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CHAPTER ONE

Adam

It had been a long, hot summer and pickings had been slim. Too much daylight meant not enough drunken co-eds. Shorter nights made dealing with the Hunger easier, but there would come a time when the balance would shift. Rarely satiated, often malnourished, the cycle of Hunger pervaded a vampire’s psyche and would drive one to rashness, belligerence, and sometimes, insanity. Adam was heading toward belligerence.
It was time to break his fast.
At eleven p.m., he set out. The late hour provided anonymity, yet much of the sloppy debauchery was, thankfully, yet to come. The students had returned and Cascarelli’s (‘Relli’s as it was known locally), the only bar in the sleepy college town of Albion, Michigan, was hopping. Fresh faces, bright young minds, and tight bodies converged, forming an energy that was infectious and permeated the air for blocks in all directions. Fingers tingling, Adam absorbed the ambient zest and vigor he needed to complete his mission. His steps quickened the more he thought about the night ahead. The week before fall semester was always his favorite. The promise of a fresh start pushed spirits higher than at any other time, except maybe the week before spring break, but March in Michigan could be so dreary. Arriving at ‘Relli’s, he inhaled deeply. The summer had been so long.
Loud music, grungy smells and sweaty bodies pressing together awaited him on the other side of the door. Butterflies fluttered through his insides as he rubbed his hands together. Pausing to adjust his stance and set his face to appear human, he pushed open the door and stepped over the threshold. Before his boot hit the floor, one intoxicating scent slammed into him. A woman.
Nostrils flared, he struggled to keep his fangs from dropping. Just keep walking. Face tight, eyes shifting from side to side, he made his way along the bar. By the time he reached the other side of the room, the Hunger had taken over. Mind buzzing, fingers tingling, pit of his stomach clenching, he could think of nothing else.
Feed. Now.
The room buzzed as the oblivious patrons became meals in his eyes. The Hunger demanded satiation. If he didn’t comply, the aftermath would be bloody and difficult to explain.
Hold it together. You will have your meal.
Adam trained his eyes on a pretty, young blonde lined up outside the bathroom. More than desire, a primal need propelled him toward her. Look this way, pretty girl. His green eyes glowed in the darkened bar and locked on his mark. An aura of charm emanated from him like invisible fingers beckoning his target to do his bidding. The young woman turned, and he caught her eye. Gotcha. The Hunger within him snarled in anticipation of its next meal. Adam stretched his fingers and curled his hands into fists as adrenaline coursed through him. The woman moved out of the line; her bladder’s needs apparently dismissed. A wicked smile danced across her face as Adam kept his charming gaze on her. Her eyes smoldered, heeding his call and sending out alluring vibes of their own. Her transformation from carefree co-ed to vixen on the prowl delighted him. Until he said otherwise, he would be her everything, and that was exactly how he, and the Hunger, liked it.
“Hi there, beautiful,” he said as he approached her, his smile crooked and his hands tucked into the pockets of his well-worn jeans.
“Hi, yourself,” she said, her eyes firmly connected to his charming gaze.
“You ready to get out of here for a bit?” He reached out to touch her elbow and lead her out of the bar.
She bit her bottom lip and nodded.
“Fantastic.” He placed his hand on the small of her back and led her out the side door.
◆◆◆
 
Behind the building stood a large commercial dumpster, perfect for concealing secret trysts. Adam directed the blonde to the space between the dumpster and the weathered brick wall. Firm but relaxed, he kept his hand on the young woman until they were out of view. Once hidden, he grabbed her and in one swift motion hoisted her up, turning her to face him so that she could wrap her legs around his waist. Giggling and lolling her head, she bounced into place. He closed his eyes and groaned at the hip to hip contact. Any other day, love. Stepping forward, he pressed the woman’s back in to the wall, keeping her immobile. The cool bricks didn’t faze her as she leaned into him and smeared drunken kisses all over his neck.
Not wanting this scenario to spiral out of control, Adam held her face with both his hands and tilted her head up. Crinkling his eyes and smiling his charming smile, he whispered, “You’re so pretty.”
Blushing, she lowered her eyelids and turned her face away. She looked beautiful, but this was taking too long. There was no time for distractions. He needed to feed. He wanted to tear into this beautiful young woman with reckless abandon. Not tonight. Tightening his grip, he forced her to keep her face tilted toward his. She stiffened, her heart rate increasing at his forcefulness. Her body shivered with adrenaline. The vibrations echoed through Adam’s limbs as he held her close.
“Look at me, beautiful,” he crooned, ignoring her tension. “Right in my eyes.” Her eyes met his and she immediately relaxed in his arms. Such a beautiful and obedient specimen.
“Very good,” he cooed. She smiled at his praise and kept her eyes locked with his. “Now, you’re not going to scream, and you’re not going to struggle. Do you understand?”
She nodded, her smile sleepy, her eyes as big as saucers.
“Good,” he beamed. And then he bit her.
That first rush of blood made his summer dry spell worth it. So sweet and warm, it flowed down his throat and worked its way into every tissue, every pore. This was living.
As he pulled in the energy and vitality of his victim, his strength increased, restoring his essence. Cradling her in his arms – a lovers’ embrace for any other couple – he moaned quietly into the supple, milky skin of her neck. Her arms had long ago gone slack around his neck, and her legs slid down his body.
This was a beautiful, crucial moment. He could continue sucking the life force from her until she was completely drained, or he could stop now and allow her to live and return to her normal life. The internal struggle for a vampire with a conscience was a painful one, but tonight was not about the kill. Tonight, this beautiful girl was simply there to sate his hunger. Though it pained him to do so, he released his bite, and gently licked her wounds so they would heal.
She hung limp in his arms. “Okay, beautiful, down you get.” Unable to stand on her own, Adam positioned her so that her back was against the wall and her feet were touching the ground. Not wanting to invite questions from wayward passersby, he held her upright and caressed her cheek to rouse her. Just a couple enjoying a private moment. Behind a dumpster. Outside a bar. On second thought…
“Let’s get this going, love. No sense hanging around the dumpster.” He couldn’t just leave her there, she would wake and there would be questions. Besides, his mother had raised him better than that, no matter that that was 400 years ago.
Slowly, the woman started to come around. Tension returned to her muscles, and she moaned as she rolled her neck and opened her eyes. He needed her charmed until she understood what had just happened to her. At least, until she understood his version of that story, anyway.
“Welcome back, beautiful.” His lips opened into a bright and comforting smile.
“Wha…? What’s going on?” She looked around, dazed. Pushing her hair back away from her face, she looked like an innocent girl who’d just woken up from a very satisfying nap.
“Well, things were getting exciting, but you insisted that it was time to get back to your friends.” Adam lifted her chin and brushed her hair behind her ear. “And since all that beer seems to have gone to your head, I’m going to make sure you get back inside safely.”
“Oh, uhm,” she murmured, and moved to stand on her own, but her knees gave out. Adam steadied her, and she giggled shyly.
It was time to send her back to her friends. He turned her to face him. “I want you to listen,” he said, holding her gaze while his thumbs stroked her shoulders. “You made out with a complete stranger—and you loved it.” He smiled at his arrogance while she stood, enthralled. “You decided you were too drunk to do anything more tonight, so you demanded that I take you back to your friends. Even though it was an incredible evening, you know you never want to see me again. Do you understand?”
She blinked then narrowed her eyes at him. “Sure. I mean, it was fun, but I’m not really looking for anything… Okay?” She gave him a half-smile and walked toward the door. Her suddenly confident demeanor told him it was safe to let her go.
They parted ways once inside the bar. Adam’s vampire hearing picked up the laughter and scandalous whispers between the girl and her friends: “Oh my god, you guys! I can’t believe I did that! I don’t even know his name!”
Adam smirked as he walked away, sated and no longer a threat to the humans in the bar.
Speaking of humans. A certain titillating scent floated on the air as he walked through the room.
Where are you? He glanced around and headed toward the bar to grab a beer. If he walked around without one for too long, people would begin to take notice, and the last thing he wanted was to lose his anonymity.
“Killian’s draft, please, mate,” Adam shouted as he stepped up to the bar. It was noisy and the place was packed making it difficult to work his vampiric charm. “And that’ll be on the house,” he said, leaning one elbow on the bar and locking eyes with the bartender.
“Uh, sure thing” the bartender replied, blinking slowly. “It’s on the house.”
Charming humans for personal gain is so much more fun after a successful feeding. Adam nodded his appreciation to the bartender, left a tip, grabbed his beer and turned away. He brought the glass to his lips to enjoy his first sip but paused midway. She was close. His preternatural senses awakened, and he finished his sip. He lowered the glass and licked the foam off his upper lip. This night was turning out even better than he had planned.
With his hunger quelled, he thought about her scent. What was it that made her so enticing? Eyes open, an ordinary man scanning the room, but in his mind he was miles—centuries—away.
The Welsh countryside of his youth sprung to mind. He found himself in fields of vibrant heathers and frolicking lambs, separated by low stone walls. A nearby brook babbled, and he inhaled the fresh cool scent of the water as it rushed over the rocks below. Gray smoke billowed from the chimney of a tiny cottage. Lavender grew wild in the fields next to it, and the gentle breeze carried its delicate scent all the way to him and beyond.
Then it hit him. She smelled like home. And daylight. Two scents he’d nearly forgotten in the last four centuries. Adam snapped out of his reverie, and his eyes refocused on his immediate surroundings.
There she was.
He could’ve sworn he saw an actual halo around her head. He chuckled but his eyes never left her. On her own a few feet back from the bar, she hovered near the front entrance. With a beer in her hand, she looked around the room, leaning and stretching as she did. Long, toned legs extended out from her frayed, short cutoffs. A faded gray NYU t-shirt told Adam where she’d come from. Good to know. She wore her thick auburn hair down around her shoulders, and even in the minimal light, Adam could see her cheeks were sun-kissed and free from makeup.
As she scanned the bar, she looked in his direction and for one fleeting moment, she caught his eye. Heart skipping a beat, Adam gave a small smile and a nod. She almost returned his smile, but she snapped her head the other direction. Only able to see her profile, Adam caught her cheeks rising, as she smiled at someone else. A beaming, full smile. The kind of smile you reserved for your most precious someone.
From a distance Adam’s vampire ears heard a man’s voice say, “Sarah! There you are, babe. Sorry it took me so long to get here.”
“It’s fine, baby,” she said, wrapping her free arm around his neck and giving him a quick peck on the lips. “Here, I got you a beer.”
The two clasped hands and Adam became invisible. They strode to the other end of the bar. Adam dipped his eyes as they passed, not wanting to intrude on their moment.
That look. That stolen glance, no matter that it was brief, no matter that it was cut short before it began. That look started it all for Adam.
He was hooked. He was in love with Sarah.
◆◆◆
 
Hidden in his perch high up in the old oak tree outside the admin building, Adam watched Sarah leave her office every night. “Watched” wasn’t exactly the right description. It was more like “waited with effervescent adolescent anticipation.” Sarah was the Molly Ringwald to his Judd Nelson. She was goodness and light and all things radiant to his darkness and loneliness and bitter, steely emptiness.
Vampiric speed and early autumnal sunsets ensured that he would arrive undetected at his perch. The tall oak provided a suitable backdrop for his evening theater with its thick trunk offering a solid foundation. Its limbs soared above the rooftops and stretched toward the sky, and a large lateral branch about fifteen feet up made a perfect cradle for Adam to curl up on. He relaxed in the tree with his legs bent and feet steady on the rugged scaffold.
Most of the staff left early, but Sarah always stayed late. This night was no exception. It was the last night before the campus emptied for winter break. Winter storms had already brought heavy snows and ice, and people were in a hurry to leave before it got worse. The night air was cold and heavy. Another storm was gathering out over Lake Michigan and heading east, fast. The lake was a good eighty miles away, but Adam had a special relationship with the weather and the storm didn’t concern him, yet. He trusted his feelers, and if they told him to go, he would go.
A strong gust blew through, rattling the branches. He sat forward and searched the sky. I may have to cut this session short. The strength of the storm flowed through his body and he shook his head, disappointed that he might miss Sarah. All he needed was a glimpse. In that short amount of time, thirty-seven steps to reach the corner where she turned toward the parking lot, the story of her day would play out in Adam’s mind. On evenings when her smile reached her warm brown eyes, he would imagine he was the one that put it there. She’d run out of the building and into his awaiting arms and they would laugh. He would kiss her cheek, she would blush. He would whisper in her ear, and she would swat at him playfully. Then, they would head home. Where he would be forced to stay outside because he was a vampire and none of this could ever come true. So much for fantasies.
Adam scratched his foot back and forth along the branch, wearing down the bark and wondering how much longer he could stay. Even though he could control the air around him, it was no fun being out in a violent storm. It sucked a lot of energy from him to keep the biting winds and blinding snow at bay. He hadn’t fed in a couple of weeks, and he didn’t dare jeopardize his current situation by needing to feed just as Sarah came into view. He squeezed his eyes shut and threw feelers out as far as he could. The storm was coming, but he still had time. He would wait. Sarah would be out soon.
Adam had had crushes on humans in the past, but Sarah moved him. She stirred something inside him that he’d thought had been lost centuries before. She didn’t know, couldn’t have known, any of this, but Adam was in love and for a creature whose heart beat only when full of the blood of the living, this was significant. A vampire in love is quixotic, obsessive, impulsive. And indefatigable.
Sarah never knew.
But that stormy, fateful night, Adam saw it all happen. Maybe if he would’ve intervened earlier, things would’ve been different. But he’d made a pact with himself not to get involved—ever.
Sarah left with her usual array of bags and books and papers. She trudged against the biting wind and through the icy sludge. She lost her balance, her book-bag preventing her from righting herself. He watched as she fell backward, slamming onto the icy sidewalk, the back of her head bouncing with a meaty thwack before becoming immobile. Holding his breath, he willed her to get up. She needed to be okay without him. Several moments passed with Sarah lying still. On tenterhooks, he waited for her to show signs of life. When she tried to sit up, but passed out instead, he jumped down to take a closer look. I’m only going to look. A weaker pact had never been made.
With preternatural speed, he ran to Sarah’s side. The ferrous tinge of blood filled the air, awakening his senses. “Dammit.” He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his lips tight. People get hurt, people die, it had never been his place, or his duty, to act. But now, with Sarah? Watching impassively as the blood flowed was not an option.
He bent down to inspect the damage. Sarah lay unconscious, but her heart was beating, so he focused on finding the source of the bleeding. He couldn’t see clearly through the growing pool of blood, but something jutted out from her side. Blood dripped from it as if from a leaky tap, feeding the expanding pool.
He looked around to see where the damaging object might have come from and spotted a broken window on the third floor. It must’ve happened during the last storm. Now that he knew where it had come from, he scanned the sidewalk. There were dozens of glass shards glinting in the light from the street lamps. Some of the pieces were large and stuck to the icy pavement, frozen upright like invisible jagged daggers. Why didn’t I see that before? As if Sarah’s accident was his fault. Not knowing what else to do, he paced.
“Shit, Sarah,” he spat the words and ran his hands through his thick, short hair. There would be no do-overs if he intervened. He stopped, frozen in place. His nostrils flared, and his fangs instinctively dropped.
The blood, still pouring from her wound, congealed on the pavement in the frigid night air. The wind whipped around him, and a chill ran down his spine, though it had nothing to do with the weather. Sarah lay still, her breathing shallow and ragged. She looked so peaceful lying there, but Adam knew better. He bent down and reached out to stroke her cheek, stopping himself before making contact with her skin. The air crackled around them both, and he sizzled with anticipation and confusion. She would need help, and soon, if she were to survive. He closed his eyes and sent his mental feelers out to sense if anyone with a pulse was nearby. Nothing came back. The only pulse was Sarah’s, and it was getting weaker.
Every second Sarah’s heart pumped more blood out of her body. Thump-thump. Adam could hear her heart beginning to struggle. His lips pulled back, fangs fully extended and ready to fulfill his bloodlust.
It was his nature.
Adam leaned over Sarah, took a deep breath, and made his decision. He couldn’t intervene. Not if it meant that her life as she knew it would be over. He raced to the admin building and slammed through the front door, almost pulling it off its hinges as he did so. There was a phone at the receptionist’s desk. He grabbed it, dialed 911 and alerted the operator to Sarah’s location and situation. He returned the phone to its cradle and bolted back outside. Alarms would be triggered by blowing through the doors, but any intervention was welcome at this point.
Sarah was still there, supine, unconscious and bleeding out on the frozen pavement. Thump-thump. Pause. Thump. Thump. Sarah’s heart kept beating, though much more slowly now. If help didn’t arrive soon, it would be too late for her.
The last time he tried to help a human in distress did not end well. As a young vampire, he had very little self-control. Human emotions mixed with burgeoning vampire needs and strengths and his attempt to save a wounded mortal spiraled into a bloodlust-fueled feast,   and a dead human. He couldn’t allow that to happen again.
But he was older now, much older. He possessed control, poise, will-power. Where is the ambulance? He closed his eyes and strained his ears—nothing but the buzzing from the streetlights overhead. He threw his head back in anguish. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t let Sarah die. With the decision made, it only took him a fraction of a second to plunge his fangs into his wrist and hold it to Sarah’s slackened mouth.
“Drink, Sarah.” He willed her lips to part to allow his healing blood to flow into her body. “It’s okay, you’ll be okay. Just a few drops. You can do it, Sarah.”
She lay motionless as his blood slowly made its way past her lips and down her throat. In the distance, the ambulance’s siren wailed, the tell-tale sign that help was on its way. Adam left his wrist in front of Sarah’s mouth for a few more precious seconds before finally relenting and cleaning her up. There could be no trace of him anywhere on her or nearby. Satisfied that she was clean enough, he retreated to his perch to keep a close eye on her while staying out of sight.
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CHAPTER TWO

