I turn off the interstate and onto the private road that leads up to Cassandra’s—and our—home. Maybe I should feel nervous, and maybe I do. It’s not possible to tell the difference between nerves and excitement. But it’s more excitement than nerves, I think.

I’ve got an amazing girlfriend who has been through everything with me, and another who is giving us both a place to live. As the last glimmers of golden sun disappear between the pine needles, I’ve got a song in my heart, and on my lips.

“Why are you whistling?” Michie asks.

“It’s the theme song from The Jeffersons,” I say.

“I didn’t ask what you were whistling,” Michie says. “I asked why.”

“It’s a normal thing to do when you’re happy,” I say. “And I’m happy. Because we’re movin’ on up.”

As we get closer, I can feel my pulse quickening. The sight of the house at the top of the hill is making the hairs on my neck stand up.

“Just look at this place,” I say as we reach the driveway and turn into the roundabout. “Remember what you said the first time you saw it? You said you wanted to live here.”  

“Yeah, it’s pretty incredible,” she says. “So, where am I gonna sleep?”

“It’s a big house, there’s probably more than one guest room,” I say. “Maybe you can have your pick?”

I put the van in park and kill the engine.

“I’ll take the one that has the strongest lock on the door,” she says, yawning. “So, are we daytime people now?”

“I guess so,” I say, grabbing the plastic bags of food sitting between the captain’s chairs. “I’m having trouble adjusting to the new schedule too. We’ll have to try to get into a normal rhythm.”

We get out of the van and I grab my duffle bag and laptop case. Michie’s got just her backpack full of clothes and toiletries. Together, it’s all we own in the world.

“Have you got your knife on you?” she asks as we walk up.

“Yeah, I got it,” I say. “Just keep yours somewhere discreet. We wouldn’t want Madie to find it.”

“Yeah, well,” Michie says. “I wouldn’t want her to find me without it either.” 

I reach for the door handle and press the button with my thumb. The door doesn’t budge. Locked. Huh.

“We’ll get keys of our own soon,” I say.

I ring the bell. We wait for what feels like two or three minutes. Then, I ring it again. More waiting. Then the door clicks and opens from the inside.

I’m expecting Cassandra. Instead, it’s Madison, dressed in a black t-shirt and pink pajama bottoms.

“Hi, Madie!” I say, smiling in a way that I hope is casual and non-threatening. 

“Hey!” she says, flashing a grin before retreating from the doorway. “Come inside. My mom’s upstairs.”

I nudge the door open wider and enter, Michie following me.

“We brought food!” I say.

“Cool!” Madie says, but she’s already heading for the stairs.

I set the bags down in the foyer, off to the side. I take my boots off. Michie slides out of her sneakers but keeps her backpack slung over her shoulder, watching Madison as she walks up the stairs and disappears into her room.

“Come on,” I say, nodding toward the living room.

I set the bags of food on the kitchen counter. Michie opens the fridge and peeks inside.

“Can I have one of these White Claws, do you think?” she asks.

“Yeah, I think it’d be okay,” I say. “Go ahead and get started on dinner. I’m gonna go find Cassandra.”

I return to the foyer and then walk upstairs. I feel my heart beating faster as I pass Madison’s room and walk down to the end of the hall. I reach for the doorknob but then stop. Should I knock? Enter right away? What’s the procedure here?

I decide the best thing to do is just to enter. It is my room now, after all. I see her sitting in the computer chair, her face obscured by the monitor. 

“Come in,” she says, her tone flat. “And shut the door.”

Something’s wrong.

“What’s up?” I say, trying to keep my tone upbeat.

She takes off her reading glasses and looks at me warily. She beckons me over. My heart’s really pounding now. I come to stand beside her, bending a little so I can look in her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” I say.

“What was Madie doing at your motel last night?” she asks me, her voice slightly choked. 

“What?” I say, not sure I understand the question.

“I put the tracker on her car,” she says, her voice soft and a little hoarse. “Like you told me. I can see everywhere she’s been. She was at the Royal Pines Lodge very late last night.”

A cold panic is creeping up my spine. Holy Christ. 

“Why?” she asks, voice empty of any of the warmth we shared less than two hours ago.