Alice

The snow squeaked under Alice’s boots with each careful step as she walked through campus. In a few short months, she would move on with life, go to grad school, find a job, maybe have children, but tonight she would relish the ordinary, the now. Dinner plans with her best friend and what they would do after was all that was on her mind. The responsibilities would come, but for now, she intended to wander through Albion and soak up every minute of her last semester as an undergrad.
The night was still and dark. Somewhere nearby, a fire was burning. It smelled like home. This time of year evoked questions of her own existence, and she slowed her movements in contemplation. The frigid night air amplified the sound of her footsteps and brought her deeper into her own memories.
Her mother’s accident had been just that – an accident. Alice’s rational mind knew this. But growing up in a small town, she bore the brunt of playground rumors without any buffer. Finger-pointing and giggling accompanied rude taunts like “her mom’s just a clumsy bimbo” and “too bad, no dad.” After a particularly awful day in fifth grade, she ran home to demand that her mother stop being such a bimbo. The words had stung, even if she didn’t fully understand their meaning. Not then, anyway. Sarah reacted that day as she did every day, with a sad smile, a hug, and hot cocoa followed by snuggles on the couch after dinner.
No family lore existed to help Alice understand the actual events surrounding her mother’s accident. The best Alice could figure, Sarah fell, lost a lot of blood, and someone, some unknown, unseen stranger, called for help. And, Alice survived, when it could have easily gone the other way. Sarah never talked to Alice about her father. He must’ve been in the picture at some point, but as a young child she relied on her imagination to fill in the gaps that no one else would. As the years went by Alice concocted an elaborate story detailing the imaginary tragic death of her father: After a long and tiring day of helping troubled youth at the nearby community outreach center, a drunk driver crashed into her father’s car and both cars exploded in a fiery inferno on impact. The drunk and her father both died, their remains charred beyond recognition. There was no investigation, nothing was left to investigate. The story grew more complex every year, and every year, she believed it a little less.
As a little girl without a father, Alice came to rely on her own strength and the bond she shared with her mother. She never went through a teenage rebellion. When Alice had questions, Sarah would talk through all the angles until they came up with the right answer. Frat parties, boys, mean girls, Sarah took on any topic Alice threw at her. And Alice appreciated her mother’s experience and advice.
As close as she and her mother were, she and Lacy were even closer. On the first day of kindergarten, Alice had fallen on the playground. Lacy ran to Alice and helped her up. Later that morning, Alice shared her snack with Lacy, and their Best-Friends-Forever status was sealed. Coming from single parent homes – Lacy’s mom and dad had divorced when Lacy was just a toddler – the girls were closer than sisters. Through highs and lows of elementary school and puberty they lifted each other up, made up after they fought, and never forgot their roots. When it was time to go away to university, neither Alice nor Lacy could bear the thought of separating. They both applied to Albion College and got in on academic scholarships.
When she couldn’t be with Lacy, the night became Alice’s closest friend. After bedtime, with her quilt draped over her shoulders, Alice would open her bedroom window and escape to the rooftop. Nestled in a dark corner, knees pulled up to her chest and head relaxing against the wall, her worries melted away. Those nighttime sessions took on a dreamlike quality all these years later, but Alice belonged to the night. She always had. Basking in the glow of the moon as a little girl gave her strength as a woman to walk through the darkened city streets alone and without fear. The crisp night air empowered her. Whispered words of confidence flitted past her ears and spurred her to embrace life, haters be damned. She loved the warmth of the sun, but the allure of the night kept her moving.
Lost in nostalgia and awash in calm and comfort, Alice stopped walking and lifted her face toward the moon, allowing her full chocolate brown hair to tumble over her shoulders and cascade down her back. She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.
“Alice!” Lacy called from behind her on the sidewalk. “Hey, lady, are you howling at the moon again?”
Alice smiled to herself then turned to greet her best friend and confidant.
Lacy ran to catch up. “Woah!” She slipped on a barely visible icy patch about eight feet away from Alice. Instinctively, Alice lunged toward Lacy and threw her arms out to catch her, tossing her bag and books to the snowy ground in the process. Closing the gap between herself and Lacy in a fraction of a second, she caught her friend with little effort. They both giggled as Lacy gripped Alice. With her heart pounding, Alice focused on the present situation and positive outcome, and pushed her mother’s incident out of her mind. 
“Wow, Alice! That was smooth!” Lacy laughed and squeezed her best friend. “Thanks for catching me, lady.”
“Uh, sure,” Alice said with a weak smile. The way she covered the distance and grabbed Lacy without thinking about it didn’t add up. It wasn’t normal, not for her. But this wasn’t the first time this type of coordinated feat had happened. Something was changing. Lately, she moved with speed and agility, arriving somewhere before she knew she needed to be there, before she should reasonably be expected to be there.
Lacy bumped her hip against Alice’s and brought Alice out of her funk. Shaking off the incident, she grabbed her belongings, and stood to join her best friend. Arm in arm, they strode toward Baldwin Hall for dinner.
Everything was fine.




CHAPTER THREE

Adam

Adam made his daytime refuge in an old root cellar near what is now the Goodrich Club. The space suited him perfectly: no landlords, no mortgages, no humans.
No sunlight.
Using his charm throughout the years, he prevented local developers and construction crews from ruining this living arrangement. Charming was easy: a nudge here, a redirection there. Rarely, would it need to be more complicated than that. When someone walked down the street, they didn’t expect there to be a root cellar hidden among the trees. But, if they bothered to look, really look, the heavy wooden doors with iron locks set into a mound of dirt underneath a small stand of old oaks would have been as obvious as the cars in the driveway. Not surprisingly, most people walked right by. The occasional wayward college kid stumbling back to the dorms after partying at Goodrich excepted.
Officially part of the college, but located off-campus, Goodrich Club was prime real estate. The property was old and had been extended, renovated and updated several times over, making it an ideal space for eccentric students and a solitary vampire. Adam and the Clubbies had a symbiotic relationship: he’d watch their backs, they didn’t know he existed.
Inside the root cellar, his sanctuary was tidy and impeccably clean. No clutter, no dust. Marble overlays kept the mudpack stairs dust-free. Poured concrete flooring added to the room’s cool and clean atmosphere. There was only enough room for his bed and a sitting area where he could enjoy his extensive library. He installed electric lights, borrowing electricity from The Club. He had no need for plumbing or heating and ate most of his meals out. The space suited him.
The dark, quiet places on campus called to him. He excelled at moving among the shadows; sometimes, he did it too well. Being the resident vampire in a sleepy, Midwestern college town sometimes got lonely. He was a social creature and like most vampires, he fed off energy, as well as blood. The life of a vampire was such a paradox: they were solitary creatures by nature—they preferred to hunt alone, they preferred to live alone—but they needed people to survive, literally. Vampires tended to seek out places filled with living breathing humans, where they tried to blend in, but suspicions ran deep and quick. Once a finger had been pointed at a vampire, he or she would inevitably have to leave and take up residency elsewhere. If there were too many vampires and not enough humans to support them in one location, the balance could be tipped, and their existence became precarious. A shift in that balance often created a shift in the mental state of the vampires affected, causing them to snap and rampage, bestowing death and destruction on their human lifelines in a matter of moments.
Vampires can’t feed off the energy of the dead.
◆◆◆
 
Before the hunt that evening, Adam had cruised through campus to check on Alice. Spying her on the sidewalk with Lacy, and seeing that she was safe and heading to dinner, he returned home to prepare for the evening’s main event: the frat party.
Meticulous about his appearance, Adam fussed until he settled on a white cotton t-shirt and black Levi’s. The shirt hugged him where it was supposed to, and the jeans allowed the curvature from the rear to speak for itself. It was cold outside, and before leaving his cellar, he grabbed his black leather jacket. Bare arms in the dead of winter led to too many questions. To complete the look, he slipped on his Church’s leather boots. They were stylish, yet practical. Very Michigander of him. The ensemble, coupled with his lithe frame, cut a fine silhouette. Dressed to kill, he made his way to the fraternity houses.
He hadn’t fed in three weeks and the cycle was shifting toward belligerent. Belligerent meant messy. Messy meant covering his tracks, and that was too much like hard work. He’d gone out with the intent to feed. Which, he did. But everything else that came after…that was unexpected.
Adam entered the party with a large group of pre-partied undergrads, their inhibitions lubricated, and their minds set on one thing. They made their collective way to the basement where the black light made everything glow and for reasons Adam couldn’t understand, encouraged dancing, drinking and making out in public.
Early in the evening, an angsty freshman caught his eye and he spent much of the night stalking her. Dressed in typical Midwestern college girl fashion, she had Adam, and undeniably, most of the frat guys, hooked at first sight. Short-short cutoffs and heeled black leather booties showcased every inch of her well-toned legs. She topped it off with a black, cowl-neck sweater that allowed just a glimpse of her ample cleavage to those who might be interested but covered enough of her body to keep her from getting frost bite in a pretty uncomfortable place. This was Michigan and it was cold, after all. Adam curled his lip. This is going to be fun.
Angsty Girl stood in the middle of the dark, beer-soaked dance floor, arms crossed, eyeing her friend with disdain. From the vibes she was putting out, she preferred to be the one sloppily making out with the upperclassman. But ass is ass, and Adam was certain that the upperclassman wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference between the two girls if his life depended on it. Maybe it will later.
Features set to portray the pained outsider who just needed someone smart and angry to really understand him, he strode to the middle of the dance floor to start the chase.
“She’s a bitch anyway,” he said in Angsty Girl’s ear as he passed by. She pulled her attention away from the preoccupied pair and allowed her eyes to follow Adam’s glowing shirt over to the corner near the DJ booth. She threw him a look and a hip pop that screamed “follow me or don’t, I don’t care,” and she made her way up the stairs. He was pretty certain she did care, and any human male who received that look would be wise to follow her. She didn’t know he wasn’t human, so he played along.
Her scent led him to the kitchen. Adam had purposefully taken his time getting there so she’d be able to pose and perfect her angry yet disaffected, and maybe just a little sexy, stance. It was crowded in there but not well-lit thanks to a recent round of rowdy beer pong that had left half the overhead fluorescents broken. The noise precluded anybody from concentrating too hard on their surroundings, and Adam threw up a little confusing breeze around the place to help advance his position.
Angsty Girl stood resting against the counter, her elbows propping her up, and popping her bosom forward, making the outline of her body very enticing. Too enticing, as it turned out. A tall, brooding, not unattractive fraternity brother with a lot of swagger noticed her and reached her before Adam did. “Beer sucks here; wanna crash the party upstairs?” he asked as he ran his fingers through his hair, trying too hard to look pissed off at the world.
Angsty Girl collapsed her sexy posture and flashed a mischievous eye at Adam, who’d been watching the encounter from the other side of the room, before draping her hand on the poser’s shoulder and leaning up to whisper seductively in his ear, “Like I’d go anywhere with you.” She leaned back against the counter and smiled sweetly as he let her know what he thought about her, his body language and impolite gesture leaving little to the imagination as he walked away to pounce on his next victim.
Adam stood on the far side of the kitchen with his arms crossed over his chest. He gave an impressed frown and nod and walked toward the front door of the fraternity house. Angsty Girl didn’t wait long before following him. Her pheromones changed from reproach to interest as she moved through the room. Without looking back, Adam smirked as he casually moved through the front door and out into the cold Michigan night.
Angsty Girl crossed the threshold of the doorway and stopped just outside while her eyes adjusted to the dark. Adam looked up when she paused at the threshold. Illuminated from the open door behind her, her curves were displayed in silhouette. Any other girl would’ve rubbed her arms to indicate she was cold—but not Angsty Girl. Confidence oozed from her erect frame, by all accounts immune to her surroundings. The bench across from the fraternity house offered an excellent vantage point for Adam to study her. Starting down the stairs, Adam swore he could hear the opening sequence of AC/DC’s Back in Black playing as she tossed her hair and swayed her hips in time with the music in his mind.
“You’re not interested in a private party then?” he asked as she approached.
“Not with assholes who think they can get away with being assholes because they’ve got money and good looks,” she said, standing in front of him.
Adam nodded and a small jolt of electricity ran up his spine. The game was on. This girl would jump ship at the faintest hint of interest on his part, and she’d be gone before he could charm her. Convincing her to come with him of her own accord would be more fun anyway, and then he would charm her so she would only remember the interlude as he wanted her to.
“Fuckin’ posers,” Adam said with a scowl pasted on his face. Outwardly cool, he couldn’t help but laugh on the inside. How many characters had he played over the course of his residency here? Angry outsider was just one in a long line of them.
“Right?” Angsty Girl said with meaning. “I don’t know why I even come to frat parties.”
“What else is there to do in this podunk town?” Adam commiserated and looked away, scowling at the night as though it too had offended him simply for being dark. Non-committal body language and moody dialog should make him more attractive to this woman, but he couldn’t wait all night to find out. More extreme measures would be taken if the conversation didn’t turn his way soon.
Angsty Girl looked around conspiratorially then looked Adam in the eyes, “Have you ever gone traying?”
I’m in, Adam thought and suppressed a grin. “Now? Is there enough snow still? Do you have any trays?” Victory Park was home to the only hill in Albion, and the college kids found it entertaining to steal trays from Baldwin Hall and use those as sleds. Technically, it was illegal to steal school property, but traying was practically a school-sponsored event, so nobody said anything until the tray stand got low, right around the time school started after the winter break.
Angsty Girl nodded, “I don’t, but I know someone who does.”
“Lead the way!” Adam said and stood to follow her, enjoying the challenge of balancing disaffected and cool with eager and fun.
He and Angsty Girl walked side by side away from the fraternity houses, past the quad, and down the hill, leaving the relative safety of campus. Angsty Girl must’ve realized her mistake because as soon as they passed by the quad she tensed up. No time like the present, he thought, switching gears from cool fun guy to scary evil vampire. He grabbed Angsty Girl’s wrist to wrench her around to face him. She screamed, but he muffled the sound by causing an immense wind. At the same time, he twisted her arm behind her back and pulled her in close to his body. She resisted and wrestled in his grip, and he truly lamented the look of horror on her face as she realized his deception. But he was hungry, and she was full of life. Her strength and resistance only heightened his desire to feed. The woman stared at him with more anger than fear in her eyes. Staring back, he softened his features but held her firm. The wait was over. He lunged for her neck. As his fangs bit down into her creamy skin, the once fierce fighter fell limp in his arms.
During the melee, Adam had moved them off the sidewalk and down to an empty lot on a side road. Construction equipment and materials were strewn about the lot and Adam took advantage of the disarray to provide cover for their embrace. The rush from each pull of blood as he drank her in energized him. Everything about this moment filled him with life. The sound of her soft breathing caressed his ears. The sweet scent and acrid taste of young blood pouring out of a punctured artery intoxicated him. He had a fleeting thought that the beer at the party was rank. Why settle for that when he could feast on the elixir of life? Pulling her even more tightly to him, he lifted her body off the ground as he fell into a swooning trance. He ran his fingers through her hair and caressed her cheeks and neck while he pulled from her artery. She offered no response, but that was fine. As long as her heart kept beating; that was all the response he needed.
On cue, her heart beat slowed down and became weaker. This was the crucial moment where he would war with himself: pull away before the sweet final flourishes, or relish in the orgasmic high provided by the human heart as it beats its final beat. Letting go before the final flush amounted to missing the most exhilarating part of sex. Sure, the foreplay and build-up could be amazing, but compared to the fireworks and electricity exciting every single cell of his body, filling him with ecstasy and vibrancy, stopping short felt a little pale. The mission tonight was sustenance, but she was so full of life! If he just held on a little longer, sparks would fly and the night would turn to fire in his eyes. This innocent young woman would give him the greatest gift. Her death would give him life. There was no shame in this beautiful embrace. Pulling harder, Adam felt a buzzing in his hands and feet. The climax was near. Sweet release awaited him. She would be proud to have given her life to him. A thunderous noise spurred him on, and he frenzied at her neck. So close.
A tiny spark in his brain spoke up, It’s not about the kill tonight, Adam. Refusing to let go, he shook his head with Angsty Girl still attached to his mouth. He wanted her, all of her. Stop it! The voice called to him, louder this time. Still, he ignored it. Angsty Girl hung limply in his arms and her heart beat oh so slowly. The buzzing receded from his hands and fizzled out as it retreated up his arms. It was time to let go or she would die.
LET GO! The voice screamed inside his head. Finally, he relented and abruptly stopped feeding from the girl. Cradling her to him and pricking his tongue with his fangs, he licked her wounds to stem the flow and to give her a shot of healing vampire blood. That was too close. Shaking his head, he stood and carried her a few blocks to the bottom of the hill at Victory Park. It was quiet there, most of the snow had already turned to slush and was no longer ideal for traying, so most of the college kids hadn’t bothered to come out.
Adam and Angsty Girl sat cuddled up at the bottom of the hill for several moments while he caressed her and whispered beautiful words in her ear. Euphoric after the feed, he wanted to make sure this girl recovered after so graciously giving him life—no matter that she’d never know she had. Laying her on the ground, he got up to find a spare tray so he could set the scene. One had been left behind, forgotten and tossed into the trees. When Angsty Girl woke, the tray would be underneath her, convincing her that they’d just come down the hill together.
Her eyelids fluttered. Laughing, he grabbed at her playfully.
“I can’t believe we didn’t crash this time! You’ve got to learn to steer this thing!” He jostled her around to continue to wake her up.
“What? Where–? What’s going on?” Angsty Girl said, groggy and confused.
“Shh, it’s okay. It’s okay. What’s your name? We’ve been having so much fun, you never told me,” Adam said as he tried to make eye contact.
She turned her head toward his voice and blinked a few times before absently responding, “Sylvia. My name’s Sylvia.” She reached up and rubbed her neck. “My neck hurts,” she said, her voice gravelly.
Adam countered, saying, “Ooh, yeah, Sylvia, don’t you remember? Our first run we landed funny. You’ll be fine, though.” Placing his hand on top of Sylvia’s, he began to rub the back of her hand and around her neck. All the while, he stirred up the wind to swirl comfortingly around her. “Sylvia,” he said, his voice like music. “Look at me.” He nudged her chin to look in his direction. She was still looking confused but did as he requested. “That’s a good girl,” Adam spoke in his most comforting voice. “Sylvia, dear, it seems you’ve hurt your neck whilst traying. I know we were having fun, but it’s time to get you back to your room. You want to go back to your room now.” Her eyes locked with his as he spoke, and she nodded slowly, the suggestion sinking in.
“Yeah, uh, you know what? I don’t feel great. I’m sorry. Would you mind taking me back to Wesley?”
“Not at all, love, not at all.” Adam stood, then pulled Sylvia up. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he helped her get her footing before they began the long walk to Wesley Hall, back on campus. She was lucid enough to ask questions about their evening as they walked, and Adam made sure she looked him in the eyes with each response. By the time they made it back to Wesley, she had a complete history made up and planted into her memory. They stood on the steps in front of the large, brick building, the tall white columns glowing in the starry night, and he held her hands. He squeezed, and she looked him in the eyes, “I’m going to ask you if I can call you, and you’re going to kiss me deeply then tell me no. And as you walk away, you are going to feel like the most incredible badass on campus. I will be hurt but gentlemanly. The next time you go out with a man, make sure when he brings you home, he makes you feel like a million bucks. If he doesn’t just think his name, and I’ll find him and take care of him for you.” Sylvia nodded as Adam spoke and smiled at her.
“Sylvia,” he said. “Can I call you?”
She gazed into his eyes, smiled, and leaned in to kiss him. They embraced in a deep, hair twirling, toe curling kiss, and when she pulled away, she rubbed her thumb over his lips, all the while holding eye contact with him. With a twinkle in her eye she calmly stated, “No.” And turned and walked away.
Convinced that she’d been charmed, Adam left Wesley. Amused by the encounter, he wandered back to the fraternity house.




CHAPTER FOUR

Adam

At the frat house, he found only stragglers and die-hards remaining; most of the drunk kids had either paired off or gone home alone. After a quick tour of the upstairs, where he mentally scanned the bedrooms to make sure a certain upperclassman and his brothers weren’t taking advantage of unsuspecting and naive freshmen, he made his way back downstairs. No distress signals came back, so he decided to call it a night and headed toward the front of the fraternity house, dodging piles of vomit and stepping over poor souls who couldn’t hold their liquor and had passed out wherever they were. He shook his head and chuckled to himself. Stupid humans.
He finally reached the front room and was heading for the door when the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. Fangs dropping, he stopped cold—Adam chose fight over flight every time. There was another supernatural creature nearby. It wasn’t often he was caught unawares, and this misstep threw him for a moment. With his eyes more focused and his hearing on high alert, he continued toward the front door. Instinct told him to bare his fangs and make himself appear large and frightening, but he fought the urge to hiss, keeping his mouth closed and his posture neutral. No need to make a spectacle inside the fraternity house—though as it was, most everyone was gone or passed out, so any fracas wouldn’t be noticed, much less remembered. Turning to his right, toward the front lounge area, he scanned the room before entering it.
There she was among the cushions. Her long, graceful limbs draped lazily over haphazardly strewn pillows. Her head nestled in amongst the fluffy pile and her long, chocolate brown hair flowed over her shoulders and rested on colorful throws beneath her. Adam stepped toward her, and her eyes flew open. Propping herself up on her elbows, she uttered in a languid drawl, as though she were waking from a restful nap, “I saw you with that girl earlier.”
Her eyes burned directly into his soul.
He froze. Alice, he thought. What is she doing here? She’s never at frat parties. She can’t see me here. He berated himself for being sloppy but recovered quickly and stared straight into her hazel eyes, then projected his charm in molasses-like waves to cover her. Speaking in a soothing tone, he smiled, “You didn’t see anything. You want to go ho—”

“Yes, I did,” she said. Her voice smooth and confident. “I saw you outside with her earlier. And I can see your fangs now.”
Observant.
◆◆◆
 