“Cassandra, I have no idea,” I say.

“She was there from 1:19 a.m. until 2:01 a.m.,” Cassandra says, pointing to the log on her computer screen. “I counted. That’s forty-two minutes. What could my daughter have been doing at your motel for all that time?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“She wasn’t meeting you there?”

“Cassandra, no!” I say. “Absolutely not. I know what you must think, but it’s not true.”

“What were you doing for that forty-two minutes?”

“I was asleep,” I say. “I swear to God!”

She studies my face, then puts her reading glasses back on.

“Then, why was she there?” she asks. “What was she doing?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “Let’s go ask her.” 






















Slayers Gonna Slay will return with volume two real soon. Thanks for reading! 


Books By This Author

Collison Course: A Men's Slice of Life

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 2

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.

Collision Course 3

Matty Navarro is headed for a crash—but it's hard to keep your eyes on the road when you've got a green-eyed speed demon in the passenger seat who has a thing for your girlfriend.

Roxy Wells is talented, chaotic, and a questionable friend at best. While Soli and Jordan think she might be the missing piece in their group, Matty's not sure he needs another complication—especially when he's still figuring out where Natalie fits in their growing family.

When a car accident leaves him facing a totaled vehicle and a lawsuit from the last person he ever wanted to see again, Matty's forced to slam on the brakes. Time to reconsider his priorities, his relationships, and how to navigate the mess life keeps throwing at him—with the people who refuse to let him crash and burn alone.

The third book in the Collision Course series is a story of loyalty, second chances, and what happens when your chosen family refuses to let you face the chaos alone.

Low-drama, high-heart, and crafted with male readers in mind. Perfect for men who enjoy comfort with their romance—and a collection of characters you'll want riding shotgun forever.

Collision Course 4

Matty Navarro’s California dream feels like it’s slipping through his fingers. A fraudulent medical claim by his shady ex-boss is bleeding him dry with legal fees. His hard-won freedom—and the nest egg that secures it—could vanish if he loses the case. Worse, the dream he shares with four remarkable women is on the skids.

Collision Course is their passion project, a film about unconventional romance that could turn heads in Hollywood and launch all their futures. But indie movies don’t fund themselves, and surviving the industry grind means playing a game where every open door hides a slippery character on the other side. Still, every woman in Matty’s life is all-in, ready to bring her own special talents to make the dream real.

And then there’s Eliza, the screenwriter. She's got that wholesome, earth-goddess thing going on. Everything about her screams natural beauty with serious curves. The bare feet just add to that "come as you are" vibe— and make you want to do exactly that.

Eliza’s got a vision, a few secrets she isn’t telling, and a twin sister with a radically different style and an agenda of her own. Matty’s not sure how or whether either of these unique women fit into his future, but his squad of ladies is more than happy to let him follow his heart and find out.

Collision Course 4 is a cozy haremlit series for men who want slice-of-life warmth, low drama, cozy vibes and women worth chasing dreams with.

Collision Course 5

Matty Navarro’s dream project is finally coming together—and threatening to come apart at the seams.

With the cameras rolling and his girlfriends by his side, Matty has poured everything he has into Collision Course, the sensual, boundary-breaking indie film that’s going to prove to the world they can make art on their own terms.

But when real passions spill over on set and Jordan’s pregnancy brings unexpected stakes, Matty finds himself pulled between two worlds—the family he’s building, and the film that might make or break them all.

Soli, his fierce first love, burns bright in front of the camera. Roxy, the green-eyed wild card, pushes every scene and every boundary. Natalie, the cerebral producer, is fighting to keep the project from imploding. And Eliza, the red-haired goddess directing it all, is trying to turn scandal into something transcendent. Add to the mix Sasha Vega, a former adult film star who might hold the answers to all their dreams, and you’ve got one hell of a pile-up.

But as lines blur between performance and passion, and every choice carries a price, Matty has to ask himself:

Can a story this steamy ever be taken seriously? And when the project wraps— or gets shut down, what will they be left with?

A cozy, sweet, slice-of-life romantic fantasy for men—and a heartfelt finale to a series about a love that gets stronger as it grows.
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