Adam didn’t waste time. Before she could blink, he ran to her, threw her over his shoulder, and hauled her outside. Once outside, he rushed across the street where he flipped her off his shoulder. Screeching as she flew over, she fell with a crunch, her body awkwardly sprawled across the snowy sidewalk across from the Sigma Chi fraternity house.
“Hey!” she shouted as she landed in a pile, all limbs and hair. “Hey, jackass!” she shouted again, more sharply. “You didn’t have to be so rough. Is that how you treat all your dates!” Snow crunched beneath her feet as she stood. “Jeez!” She swatted the snow off her pants, stamped her feet then shook her arms and head to get the rest off her upper body. “Such a jerk!”
Adam looked away, feeling a tiny twinge of guilt for being so rough with her, but she’d left him with no choice but to act quickly. Could he have been gentler when he got her outside? Sure, but it wouldn’t have been nearly as comical.
With palpable anger, her eyes bore into him as she continued stamping the ground. Full of remorse and hoping to win her over, he flashed her a sheepish grin. When her eyes met his, their worlds imploded and expanded, simultaneously.
His thoughts and memories invaded Alice’s mind, shoving their way in to fit in among the already present information collected over her own lifetime. Her confusion and her horror hit him, as many of the images didn’t make sense or resemble any of her life’s experiences. He saw, as she did, the snippets of happy people laughing and impressions of light and love from serene meadows, perfectly familiar to him, but foreign to her. He experienced her revulsion at macabre flashes of fangs, slicing and piercing flesh followed by blood and screams and incongruent feelings of euphoria. He understood her disgust as she absorbed intimate thoughts and feelings from disjointed scenes of passion with women dressed in Victorian costumes and heavily made up faces, grinding and writhing in rooms filled with gaudy gilt furniture and loud, warped circus music, then flashing to different women masked in pale goth faces and flannel shirts throwing their hair around and gyrating to dark driving music. All grotesque faces, caricatures of vile and violent creatures doused in blood and laughing maniacally with ruins of human flesh all around them.
There were more images, a never-ending stream of Adam’s memories invading hers. She began to hyperventilate, grabbing her head and screaming as she fell to her knees on the snow-covered sidewalk. “What is happening!” she shouted into the night. Adam stood silently as tears streamed down her face and her body was wracked with aftershocks from the mental onslaught of bloody, blurred specters racing through her mind.
Adam tensed as memories and images from a far shorter and much more recent lifetime leaped from Alice’s mind into his own, as though the invasion of Adam’s memories had physically pushed her memories out into the night to find the nearest recipient. Staggering backward as her presence invaded him, he collapsed on the ground next to Alice. What is happening? Feelings and images of her life flooded his mind and he squeezed his eyes shut as they reeled through. Sarah’s face in sharp focus in front of a blurred-out background as she cradled a cooing and gurgling baby Alice; giggling and tears of laughter among a group of giddy teenage girls; frantic racing footsteps and a pounding heart as Alice reached home after being bullied at school; blood running down a dusty shin after falling off her bike, and her mother’s soothing words and gentle hug to pick her up; feelings of pride as she walked across the stage during her high school graduation. This episode was less stressful and less full of gore than Alice’s, but it was no less confusing to Adam.
“I don’t know! Who are you? What is happening to me? Oh, god, it’s horrible!” A mess of sweat and snot and tears pasted Alice’s hair to her face as she moaned. She braced herself on all fours, her arms shaking after the bombardment of disturbing mental images. Her head hung low, and she coughed and spluttered as she wretched and heaved in response to everything her body and mind had just been through. Adam understood her horror. Several lifetimes’ worth of horrific and intense experiences had been condensed into ninety seconds of painful influx, but he had no frame of reference for this. Her body had rejected all of it, and all he could do was watch. He’d only gone out that night to hunt.
A few party stragglers were hanging around outside the frat house and taking notice of what was happening. The last thing he needed was to be harassed by Campus Safety or even the city police. “Alice?” Adam said, his voice as soothing as he could make it considering the present circumstances, “We need to get out of here.”
“Wha…?” She spit a glob of leftover saliva and bile out of her mouth.
Preparing to make their getaway, Adam threw waves of unsettled winds toward anyone who lingered nearby, distracting them. If they didn’t leave soon, this night would not only be confusing, it would be very bloody. The rapid change in weather and eerie conditions would create enough of a disturbance that any stories revealed later would sound disjointed and dissimilar enough not to hold much weight.
Sitting on the ground, cold snow melting and soaking into her jeans, Alice shivered and held her head in her hands.
Adam felt for her; she was understandably shaken, and as confusing as all this was for him, he could only imagine the chaos and mayhem she was experiencing. Glancing up at him, Alice carefully avoided looking him in the eyes. At least she remembered that. Turning away, she patted herself down, as though she were confirming each body part was in its place. Her heartbeat had accelerated, and her scent had changed from the pungent and bitter tang of annoyance to the charred, ashy aroma of fear. After her heaving episode, she remained on the ground, and it was clear from her posture, and the disorganized and crackling sparks of energy swirling around her, that she wasn’t going anywhere any time soon. The wind picked up around her, whipping at her hair and causing a few stray leaves that hadn’t been covered by the snow to jump up and dance in a frenzy. Her chest heaved, and the skin on the back of Alice’s hands pricked with sweat. The tiny beads caught Adam’s eye. She would have a full-blown panic attack if he didn’t do something to stop it.
Wild-eyed and frantic, Alice said, “Leave? I’m not going any—”
In a blink, Adam stood, grabbed Alice and hoisted her over his shoulder. He couldn’t wait for her explicit consent; they needed to leave while the weather distraction was working. It was best for the both of them if nobody had anything to report to the authorities. A few seconds later, they arrived in the visitors’ stands at the football field on the far side of campus. Football season was over, and not even the fanatics would be out practicing at two-thirty in the morning. This time, Adam carefully sat Alice down on the metal bleachers and winced along with her at the sharp coldness of the seat.
“I’m sorry,” he said, sitting next to her. When she flinched, he scooted away, grateful for the excuse to give himself space. She wasn’t the only one freaked out about what had just happened between them. How could he explain this to her if he couldn’t explain it to himself?
Shaking her fists, Alice screamed, “What is going on?” She put her head in her hands. Against his better judgment, Adam reached out to calm her. Alice flinched. The near contact of their skin exacerbated her hysteria, and she screamed again, “Don’t touch me!”
Stunned by her outburst, Adam drew back as she launched herself off the bench to run away. Sensing what was about to happen, he rushed to catch her as she tripped over a bleacher seat that had caught her foot during her attempted escape. He appeared in front of her, and she crashed into his chest nearly causing the pair to tumble down the bleachers. Not so fast! Adam thought, and leaned into her to keep them upright. This night was not ending at all how he had planned it. It was supposed to be a little fun and a snack at the fraternities, and then home by sunrise. Nothing fancy. Now? Now he found himself in the middle of a full-blown crisis of the mind with his human offspring. Daughter didn’t seem like the right word, but in a way, she was. He knew it from the beginning. There had been no doubt in his mind throughout the years, but this episode confirmed it.
Alice beat her fists against Adam’s chest as he held her. Turning his head to keep from being punched in the face, his upper body bore the brunt of her anger. She was understandably frustrated. Trying to calm her, he spoke her name again. “Alice, please, settle down. Let me help you.”
She pushed at him. Her arms weren’t strong enough to make him move, but Adam thought if he let her feel strong, she may come out of her hysterics. Loosening his grip, he let her push herself out of his arms so that both her feet returned to the bleachers. She attempted to run off again, but Adam grabbed her wrist.
“Please, don’t hurt me! Please! Oh god.” She tugged her arm away from Adam and struggled against his grip. When it was evident she wasn’t getting away, she curled her body into herself, self-preservation instinct kicking in. Still, Adam made no move to hurt her.
“Look at me, Alice. I’m not going to hurt you. Just, look at me. You’ll feel better if you just look at me!” He wanted to charm her, calm her down, help her forget any of this night had ever happened.
“No way! Uh uh.” She kept her head low and refused to look up. “The last time I looked at you, I saw Hell.”
“I know. I know you did. I saw…something unexpected, too. I’m not going to hurt you. Please, try to relax.” Tension buzzed through Adam as he closed his eyes and listened for any signs they’d been followed across campus. Alice’s voice would’ve carried, no matter how remote their current location. She needed to stop screaming. Running from the police, or from anyone, was not his usual method of operation, but this situation demanded finesse and a distinct lack of human authorities.
“Relax?” she yelled. “How can I relax? I don’t know how I got here. Or who you are. Or, frankly, what you are! No, I don’t think I’ll be relaxing any time soon.” Her voice reflected her turmoil. Again, she struggled to break out of his grip.
“Alice,” Adam put every ounce of soothing charm he had into his voice, willing her to be charmed simply by proximity. “If you stay still, I’ll let go of your wrist. If you run away, I’ll be forced to grab you again. I won’t ever get tired, and you won’t get away. I don’t want to keep you, and I will
not hurt you, but I can’t let you leave without making sure you’re okay.”
Alice’s wrists went limp in his hands. “How do you know my name?” She blew the hair out of her face with a sharp breath and shook her head to get the rest of it to tumble down her back and away from her face. “I-I never told you my name. How do you know my name?” She glanced up and made the mistake of looking in his eyes. It was only for a split second, but that was all it took.
‘Stay calm,’ Adam thought at Alice. He pushed the thought into her mind, and he accompanied it with wave after wave of calming air swirling around and caressing her face.
Alice’s eyes went soft and dewy. She wasn’t focused on him, but she was looking in his direction. Confident his attempt at telepathy had finally worked, he stood still while she worked through it on her own.
‘I can’t,’ Alice replied telepathically.
Adam’s shoulders relaxed. If telepathy worked, this whole situation would be much easier to manage. He could explain things—he could try to explain things. Where to begin?
Suddenly, Alice cried out, “Oh god!” She clamped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide and her body tensing up again.
‘It’s okay. You’re okay. Just stay calm.’ Adam projected his thought out to her again. Even though she was tense, she struggled less, and a connection had been forged. He kept throwing calming winds in her direction. Her posture eased a little, and Adam thought at her again, ‘I’m going to let go now. Please, don’t run off.’ Using telepathy calmed her. Focusing all his attention on her, he hoped it would be enough to convince her to stay. Slowly, he released his grip, and Alice let her hands fall to her sides.
‘Good,’ Adam said in her mind. ‘I’m going to talk out loud now, okay?’ He kept his eyes on her face looking for any sign that Alice might be willing to comply. If she would listen—to what, he didn’t know, exactly—he could figure out a way to make things manageable for both of them. “Are you okay?” he asked.
Alice nodded and sniffed. She wiped her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but she didn’t try to run off. When Adam first saw her on those cushions, she seemed so strong, so confident. Now, she radiated confusion and pain. Pushing the hair off her face, she tucked a stray strand behind her ear then cleared her throat before speaking. “Who are you?” she asked, and the air around her crackled and fizzed.
Colors bloomed and popped in sparks around Alice’s head and swirled their way toward him. Alice tensed at the changes in the air as well. Was she creating this? Was he? Perhaps it was some combination of their energies. Regardless, it was the most beautiful sight he’d seen in decades.
Ignoring the beautiful storm between them, he searched her face for some level of understanding, an even keel. The next few words would change her life forever. They already had changed her life, she just didn’t know it yet. “My name is Adam, and I’m a vampire.”
Alice laughed. Very loudly. She threw her arms up, signaling her disbelief and turned to walk down the bleachers. The word vampire apparently had provided the solvent she needed for her feet to become unstuck. “Okay, I’m outta here.” She was still laughing, though there was no humor to any of it.
‘Wait. Alice, if I’m not a vampire, explain tonight’s events to me. Give me a rational, reasonable, human explanation.’ He paused, watching her reaction. She kept going, but hesitated. ‘I’ll wait.’ He stood still with his arms crossed over his impeccably clean t-shirt.
Alice stopped on the bottom step and turned around. She tilted her head and looked up at him, avoiding his eyes. Popping her hip out, she rested her hand on it while wrapping the other arm around her middle. “I can’t,” she said as an explanation.
Adam leaned toward her as she spoke, sending out waves of interest. “I don’t know,” she squawked. “It’s late? I’ve been drinking?” Her voice went up an octave at the end of each question. Adam didn’t need to be supernatural to know she wasn’t convincing herself. She hadn’t been drinking, actually; there was no alcohol smell coming from her, aside from residual fumes on her clothes that lingered in the cotton from being in the same room with drunken co-eds. Alice snapped her head back around to face Adam, still avoiding eye contact, “I’ve really gotta go. My friend needs me to walk her home.”
“Give me two minutes, and I’ll take you back and help you with your friend.”
“I don’t need any help. I’m going. Now.”
Dammit. “Please, Alice. Just listen.”
She turned and walked along the bottom step toward the exit to the stands. He couldn’t let her leave, not without explaining things to her or at least not without charming her. Vampire 101 dictates that you never let them leave alive if they remember you. There were many rules that Adam was willing to break, but that was a pretty smart one. He had no intention of breaking it. The problem was he didn’t think she’d trust him enough to look at him, and he wasn’t certain he could charm her anyway. This could pan out in so many directions, none of them good. Deciding to go big, he called out, “I saved your mom the night of her accident.”
That got through. Alice stopped in her tracks and gripped the metal railing. She started shaking again, but her next movements were measured and deliberate. She tugged on her sleeves, one at a time, to pull them down to cover her hands as she slowly turned around to face him. This time, she looked him in the eyes. Adam saw pain and anguish. Ashamed, he looked away knowing his strategy had worked.
Adam stepped down the bleachers to meet her. Alice’s eyes welled up, but she didn’t move away from him. Strong currents of electricity surged out from her forming an invisible barrier around her body that Adam could feel. As a tear rolled over her lower eyelid, he reached out to wipe at her cheek. 
The electric shield around her sparked, and Alice faced him with a steely stare. “Don’t. Don’t touch me. Ever.”
Stunned, Adam brought his hand back and shook his head, “Of course. No, of course, I’m sorry. I was just—”
“What do you know about my mom’s accident?” Alice narrowed her eyes and wiped the tears from her cheeks.
Adam searched her face. How much could he tell her without sending her away screaming? The vampire cat was already out of the supernatural bag, so why stop now?
“Alice, I was there. She’s alive—you’re alive—because of me.”
“Oh good, a hero complex as well as fantastical delusions.” Exasperated, she turned her head away.
A small smile crept on to Adam’s face then. ‘Just call me Batman,’ he thought at her.
“Stop doing that! I don’t know how you’re doing that, or what kind of tricks you’re trying to play, but they’re not funny! None of this is funny! Now if you don’t let me leave, I will scream and go directly to the police.”
‘Okay,’ he thought, again his voice invading her mind. ‘I guess you’ve never wondered why she didn’t bleed out that night, or how the ambulance knew to be there for her. That’s fine. You’ve got it all figured out. You may as well go.’ Going big had hooked her, reverse psychology would keep her.
“You were there?” Alice shifted her weight back and wrapped her arm around her middle. “What did you do? Nobody has ever been able to explain why my mom didn’t bleed to death. The doctors said it was because it was so cold that her body shut down, kind of like how people can survive in frozen water for much longer than they should be able to.” Something had clicked, and once her brain had switched gears, she could barely get the words out fast enough. She leaned toward Adam, gesticulating as she spoke. “No one has ever supported me in trying to figure this out. I’ve always been told to leave well enough alone. And now, you come here and start talking about vampires and superheroes. Please, enlighten me.” She raised her eyebrows as a challenge, daring Adam to add to this narrative of hers in a meaningful way. And he would, even though she obviously wasn’t buying it. Yet.
“I was there,” he began, crossing his arms over his chest and letting out a long, slow breath. “I saw the whole thing happen. I went to her, and I called EMS. I tried to stay out of it, but if I hadn’t intervened, she would’ve died. She’d already lost so much blood.” Adam shook his head, thinking back to the night in question and trying not to get caught up in the reverie.
“How did you save her?”
‘I think you know.’
Alice’s eyes went wide with realization. “Blood? You gave her your blood? But, but that’s not how it works. People don’t drink blood to replace their blood. That, that’s not medical science! That’s science fiction! No, not even—that’s fantasy!” She paced as she spoke.
Adam let her say her piece. He tried to be understanding, but it had been many years since his world view had changed so dramatically. She acted absolutely sure in her knowledge of science and the way things worked, and he wished that were the case. If ever there was a double-edged sword, it was immortality. You live forever, you never have to wonder what lies beyond the great beyond, but your loved ones, your friends, your homes—they all die or disintegrate eventually. So, there he stood in front of her, undead, not actually breathing, but still existing on this plane, and she would have to come to terms with that eventually.
“That’s what happened,” Adam whispered, not wanting to spook her more. “You know. You know in your heart that I’m telling the truth. What reason would I possibly have to lie? Why would I bring you out here? If I didn’t want you to know who or what I was, I could’ve just ki—” Adam stopped abruptly at Alice’s reaction to his near slip. He cleared his throat then continued. “Anyway, I’m not lying. And I’m not going to hurt you. But I do need you to believe me.”
Alice put her hand up to her forehead and grabbed at her hair. “This is too much. I can’t. I don’t know what to say, what to think.” Nervous energy propelled her as she walked down the steps to exit the bleachers. Adam watched her closely as the gears turned and connections were made. “None of this is making sense. What am I supposed to do with this information?” She stopped short and turned around to find Adam right behind her. He had been staying close by as she walked and was unprepared when she stopped so suddenly. She flinched at his proximity but kept talking; a development Adam appreciated. “What happened earlier? You said you felt something, too?” Alice cocked her head and rested her hand on the railing, waiting for his reply.
“I don’t know. Really. And, yes, I did. I saw snippets of your life. Things that I would have no way of knowing about. Things you’ve never told anyone, much less a stranger.”
“Is that what I saw? Glimpses of your life?” She started walking again, a look of disgust masking her face. “But there was so much blood. And death. And gore. And awful, creepy music. And strange costumes.” She stopped again and turned around. This time Adam was ready and stopped several steps back. “Why was there so much blood? And what’s with those costumes? Humongous wigs, dresses with ridiculously wide hoop skirts, and corsets that no woman would be able to breathe in. But, mostly, there was blood.” She looked into his eyes again and held her gaze. She blinked slowly, her eyes red and her skin raw from crying.
Adam looked her over. She radiated exhaustion and confusion, fear and sadness. He couldn’t go through this for her, he had to wait for her to get through it herself. As she stood there ragged and drained, Adam thought he saw a glimmer in her eye. A tiny little spark of realization. Like a match that has been struck in total darkness, it illuminated only the objects closest to it, but flickered on the rest, casting macabre and distorted shadows in her mind that paraded across her face.
Alice’s face twisted in anguish, she grabbed at her stomach, and bent over making retching sounds, but nothing came up.
Come on, Alice. You can get through this. Unable to do anything, Adam watched as she physically processed everything she was thinking. Alice stayed bent over with her hands on her knees for several moments, breathing slowly, then promptly stood up and wiped the back of her hand across her face. She cleared her throat and pushed her hair back, a new strength beginning to show. “That blood, you…drank it? Why?”
Adam did not want to hurt her—not now, not ever—but he needed her to believe him. The best way to do that would be to show her who he really was. Forcing his fangs to drop, he closed his eyes to slits before thrusting out a small hiss in her direction. As he hissed, the air surrounding them both crackled with electricity. He drew on his powers to grab snow and force it up from the ground so that it swirled and stung Alice in the face. He raced over to her with vampire speed and grabbed her in his arms. Cradling her like a victim, he forced her to expose her neck to him. With a low growl, he lunged for her throat.
Alice screamed and thrashed, tightening every muscle in her body. Adam held her close and tightened his grip on her. She was afraid and going through hell, but it had to be this way. Alice sobbed as Adam held her. She struggled to get away, and Adam had the fleeting thought that in her fear her body continued to lure the predator in by reacting the way it was instinctively programmed to do. He’d never thought about that before, never taken a philosophical look at the situation as he was involved in it, but it was different with Alice. Everything was different with Alice. After a moment, she stopped actively struggling but remained tense in his arms. Her eyes were no longer wide with shock but lazy with resignation. She’d expected him to bite, but he hadn’t and now her body didn’t know what to do.
Adam breathed heavily as he pulled his fangs away from where they had rested on Alice’s skin. Still holding her close, he could smell her fear. He hated that he’d had to do that, but she needed to know this was no joke, no trick. She didn’t know it, but she was never in any real danger. He had no problem restraining himself. Where he would normally give in to the pull to feed, there was no such pull with her. Quite the opposite. There was a strong desire to push her away and to get as far away from her, from this situation, as possible. He didn’t understand exactly why, but he could guess. He hadn’t the luxury of running; he had to stay and make sure she understood.
Sending her comfort and confidence through his charms, he slowly released his grip on her. He forced his voice to be hard, to cut through the waves of comfort. He needed his message to stand out, unquestionably. “You are alive because I told you I wouldn’t hurt you. But do you see now what I am?”
The after-effects lingered after his demonstration as Alice’s body continued to shake and her heart continued to race. Tears involuntarily rolled down her cheeks, and she let out a low moan. She stumbled backward, away from Adam, and he reached forward to help her. She flinched, but she let him grab her arm to steady her. The fear in her eyes had been replaced by curiosity and a genuine desire to understand. “You’re not lying. What—what are you!”
Adam dropped her wrist and said plainly, “I told you. I’m a vampire.”
“No,” Alice moaned, louder now. “Nononono,” she shook her head, her mind refusing to accept his answer, and stepped further away from Adam, her hand on the railing steadying her as she moved.
“Alice, I—”
“Get away from me,” she cut him off before he could explain any further. “Go away. Let me go. I don’t care which.” She looked around frantically, her knuckles white from gripping the railing too tightly. Her heartbeat had never returned to normal; Adam could sense her fear, and he began to sense her cunning. She was making plans as she jerked her head around and twisted her body, feigning hysteria. Those plans could be deadly. This was a new and precarious situation. His safety and security, his very existence, was dependent upon anonymity and the fact that to the rest of the world he was fiction. He had no way of knowing what Alice would do when she left. It was a gamble he would have to take.
Alice begged for her life. “Please. Please, just let me go. I won’t tell anyone about you. I won’t say anything about what I saw—I didn’t see anything. Just let me get out of here. Please. Please don’t hurt me, don’t hurt anyone!” Her voice cracked, and the words sped out until she couldn’t say any more. Her knees buckled, but she kept her grip on the railing. A sob escaped her lips and she covered her mouth and closed her eyes while she awaited her fate.
Adam didn’t move, didn’t even breathe, as she begged for her life. He wanted to tell her everything was okay, it was all going to be okay, but he needed her to see him as dangerous. That she was bargaining with the devil. He couldn’t charm her, and he couldn’t—literally couldn’t—kill or hurt her. He would let her leave, still breathing and with the full knowledge of his existence. 
There was no other choice; he had to trust that she would keep silent. Finally, after several still moments, he whispered, “Go home, Alice.” Time would tell if he had done irreparable damage to her, and lord knew he had plenty of time.




CHAPTER FIVE

Alice

Alice awoke in her bed at her mother’s house. Cozy and warm, she rolled onto her back as she breathed in a deep, cleansing breath. Arms reaching over her head and toes fluttering at the end of the bed, she stretched and let out a long sigh. The covers shished as she sat up and rubbed at her face. Soft morning light peeked through the curtains and sliced through the room, illuminating all the floating dust particles that hovered and kept eternal watch over her bed. The ethereal light highlighted a segment of her childhood quilt: a purple night sky with a sliver of a moon hanging above an autumnal tree. The fading patchwork a beacon for her thoughts.
The eerie quilted scene jarred her memory of the night before, and she jumped out of bed. She stumbled into her vanity table and toppled her jewelry tree. Startled by her own movements and furniture, Alice fumbled with the jewelry tree before righting it. Not wanting it to fall again, she backed away with her arms outstretched until she stood in the center of her bedroom. It dawned on her then that she was in her room in her mother’s house, alone, and it was daylight. It’s okay, vampires sleep during the day, she thought as she tottered toward the window. Snapping the curtain back, she revealed the bright morning sun. Confused, Alice turned her back to the window. Where did that thought come from? Turning back around, she surveyed her backyard while her mind raced. Vampires aren’t real. What a nightmare! Her hand flew to her neck and she frantically searched for any sign of injury. His teeth were so close! With one arm around her middle she used the other hand to scratch at her hair. How did I get home? A whisper, “Where’s Lacy?”
Vampires are real?
A knock on her door interrupted her thoughts.
“Alice? Sweetie, are you okay? I thought I heard a crash in there,” her mother called from the other side of the door.
Alice sat on the stool in front of her vanity. “I’m fine, Mom. I…I just tripped over my shoes.” She rubbed at her forehead as she spoke, hoping she sounded confident and healthy so her mom wouldn’t worry.
“Okay,” Sarah said, stretching out the word. “What’re your shoes doing in there anyway?” Her voice was muffled as she shuffled down the hall toward the stairs. “Coffee’s on if you want some.”
Dazed, she remained on the stool while she gathered her thoughts. The night before seemed a blur but nothing appeared out of the ordinary. What is going on with me? She reeled through what she could recall. Sometime after dinner, she and Lacy made their way over to the Sigma Chi house. The party started in the basement. After a few drinks, Lacy hooked up with somebody. Alice wandered around the frat house then went into the living room to wait for Lacy to be ready to go. Mental note: text Lacy. Bored, Alice drifted off but snapped awake when she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Then, a strange man in a white t-shirt and leather jacket carried her out the front door.
She stopped herself. More coffee was needed if she was going to think this through any further. Throwing on sweats and a cardigan, she joined her mother downstairs.
“Good morning, sweetheart.” Sarah handed her a mug of steamy, black coffee. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re looking a little peaked.” She brushed a wisp of hair away from Alice’s face and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks, Mom.” Alice cradled her coffee cup in her hands to blow on the steam before taking a sip.
“I was surprised you were here last night,” Sarah said over her shoulder as she moved through the kitchen getting eggs and toast ready for breakfast.
“I know, I…um, I just didn’t feel like going back to the dorm last night. Lacy…”
“Lacy was glad to hear you’d made it here last night. You should’ve texted her, she was worried about you!”
Alice gave a mental sigh at her mother’s mention of Lacy. At least she’d made it home all right last night. “Oh, yeah, I know. I should have. I’ll call her in a bit.” Placing her mug on the kitchen table, she went to the drawer to grab silverware and napkins, ostensibly to help set the table, but mostly so she could have something to keep her hands and eyes occupied while her mother finished getting breakfast ready.
Sarah served up scrambled eggs and toast and brought over a fresh pot of coffee. The two ate breakfast in relative silence, the clinking of silverware on plates and slurpy sips of coffee offering the only background noise.
After they’d finished, Alice brought the dishes to the sink. Sarah sat at the table contemplating her coffee cup then asked, “So, are you going to tell me what happened?” Wincing, Alice set the dishes down and turned around. Concern blanketed her mother’s face. Not wanting her mother to worry, Alice twisted back toward the sink to hide her reaction. She had learned the art of observation from Sarah, and she didn’t need her mother making any wild guesses. She hadn’t had enough coffee for that.
“Oh,” Alice said over her shoulder as she fussed with the dishes and the dishwasher, attempting to buy herself some time to think of a realistic reason she came to her mother’s and didn’t check in with her best friend. “Um,” she wiped her hands on the dishtowel hanging next to the sink and made little throat-clearing noises until she sat back down across from her mother. “Nothing happened.”
“Clearly.” Sarah arched an eyebrow at Alice.
Alice winced. Her mother would never buy that, nor let it drop. “Nothing major, I mean. Lacy was having fun at the Sigma Chi party, and I wanted to go home. I came here…” Alice stretched out the words, stalling as much as possible until a thought finally hit her, “…because I wanted to see if you wanted to head over to Ann Arbor today. It’s been ages since we’ve hit the hippie shops on State Street.” She looked at her mother with puppy dog eyes, and hoped that Sarah didn’t see through the hurried, but genuine, offer.
A warm knowing smile spread across Sarah’s face. “Sure! I would love to spend my Sunday hippie-shopping in Ann Arbor with you, my dear, thoughtful child.” She got up and kissed Alice on the top of the head before going to get ready for the day.
Maybe one day she would tell her mother what really happened. But for now, it was better this way. 
Back in her room upstairs, Alice called Lacy. She grimaced during the silences between rings, hoping her best friend would understand and give her a pass for last night.
“Where did you go?” Lacy’s voice was tight on the other end of the line.
“I’m sorry. I—”
“You left me there,” Lacy said. Alice’s guilt swelled. She deserved whatever her friend was going to say next. “Do you know what I had to do to get myself out of there?” Lacy asked conspiratorially.
Alice laughed at her friend’s lighter tone. “Uh, I’m pretty sure I can figure it out.”
“A lady never tells.” Lacy cleared her throat. “And a friend never leaves her bestie stranded at a fraternity party.”
So much for getting off scot-free. Heavy with guilt, Alice’s shoulders dropped. She hadn’t meant to run off. “I’m so sorry, Lace. I didn’t mean to leave you.”
Lacy interrupted, “The question is, are you okay? It’s not like you to run off. Especially when I’m… occupied.” Lacy laughed, but she deserved an answer.
“I—I’m fine. I just…” Alice let the words trail off.
“I get it. You’ll have to tell me all about him later. I have to get in the shower and wash the Sigma Chi off me.” Lacy giggled. Alice joined her, relief spreading through her chest and warming her heart. She’d tell Lacy someday. Whenever she figured it out herself.




CHAPTER SIX

Adam

Adam adjusted his arm under his head. The events from the night before lingered in his mind. He’d never left a human alive and with their memory intact before. Things were different with Alice, but she didn’t know that. What if she went to the police? They would keep her for psychiatric evaluation. Not something she would be eager to experience. If she went to Sarah that could cause problems. But, is she ready to have the “vampires are real” conversation with her mother? Unlikely. No, she needed to know he was real and baring fangs was shocking enough to achieve that. But, now what? The next move belonged to Alice. Adam sighed and shifted in the bed, unable to find a comfortable position.
Two things about last night kept nagging at him as he stared at the ceiling. Why couldn’t he charm her anymore, and what the hell happened when their eyes met? Visits with Alice on the roof outside her bedroom, his habit from the time she had been old enough to open her window, always ended with a charming. She never knew he existed. He erased every memory of their interactions. It always worked. What changed? The rooftop had been empty for a few years, but that shouldn’t matter. Maybe with charming her so many times, her mind finally gave up? That didn’t make sense. There were stories of vampires keeping fang-hangers for years, a full adult human life, and charming always worked, no matter how many times their minds were tampered with.
And what about their memory exchange? That was not normal. All of his experiences filled her mind. He didn’t envy her that scene. Having been present for much of Alice’s life, her memory mind-invasion wasn’t difficult for him. But it was novel. Something had changed in Alice. Something unexpected, unprecedented. It had to be some sort of vampire puberty. Could there be such a thing? There weren’t any known vampires who had been born and grown up. They’d all been adults from their vampire rebirth, as far as he knew. There had been a few children who’d been irresponsibly turned – like Claudia in Anne Rice’s famous tome. But a vampire going through puberty? Never heard of it. Then again, he’d never heard of a vampire being conceived in the womb to a living breathing human through vampire blood transfusion. This transformation signaled big changes on everyone’s horizon.
Is it possible his intervention so long ago caused these changes in Alice? Could giving Sarah blood have had an effect on Alice in the womb? Was Alice even human?
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Sarah

Three weeks had passed since Sarah and Alice took their impromptu shopping trip to Ann Arbor. They had enjoyed their time together, even if the real reason for the trip kept niggling at the back of Sarah’s mind. She’d been a mother long enough to know not to push these things. But when Alice showed up for coffee again, red flags raised and whipped through Sarah’s mind. She was determined to get to the bottom of it.
“So, coffee with mom, huh?” Sarah set two cups and a French press in front of Alice on her well-worn farmhouse dining table. Alice reached for the red one. Sarah smiled as she recalled Alice grabbing for her favorite, the red one with the big handle, during many coffees with mom over the years.
“Yeah,” Alice said, dipping her eyes and scooching around in her seat, both hands gripping her mug.
“Okay,” Sarah said gently as she lowered herself into the padded bench seat across from her daughter. She still struggled to fathom how this beautiful, strong, grown woman sitting across from her could possibly be her daughter. Really, she struggled to believe that she was blessed with a child at all. It all could’ve—should’ve?—gone a very different way, if not for what she supposed must’ve been “divine” intervention. They sat in silence for several moments. Sarah found herself thinking back to the time of her accident.
Sarah and Andrew had married in June 1994. The wedding was a small affair: both sets of their parents, Sarah’s Aunt Nicole, her cousin Jennifer—her only bridesmaid, Andrew’s brother, Mike—the best man, and a couple close friends from grad school. They were the couple their friends loved and loathed in equal measure. A woman of the cloth performed the ceremony in an olde-worlde style pub in lower Manhattan: all dark wood, candle light, and rich greens and golds. Both Sarah and Andrew had graduated from NYU graduate programs the previous spring, and the wedding served as their last hurrah in New York before leaving their friends and carefree lifestyle behind and moving to the sleepy college town of Albion, Michigan, where Sarah had been fortunate enough to secure an assistant teaching position in the English department.
It had been a stressful couple of months adjusting to life as a married couple. Even though they had been living together in New York, they were discovering that things change, and compromises must be made in marriage. Uprooting themselves from the splendid chaos that is Manhattan and moving to a po-dunk town in the middle of nowhere with only one bar, and that was always overrun with college kids, felt like going the wrong direction. Starting a new job in that Podunk town, at a school that caters to rich kids, wasn’t going to be easy.
It was a lot to take on all at once. Youth does that to a person, though, blinds them to the complications associated with so much change, complications that would quite often cement older, wiser people to their current locales. Sarah managed by focusing on her work: researching, lesson planning, paper-grading, it was all-consuming. Andrew hadn’t fared quite as well. Albion was supposed to provide employment, job security, a future, for him. Instead, the contacts never panned out and job prospects were non-existent. Two months in, and he began spending his days sulking on the couch and frequently found reasons to go out as Sarah was getting home in the evenings.
Things came to a head between Sarah and Andrew over Thanksgiving break that year. Sarah’s parents were flying in from upstate New York. Andrew was supposed to pick them up from the airport in Detroit. Instead, Andrew spent the whole day at Cascarelli’s drowning yet another round of disappointments in whatever draft beer was on special that day.
Sarah got a call from her parents after they’d landed, as they had grown impatient waiting for Andrew and searched the airport for a pay-phone. Furious and disappointed, Sarah rushed to get them – she didn’t bother to hunt Andrew down.
Twisting and strangling the leather helm of her Honda Accord, she raced down I-94 weaving through traffic and rehashing life choices in her mind. “Why now, Andrew?” Her sharp voice cut through the silence of her empty car. “You’re acting like an imbecile. So, we left Manhattan. Boo. Hoo. You told me I should go for this job. You told me you’d follow me to the ends of the earth. I guess you meant as long as that was east of the Hudson River!” Her knuckles glowed white as her grip tightened and her mind jumped to its own conclusions. Fearing that her marriage was over almost as soon as it began, she let out a loud, tearful hiccup. She ran the sleeve of her favorite grey and worn NYU hoodie across her nose and used the back of her hand to wipe the tears from her eyes as she drove.
“Dammit, Andrew!” She banged the butt of her hand against the top of the steering wheel. “Ouch!” she shook her hand and came out of her angry revelry. A black BMW behind her caught her eye as she glanced in the rear-view mirror. She returned her eyes to the road but felt compelled to look in the rear-view mirror again. The driver seemed to be staring directly at her –his gaze boring into her soul. Did she know him? Had she seen him around campus? She shook her head and returned her focus to the stretch of highway ahead of her. Spotting the signs for her exit, she pulled off to collect her frustrated and travel weary parents.
After an uneventful return trip from the airport, Sarah and her parents arrived at her modest Albion home. Her father, Gary, hefted their bags from the car, lugged them up the five snow-covered steps to the front porch and dropped them on the polished wood floor just inside the front door. “I need a beer,” Gary announced as he stomped off the snow and used his heels to pull off his shoes.
“A glass of red wouldn’t go amiss…” Sharon, Sarah’s mother, a plump and matronly woman, intoned as she carefully removed her wet, salty winter boots and set them on a mat next to the door to drip dry.
“I’m on it!” Sarah called from the kitchen. Sarah grabbed a cold bottle of beer from the fridge and was rummaging around for the corkscrew when she heard footsteps above her, heading toward the stairs. He’s home. Resting her hand on the counter, she took a deep breath. She wasn’t in the mood to deal with his insecurities and she didn’t want to argue with him in front of her parents. He left them at the airport! She shook her head as she went through the motions of pouring a glass of wine for her mother. Taking her time, and hoping to avoid making a scene, she waited for Andrew to come into the kitchen.
No such luck.
Her father caught him first. “Thanks for the lift, there, Andrew. Sure was nice to be greeted so promptly at the airport.”
“Gary! Stop it!” Sharon chided. Sarah stayed put in the kitchen, eavesdropping.
“Hmmph,” Gary replied.
“Hello, Andrew,” chirped Sharon. Through the door came the muffled sounds of clothes brushing against each other and awkward grunts. The inevitable hug, Sarah thought, wincing and polishing a wine glass within an inch of its life.
A few seconds later, Andrew pushed open the kitchen door, but instead of apologizing about abandoning her parents or shouting about Gary’s remark, he simply walked straight to Sarah and embraced her in a deep passionate kiss.
Shocked, then angry, Sarah tried to pull herself out of his grasp. He kissed her harder, held her tighter. It was the first time in two months that she felt like his wife instead of his roommate. It felt good, so she decided to go with it, at least for the moment, kissing him back with equal fervor.
“Sure am thirsty!” Sarah heard her father shout from the living room. This interruption pulled them out of their passionate moment.
Sarah dropped her arms and stepped away from her husband. “We should talk,” she said flatly, looking directly into his eyes. Andrew shrugged and looked at the floor, barely acknowledging her. Sarah leaned back, her hands propped on the counter behind her. “Right,” she huffed, nodding in disgust. She opened her mouth to say something, thought better of it, and turned to grab her parents’ drinks off the granite counter-top to take them through to her parched and tired family.
Later that evening, after an awkward family meal, which consisted mostly of creaks and squeaks from the chairs and clangs and clatters from the cutlery and dishes, Sarah and Andrew were sitting up in bed. They both had books in their hands, part of their nightly routine. We really are an old married couple already, Sarah thought. Neither spouse was actually reading – there hadn’t been a page turned in ten minutes.
“Andrew,” Sarah began softly, “what happened today?”
Her question was met with several moments’ silence. She wasn’t sure if Andrew was contemplating how to respond or if he was ignoring her now, like he had ignored her parents all night.
Just as she was about to prompt him, he spoke. “I don’t—” several silent beats passed as Andrew smoothed out the covers. “I’m not sure,” was all he managed to say. His voice was uneasy, but Sarah couldn’t read it. Since moving to Albion, he had kept his distance, he was different, and now, acting out like he had… On her side of the bed, Sarah’s throat tensed and her fingers blanched from holding her book so tightly. She forced her tears not to come and swallowed heavily before replying.
“Oh,” she said, without feeling. She knew she should be angry—fierce, fighting, shouting angry – but she didn’t have the energy. So, this is what it’s like to feel numb. Sarah stared straight ahead, not looking at anything. Eventually, she grew weary of this not-fight, this dual-internal struggle they were both obviously engaged in, and she put her book down, turned over and pulled the cord on the lamp, draping her side of the room in darkness. Andrew remained sitting up for a few minutes more, then followed Sarah’s lead, plunging them into total darkness.
Neither spouse slept much. The bed bounced as each tossed and turned, their heavy sighs a melancholy chorus of insomnia. With each rotation and requisite tug of the blanket, Sarah spied the numbers on the clock on her bedside table. What felt like hours each time had only been minutes. This cycle continued until the wee hours of the morning, as Sarah hovered just above sleep, jerking awake at the slightest disturbance. Frustrated but unwilling to give up her side of the bed, Sarah held on until her mind slowed enough to rest and her body soon followed.
Anxiety-filled dreams flooded Sarah’s slumbering mind with disturbing images. Macabre tableaus waited for her behind closed dungeon doors that changed every time she turned. Gruesome and strange, nothing looked as it should and Sarah ran, her nerves frayed and her movements frenzied. Until the final door. Arm outstretched, Sarah approached the large red door at the end of the darkened hallway. The stone floor was cold and damp underfoot. The walls closed in around her the closer she got to the door. One step away, she reached forward but became distracted by a butterfly. Bright blue and flitting behind her ear, it danced along her shoulder. Initially afraid, she warmed to the feathery touch of the creature’s wings as they brushed her skin. She tried to catch it in her hands, but when she did, the insect turned into a rabbit. Curious, Sarah turned toward the rabbit and followed it back the way she had come. It teased her, keeping just out of reach as she chased it down the corridor. The faster she ran, the faster it would hop away. As it reached the end, it hopped into the door and disappeared. Breathless, she panted and goosebumps rose up on her arms and legs. She inspected her limbs, marveling at the way her skin tingled. Frozen in place, she ran her hand down her neck, over her bosom and lower until she found the curve of her hips. Every inch of her skin reacted to the touch and she didn’t want the feeling to end.
“Sarah,” Andrew whispered in her ear. His hands groped her and pulled her close as they moved together, their bodies in time with each other. “Sarah, I’m sorry. I love you so much.” A switch flipped in Sarah and now fully awake, the dream forgotten, she responded hungrily to her husband’s touch. It had been so long, she nearly forgot how well they fit together.
Afterward, with her head on his shoulder, his heart beat a stiff rhythm against her ear. This was no relaxing afterglow. The strain emanating off Andrew cleaved a gulf between them. She rolled over and pretended to sleep, not ready for whatever he would do or say next.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Alice

“Mom?”
Sarah blinked and cleared her throat, “Mm?”
“Coffee usually tastes better if you actually pour it,” Alice prodded, after getting her mother’s attention. “Besides, I’m here to talk about me!” Fluttering her eyelashes, she flashed her mom a mischievous grin.
“Ah, yes, my only child, how could I have possibly thought otherwise?” Sarah reached for the French press, pressed the plunger down, and poured two cups of strong, black coffee.
“Actually,” Alice began, then stopped. She blew on her coffee, but it was no longer steaming.
Sarah leaned forward, put her elbows on the table, and lifted her mug to her lips, sipping quietly and returning Alice’s uneasy gaze.
“Wow, okay, I really don’t even know where to begin. I mean, I--I have a lot of questions, and I don’t know how to ask them without you thinking I’m a total freak.” She stretched her hands on the table in front of her and looked pleadingly at her mother.
Sarah smiled a soft, warm smile. That knowing smile was only for Alice. It had been brought out during many mother/daughter question-and-answer sessions over the years. “You know I already think you’re a total freak, so you may as well get on with your questions.” Sarah’s smile became an impish grin, and Alice pulled her hands back toward her, relaxing them along with the rest of her body.
“Funny,” Alice said, rolling her eyes and shaking her head. “Okay,” she started again, puffing out a long, heavy breath to steel her nerves. “So, how do you feel about the supernatural?” The coffee mug in her hand should’ve cracked considering how hard she was squeezing it. She looked away briefly before returning her gaze to her mother’s hands.
Sarah’s hand shook slightly before she set her own cup down. Keeping her hands cradled around the cup, she looked directly at Alice. Sensing her mother’s eyes on her, Alice looked down and waited for Sarah to say something. “Um, I… haven’t given it much thought lately.”
“Oh, okay.” Alice stared blankly at the table while running a finger around the worn rim of her mug.
“Is that it? That’s the big reason for coffee with mom?” Sarah sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. The topic was unexpected, and sounded ridiculous even to Alice. But she had no one else to talk to about it. Nothing about the past three weeks made any sense.
Alice brought her eyes up and looked at her mother, then--the look that closes gaps between mothers and daughters the world over. The look that says, “You know I have more to say. I know that you know, and I’ll get there. Just be patient with me.” She paused a moment longer. What am I doing? Why am I talking to her about this? She’s never going to buy this. I don’t buy this. Alice shook her head to get the thoughts back into place and tried explaining again.
“No, mom, of course that’s not it,” Alice conceded softly, tucking a lock of hair behind her right ear. “It’s just, if I tell you what I need to tell you, you’re not going to believe me, and I can’t stand thinking that you might actually think I’ve lost it.” She inhaled deeply and exhaled a sigh, “I don’t know, maybe I have lost it.”
“Alice, sweetheart, just tell me what’s got you so worked up. We can talk about the veracity of it later, just get it out. You’ll feel better, I promise.” Sarah reached across the table and gave her daughter’s hand a reassuring squeeze, “It’ll be alright.”
Alice forced out the breath she had been holding, strengthened her resolve, and said, “I met Adam.”
A flicker of recognition flashed across Sarah’s face. “Adam?”
“Yeah, he’s a vampire, and I think you know him, too.”




CHAPTER NINE

Sarah

Biting her lip and staring at the table, Sarah kept repeating the same words in her head. Adam? Vampire? It was unbelievable. How could Alice believe in such nonsense? Hadn’t she raised her better than that? Yet, she’d also raised her to be strong and speak her mind; being fearful wasn’t in her blood. If Alice thought it to be true, Sarah owed it to her to hear her out.
Alice avoided Sarah’s eyes and ran a nervous finger around the rim of her empty coffee cup. She looked so small. Sarah caught herself analyzing her daughter’s every move and realized she needed to put Alice out of her misery.
“His name’s Adam?” Sarah asked. Her voice shaky and unsure to her own ears.
Alice nodded, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear.
“When you said his name, something lit up inside of me. Something I’ve never felt before.” Turning her head, she cast her eyes down, “certainly not since…” Hands wringing, images flashed through her mind providing her with a fractured tale of the night of her accident: Heavy book-bags weighing her down as she left the building, icy sidewalks underfoot, bright green eyes boring into her soul begging her to be okay. Sarah gasped at the last image, Could that have been Adam?
“It’s okay, mom, we don’t have to talk about it. It was silly of me to bring it up.” Alice grabbed her cup along with her mother’s and stood, taking them to the sink to rinse before placing them in the dishwasher.
“Alice, sit down,” Sarah said softly.
Alice stopped her busywork and returned to the table to sit with her mother.
Butterflies danced in Sarah’s stomach as mother and daughter looked at each other expectantly, searching each other’s faces for a clue, for some hint about what was about to be revealed.
Could it be true? Sarah thought, Could vampires be real?




CHAPTER TEN

Adam

Adam had spent the best part of the last three weeks brooding and trying to figure out what had happened the night he and Alice met at the fraternity house. He never expected to run into her like that. He had always been able to sense her presence before—her pheromones sending their signals and reaching him with their signature scent well before she came near. He never anticipated that Alice might be able to recognize him, even if she didn’t realize that’s what was happening. Something had definitely changed inside her. She reacted more like a vampire than a human—she was able to track his movements, he was no longer able to charm her, and that horrible connection the two had. That must’ve been excruciating for her: the images of Adam and his exploits through the ages. It must’ve been like all the horror and slasher movies rolled into one and shoved directly into her brain. He shuddered at the thought. He’d spent so much time, so much effort, cultivating a relationship with Alice, something healthy—as healthy as secretly meeting with your human offspring, then wiping her mind so she’d never know about it could be—something he felt genuinely good about, and to have it all come crashing down had him rethinking his choices over the last two decades.
Over the span of his long life he’d made mistakes, but he didn’t think he’d ever be able to forgive himself for taking Alice’s father away. He’d like to say it was because he was young and new to being a vampire, but that wasn’t it. He was jealous. And angry. And he sought to avenge the woman he loved, no matter the cost. He couldn’t have predicted what his actions that night would’ve led to. He’d had no way of knowing the impact his choices would have. Now, he sat back on his bed and brooded, his thoughts taking him back to the day he saved Sarah.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Adam

As soon as the ambulance sped away with a temporarily stabilized Sarah on board, Adam took off to find Andrew. Adam had followed Sarah home enough times to know where their house was, but something told him he’d have more luck finding Andrew perched on a bar stool at Cascarelli’s.
He wasn’t wrong.
The sour stench of alcohol, smoke, and sweat crashed into Adam like a fist to a jaw, knocking him off his stride as he opened the door. Foul! He coughed as he moved through the doorway and into the dark and dank room. The place was heaving; the booths and tables were overflowing with increasingly drunk college kids blowing off steam after finals. At the bar, it was three-deep and standing room only. It made no difference to Adam. He didn’t need a seat or a drink. His only purpose was to find Andrew and… And what? He stopped in the middle of the room. Drunk bar patrons stumbled past, narrowly missing him, as though there were a padded cushion all around him. What would he say to Andrew? What could he say? Tell him that his wife had had a terrible accident and needed vampire blood to survive, so he gladly provided it?
A table of drunk philosophy majors trying to pick up drunk athletes erupted in raucous cackles and squeals next to Adam. Frustrated by the noise, in the bar and in his mind, he gripped the sides of his head. “I can’t hear myself think in here!”
“Then go outside, asshole!” one of the philosophy majors barked, and the table erupted in laughter again.
He flashed a one-fingered salute and turned to leave, but one sloshed young man stood to block Adam’s exit. In no mood to deal with drunken asshole college kids, Adam directed a gust of wind to blow open the door and swirl menacingly around the room. The force knocked the young man off his feet and continued to wreak havoc on their table. Drinks toppled, and Adam stifled a laugh as the tableful of drunken partiers jumped to avoid the foamy mess. “I think we’re done here,” he said and breezed through the open door.
Free from the foul smells, sticky floor and obnoxious college kids, Adam tilted his head back and took in a lungful of crisp night air. Pausing for a moment, he
looked at the stars and thought fleetingly of his time as a young man in North Wales. Nights like these made him feel nostalgic for his short years as a human. Centuries ago, he’d wander outside the castle walls and get lost in the stars’ dancing reflections on the nearby river as it flowed. Coming from a noble family, Adam had stood to inherit a sizable estate, had he lived. Of course, he had substantial wealth and immortality now, but he often wondered what life would have been like had he been allowed to remain human.
Even though the stars were brilliant in his mind’s eye, they paled in comparison to Adam’s view of the sky now. His vampiric eyes made every image sharper, lines and edges more exact, colors more vibrant and varied. God, he loved being a vampire.
Adam spotted a lonely bench outside a photography shop across the street from the bar. There was very little road traffic at this hour, so he sauntered across the five lanes and made himself comfortable on the wooden bench.
A noisy group of post-exams revelers exiting the bar caught his attention. No sign of Andrew, but that wasn’t surprising. Andrew had been known to close the place down—even on a weeknight. Surely tonight, the end of the semester, would be no different.
Adam didn’t mind the wait. One trait most successful vampires develop over the centuries is patience. Adam was no exception. He also developed the ability to be comfortable anywhere – even on an old and splintering bench across the street from a noisy bar. He scooted back, rested his ankle on his thigh, and resumed his star gazing.
It was closing time at Cascarelli’s. Adam watched, arms crossed, legs stretched out in front of him, amused by the alcohol-fueled antics of the supposedly enlightened youth. He chuckled at some of the unlikely pairings and at the thoughts of how they would attempt to restore their decorum in the morning. Shaking his head, he sat forward and rested his elbows on his knees, his chin on his clasped hands. Andrew should be exiting soon.
As expected, Andrew did exit, last among the remaining stragglers. Lucky for him the bartender had a soft spot for him, or he would’ve been tossed out long before. Andrew could barely stand, let alone walk. He was shouting something unintelligible, but harmless, at the bartender with his arm around his shoulder. Andrew patted the man’s shoulder, at least he attempted to pat his shoulder; he mostly just swatted at the air and assured him that he could make it home on his own.
Adam witnessed the exchange and jumped at the opportunity to snare Andrew. He raced across the street to where the drunk man and the bartender were standing.
“Thanks for taking care of him, tonight, Jeff. I’ll take it from here,” Adam spoke smoothly and authoritatively to the bartender.
“Anytime, man. Good luck with ’im.” Jeff walked back into the bar, shaking his head.
Andrew looked blankly at Adam, his eyes not focusing. “Fffuckin’ Redwings, man. Hockeytown. Ha! Sfuckin’ Rangertown!” His knees buckled as he swatted at the air, shouting to an imaginary crowd. “These kids. They don’t. They wouldn’t know a real sports team if it hit ‘em in the head.” Laughing, he stumbled as Adam winced. “And anotherthing. It was s’posed to be me. Me! Not her. My job. My house. My shuccess. Shhuckcess. My good thing.” He jabbed a finger in the direction of Adam’s chest, but missed. Holding him tightly, Adam tried to keep the drunk upright and close so they wouldn’t cause a scene. His vampiric strength put to the test by a raving drunk on a mission.
“But I love ‘er.” Andrew’s voice rose an octave and only one eye remained open. “I love ‘er and she’s the winner. She’s the winner and I’m the loser. Looo-ser!” Pulling away from Adam’s grip, he made an L with his forefinger and thumb and smacked himself in the forehead with it. Shocked, he spun around and spit in the road. Staggering a few steps away, he placed his hands on his knees and swayed. After spitting in the road again, he cleared his throat and stood up. He turned to face Adam and looked at him as though he just realized he wasn’t alone. “Thankths fer takinmehome, man. Sorry ‘bout the spit.” With his hands on his hips, his shoulders bounced and his face melted with sadness. Then, Andrew slumped over, his head falling on Adam’s shoulder, his knees buckling and his arms dangling loosely.
Fuck.
With a puff of air and a groan, Adam hoisted Andrew up over his left shoulder and began walking. He didn’t have a destination in mind other than to get Andrew away from the bar. What would he say, what would he do, to Sarah’s husband? Stomping down the sidewalk, he jostled Andrew on his shoulders causing the drunk man’s head to bounce and loll. “How’s that feel, Andrew? Not nearly as bad as Sarah feels right now, I can tell ya.” He bumped Andrew again and Andrew groaned but remained passed out. How was it this useless shell of a man was Sarah’s husband? She deserved so much better.
Walking–at a human pace, so he could think–away from town, toward Victory Park, Adam stewed in his anger and miserable thoughts. The park was dead at this hour, the college kids and their drug dealers long gone, having found their fixes and made their sales. As much as Adam relished a good brooding, he was growing bored of hauling this drunk piece-of-shit excuse-of-a-man over his shoulder.
Decision made, Adam flopped Andrew off his shoulder on to the snow-covered ground in the woods near the park. Legs and arms strewn about, Andrew lay on the ground still as a corpse, and cold as one, too. Not happy with the deadbeat simply sprawled on the ground, Adam dragged him over to a nearby tree and propped him up against it.
All the throwing and dragging and pounding caused Andrew to stir. “Wha’sgoin’ on?”
“Wake up!” Anger pumped through Adam’s veins. His fangs descended. As Andrew came around, Adam slapped him hard across the cheek.
“Ow!” Andrew reached for his cheek. Rubbing his face, he turned his head in Adam’s direction.
Adam hissed and bared his fangs, magnifying his actions to make this experience as painful and terrifying as possible.
“Holy shit!” The whites of Andrew’s eyes competed for space with his pupils as he scrambled to push himself away from Adam. Legs flailing and failing to gain purchase on the frozen ground, he only managed to shove his back against the tree trunk. “Fuck! Oh my God! What? Are you fucking with me? Shit, man. What the fuck is happening right now?”
Adam crouched down, his fangs exposed and glinting in the starlit night. The wind picked up, blowing snowy dust, sharp and shining like diamonds, all around Andrew. “Are you sobering up yet, Andrew?” Adam asked, genuine curiosity in his voice.
Andrew was frozen in place as Adam’s eyes locked on the rapidly sobering man. Adam whipped the wind around and kept Andrew stuck to the ground. Coughing and wheezing, Andrew grabbed at his throat. The frenetic wind had sucked the air from his lungs and he struggled to breathe.
“Your wife almost died tonight,” Adam snarled. He stood, letting the information sink in, and the wind abruptly died down, the snowy dust settling back on the ground all around, as if nothing had ever disturbed it.
Andrew inhaled sharply, coughing and spluttering. “My wife? How do you know my wife?” he demanded, still pressing himself against the tree.
“She’s quite a catch, your Sarah.” Adam backed away from Andrew, feigning disinterest.
“My Sarah? What the fuck did you do to her!” Andrew struggled to get to his feet.
“Sit down!” Adam commanded and immediately Andrew was on the ground, his back against the tree.
“What do you want with me? Where is Sarah?”
“She’s safe.” He paused, then spat the words, “No thanks to you.”
“Why won’t you tell me what’s happened? Do you want money?” Andrew fished around for his wallet, found it in his back pocket and tossed it on the ground toward Adam. “Here, have it. Take all of it. Just tell me what the fuck is going on!”
Adam eyed the wallet. “I don’t want your money.” Anger coursed through Adam magnifying the light overhead so that Andrew looked like a criminal in the hot seat under the interrogation lamp.
Andrew squinted and held his hand up to cover his eyes, “What’s going on with the light?” A mischievous smile formed on Adams lips as he crossed his arms over his chest all the while looking down at the pathetic human. Andrew’s eyes darted from the light, to the woods, to Adam, and back again. Fear twisted Andrew’s face and Adam’s smile grew wider, exaggerating the size of his fangs.
“Are you catching on now, Drew? I can see those cogs spinning.” Staying fixed to the spot and arching his eyebrow, Adam drew his lips into an amused sneer as Andrew struggled.
“It can’t be! You’re not real!”
“Oh, I assure you I am one-hundred-percent real.” With fangs flashing, he snarled for dramatic effect.
Andrew recoiled, “Did you kill my wife?” His face fell, “Oh God! Sarah! Did you… drink her blood?”
In an instant Adam appeared face to face with Andrew, resting on his heels, his nose almost touching the frightened man’s. Eyes locked with Andrew’s, he let an intimidating growl grow in his throat. Then, in a low, menacing voice Adam said, “No. I already told you, she’s safe.”
“Then why have you brought me here? Clearly, Sarah isn’t here.” Andrew scanned the area around him, still only able to move his eyes.
“No. She isn’t. I brought you here because I have a choice to make. You’ve been a less than stellar husband. But I had to know if you still loved her.”
“Why do you care what kind of husband I am? Or if I love my wife?”
“I care,” Adam stood again and carried on nonchalantly, “because your response will help me decide which way this is going to go for you.”
Andrew’s eyes widened on hearing this. “Shit. Shit.” He scuffed his feet on the ground in front of him, trying to find his footing. “What the fuck are you going to do to me?” He attempted to stand, and with a sharp look from Adam, he was back on the ground.
“Fuck! How are you doing that!”
Adam tended to his fingernails and chuckled at Andrew’s confused frustration. Glancing up, he shrugged, “Vampire.
“But enough about me,” Adam dropped his arms and continued. “What shall we do with you? Let’s run through the choices, shall we? I could—”
“I want to know what’s happened to my wife!” Andrew cut in, his voice stiff and demanding.
“Tsk, Tsk. There will be time for all that later. Now, I could drink you dry and leave you for dead. It’s been a few weeks since my last meal, and I am hungry!” Adam bared his fangs and gestured wildly with his hands. He was enjoying this man’s agony and confusion far too much.
Andrew paled, cemented to his spot by fear, and by Adam’s power over the weather.
“Or…I could give you a good talkin’ to and let you go find your wife.” Adam glanced at Andrew, whose face betrayed the slightest glimmer of hope. “We both know that’s not going to happen.”
Andrew dropped his head to his hands and grumbled, “Will you just do whatever it is you’re going to do already? If you’re going to eat me, then just get it over with. I’m cold. I’m exhausted. I’m already feeling hungover.”
“Poor Andrew. Never gets what he wants.”
“Oh, God. What are you talking about now?”
“You, Andrew. This is all about you and how you’ve pushed that strong, intelligent beautiful wife of yours away because she gets all the attention. You’re a baby, it’s revolting.”
Andrew shook his head, laughing absurdly, “Have you ever been married? Have you ever had to compromise your dreams to let someone you loved—love—follow theirs? It sounds noble enough, but when you’re living it you feel more like a doormat.”
“Oh, please. I’ve seen you. You’re a bit like a vampire already. You’re a loner, a drunk, and you don’t deserve Sarah. And frankly, if I leave you for dead, that lets you off too easy.” Without warning, Adam reached down and yanked Andrew’s head to the side to allow free access to his jugular, being careful not to break his neck. Plunging his fangs into Andrew’s skin, he tore at the man’s neck until blood began pouring out. Not wanting any of the life-giving elixir to go to waste, Adam worked quickly, sucking and lapping at the wound. After letting out a muted scream, Andrew lost consciousness, his body slackening. The next few heartbeats were critical. If he held on too long, he would kill this man. As pleasing as that thought was, that would accomplish nothing.
Thump…thump…thump. Now.
Adam shoved Andrew’s limp body away and stepped back to throw his jacket off, exposing his arms. Using his bloody fang, he tore a gash down his left forearm. Blood oozed then flowed, rushing down in a rapid river. Andrew’s body lay lifeless, face down on the ground. In one motion, Adam grabbed Andrew, flipped him over, and propped open his mouth. Blood flowed down Adam’s arm and into Andrew’s mouth. Disgusted by his decision, Adam turned his head away. The creation exchange was a sacred process. By doing this Adam knew he was committing to a lifelong role in Andrew’s existence. He gagged at the thought. What choice did I have?
Adam’s heart slowed down. It was time to seal his wound or become in need of his own transfusion. He cleaned himself off and kept watch as Andrew’s body began the change.




CHAPTER TWELVE

Sarah

In the days and weeks following Sarah’s accident, there were investigations. The college’s health and safety board needed to scrutinize every step Sarah had taken that night to ensure there had been no wrong-doing on the part of the school or its staff. Sarah re-lived that night over and over: for the head of campus safety, the facilities manager, the human resources head, the lawyers, the police, the hospital’s lawyers, the list was endless. She had never seen so much paperwork in her life. She also had to re-live her husband’s disappearance over and over. There was a missing person’s report filed, a police investigation checking every angle: Was he kidnapped? Did he run off—Alone? —With someone? Had he stolen anything? Did he plant the glass that nearly killed his wife then skip town? Was he drunk in a ditch somewhere? That question morphed into: Was he dead in a ditch somewhere? Which turned into: Was he murdered?
Sarah spent many hours thinking the same questions about her husband. Sure, things had turned rocky between them after the move, but she knew they would work things out, eventually. At least, she assumed they would, because that’s what you do in a marriage: you stick around, you fix it. She knew Andrew did not manage change well—it took months for him to start putting his toothbrush in the holder she bought when she moved in because he always kept his toothbrush on the side of the sink.
She should’ve known that dragging him away from his beloved Manhattan and forcing him to adapt to life in a small town would’ve been too much for him. But none of that mattered. Sarah was pregnant and on her own in a new place with a new job and no family nearby to support her. Andrew never knew they were expecting. He was supposed to put the nursery together, he was supposed to figure out how to assemble the crib and the stroller. It was his job to keep them safe. Now, all that—and more—fell to Sarah. A working, single mother. Not exactly the role she imagined for herself.
Two weeks after her accident, she got a phone call from the detective working her case.
“Mrs. Peterson?” the detective began. “Can you come down to the station this afternoon?”
The hairs on the back of Sarah’s neck stood on end, tiny indicators of dread. The same sensations she had in the hospital the day after the accident. She ran her hand over the back of her neck and sighed, “Uh, um, yes, sure, of course.”
They hung up, and Sarah stood in the middle of her living room, numb and wondering why she needed to go to the station. Will I need to identify his body? She walked toward the kitchen to grab her things. No. That would happen at the morgue. She grabbed her keys and her purse from the counter-top and headed back toward the living room. Maybe they’ve found him, and they just need me to ride to his location with them. She breezed through the front door and fumbled with her keys as she tried to lock it. Her hands were shaking badly, preventing her from fitting the key into the lock. Breathe, Sarah.
Hold it together.
The short drive from Sarah’s house to the police station proved to be long enough for her imagination to become debilitating. Andrew might be cold and gray on a slab with a tag on his toe. Maybe, he had been in hiding and the police had found him. Or maybe, there would be nothing left to identify except his teeth and a patch of scalp. Shaking, she turned the radio on to drown out her thoughts. Lisa Loeb was wailing about missing her lover and moving on. Cranking the volume, Sarah belted along with the pop star, “I thought that I was strong. Oh!” The song only brought her feelings closer to the surface. Anger and fear collided in her heart. Whatever the detective wanted, she would have to deal with it, no matter how she felt about her husband. Moving on autopilot, she parked and began the interminable walk from her car to the front door of the police station.
Holding the metal railing, she pulled herself up pausing on each concrete step. Sheer will pushed her to make it to the top. Inhaling deeply, she grabbed the cold door handle and wiped at her eye to regain her composure. Exhaling, she moved toward the front desk. The tissue she’d been using since receiving the phone call was damp and shredded. Her eyes leak as she walked, and she shoved the used tissue deep into her coat pocket. Sniffling as she approached the officer on duty, she put her hand on the desk to steady herself. “I—” she tried to speak, but her voice stuck in her throat. Pull yourself together! Eyes closed, she put her fist to her mouth, and cleared her throat. “I’m Sarah Peterson, I was asked to come down to the station this afternoon.”
The officer behind the desk grabbed a square box of tissues and pushed them toward Sarah before replying. “Hang on, Mrs. Peterson.” He pushed his wheeled chair back from the desk then stood to find the detective working Sarah’s case.
While she waited she turned her back to the desk and leaned against it. She dabbed at her eyes, wiped her nose, and looked around. The police station was a bleak and sterile place. Bare white walls, scuffed once-white floors, orange and blue hard plastic waiting room chairs. None of it inviting; none of it meant to be.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She looked out the windows at the spooky mid-afternoon winter twilight and noticed chunks of previously fallen snow flying through the air. Bare tree branches bent and rattled against each other violently, unnaturally. She shivered. I hope that wind dies down by the time I’m done here.
“Mrs. Peterson?” The detective’s voice brought her back to the moment.
“Yes, hi, Detective…”
“Miller, we spoke on the phone.”
“Of course, yes, hello.”
“Why don’t you come back here with me, so we can talk a bit. You want some coffee?”
Sarah nodded and uneasily followed Detective Miller to an interrogation room. This room was also bare and sterile, like the rest of the police station. It was a miserable place. Sarah hated to think about the questions that had been asked in this room or the confessions made. She chuckled a little at that thought. This isn’t New York, Sarah! She shook her head. The toughest question was probably “Regular or decaf?” Her distracted musings had put her at ease a bit. She sat down and waited for the detective to return with her coffee.
A minute later Detective Miller, a tall man with short graying hair and a bit of a paunch, backed in through the door carrying two Styrofoam cups filled with scalding black coffee. He set the cups on the table, then reached into his pocket and fished out several creamers, a few packs of sugar and two stirrers.
“Careful, it’s atomic,” he said, gesturing at the coffee.
“Thank you, Detective,” she said, then grabbed two of the creamers.
“I’ll get straight to the point,” Detective Miller began, “I wish I had better news for you, ma’am, but we haven’t found any information on the whereabouts of your husband.”
“I see,” Sarah said. “So, why am I here? Couldn’t you have told me this over the phone?” She picked at the rim of her Styrofoam cup.
“Well, you see, Mrs. Peterson, we brought you in because with no evidence to suggest the contrary, we can only assume that Mr. Peterson left of his own accord.” The detective turned and grabbed a box of tissues off a small table behind him. “I’m sorry,” he said and offered her a tissue.
Tears streamed out of both eyes, and the detective’s words—“left of his own accord”—played on a loop through her mind. Dabbing at her eyes and nose, she coughed into her balled up hand. “Um,” her voice shaky, “so what does this mean for the investigation? You can’t possibly be giving up already? He’s only been missing for a few weeks. Surely these cases stay open for months, years if necessary, until the person is found!” Sarah was shouting by the end.
“Mrs. Peterson, please, try to calm down.”
“Calm down?” She looked at the detective incredulously. “Calm down? You’ve basically just told me that my husband left me ‘of his own accord’ and that I should stop whining because these things happen, and you can’t—won’t—help me!” Angry, Sarah stood to leave the room.
“Please, sit down, Mrs. Peterson. Let me explain. Our protocol in these situations—”
“Explain? Protocol? Detective Miller, your protocol doesn’t need any explanation. I get it, you’re done looking. Now, if we’re done here, I’d like to go and attempt to figure out how the hell I’m going to raise a baby on my own.” Stunned by her own words, she slumped back down into the chair and sobbed.
“Mrs. Peterson, here, take this,” he handed her more tissues and patted her on the back of her hand. “Listen, please. I’ll continue to work the case, but unless some fresh information comes in, I’m afraid we won’t be any better off than we are now. I’m sorry to have upset you, and I didn’t mean to imply that your husband left you, but the truth is this situation is much more common than you’d think. And truthfully,” he continued, his voice sympathetic, “the wife is usually better off without ’im.”
Sarah sniffed and wiped away her tears, collecting herself the best she could. “I’m sorry to have gotten so upset, Detective. It’s just not what I was hoping to hear. I have a lot to figure out now.” Sarah stood. “So, if you’ll excuse me, I really should get back home.”
“Of course. Again, I’m sorry we didn’t have better news.”
Sarah made her way back through the station, stopping to sign out at the front desk as she did. She stepped outside and walked toward her car. The crisp, cold afternoon had turned into a freezing evening and she was thankful she remembered her hat and gloves. At least that wind died down, she thought, and continued walking to her car.
Movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She stopped and glanced up at the building across the street. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, but the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She rubbed her neck and hurried the last few feet to her car. She hopped into the driver’s seat and sped out of the parking lot, eager to move on from this chapter of her life.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Adam

“There she goes, Drew boy,” Adam said, then clapped his companion on the back.
“I can see that,” Andrew replied.
“Yep, she is moving on.”
“You’re an asshole.”
“Maybe.”
Adam jumped down from the roof across from the police station where they had been perched while Sarah was inside getting her heart ripped out of her chest. His feet displaced the snow in a powdery puff as he landed. “Are you coming?” Adam called, the snow jumping off his feet as he stamped the ground.
“How do you expect me to get down?”
“You’re a vampire…figure it out!”
“Fuck.” Drew shifted forward and peered over the edge.
From two stories below, Adam looked up and waved.
“You’re an asshole!” After a deep breath, Drew threw himself off the roof. A loud thud resounded as he landed in a heap of limbs next to Adam. Swirling snow glinted in the light from the streetlights.
“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Adam said.
“You’re still an asshole.” Drew dusted himself off, fine snow floating to the ground.
“Noted. Now, let’s go.” Adam walked away from Drew.
“No.”
“No?” Adam stopped, turned around.
“No. You go. I’m going to go get Sarah. Maybe she’ll listen to me.”
“Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?”
“No.”
Adam raised his eyebrows at Drew.
“That’s really a thing?”
Adam nodded, “and that’s why you can’t follow Sarah right now.”
“When she sees me, she’ll listen to me.”
“What will you say? ‘Hi love, I’m undead now, are we cool?’”
“Obviously, I wouldn’t say that.”
“Mmmm.” Adam shook his head and started walking again.
“I’m not coming with you. I’m going to get my wife back!” Drew called out.
Without looking back, Adam raised his hand in a wave and kept walking.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Andrew

Andrew trudged back to the house he and his wife had shared. They had been happy there for a few months. That was before his normal life had ended.
The old oak across the street provided a safe place to gather his thoughts and get a better view. Climbing effortlessly, he settled on a branch about eight feet up. Sarah slept on the couch in the living room. Blue light glowed and flickered from the television set. Leaning back, he thought, 90210 must be on. A smile worked its way across his face as he thought about her. God, she’s beautiful. Everything was clear to his vampire eyes: her eyelashes, her milky, white skin, the curve of her jaw. No matter that she was dozens of feet away and behind glass in a dark room.
More than anything, he wanted to go to her and to fix this. But Adam was right, what would he say to her? With nowhere to go and no sense of time anyway, he nestled into the tree and watched Sarah for some time. Several of the lights were still on while she slept—including those from a small Christmas tree on a table against the wall behind the couch.
She never did like the dark.
Tired of waiting on someone else to act and determine the direction his life would take, Andrew jumped. A cat-like landing propelled him across the street and up the steps to their front door. Miraculously, he’d managed to keep hold of his house keys, despite everything he’d been through the last few weeks. His chest heaved. Deep breath, Andrew, it’s now or never!
Steady and without fumbling, he unlocked and opened the door. Stepping over the threshold and into the living room, he paused. Either that threshold thing’s a myth or the universe knows this is my house.
His confidence burst when he saw her. The blue light from the television cast violent and eerie shadows over Sarah’s face. A stark reminder of who he was and his dark and bloody existence. Overcome with guilt, he understood now why he had never returned home. His kind didn’t exist in the real world. No picnics in the park on sunny days, no going to school events, no eating dinner with the family. Sarah would’ve tried to understand—after the initial shock of it all. She would’ve been supportive, but there was no place for her goodness and light in his world. She didn’t deserve this life, so he never came home.
Eyes downcast, he padded across the room. Holding his breath so that he wouldn’t make a sound and wake his wife, Andrew lowered himself into the overstuffed chair next to the couch and waited. Sarah’s stockinged feet stuck out of the throw she’d cocooned herself in. They were so dainty. She looked frail. Maybe that was his guilt imprinting itself on her. Maybe she was as comfortable as she appeared. Motionless, he bided his time until she stirred.
A coyote howled in the distance and Sarah rolled onto her back. Inhaling deeply, she opened her eyes and stretched. Andrew slid forward then stilled as he watched her come around. She sat up and ran a hand through her hair, squinting as she looked around the room. “Oh my God! Andrew! You’re here!” She sprang toward him but halted, her face twisting into a grimace. “Andrew! What’s wrong with your eyes?”
She recoiled as Andrew watched her in silence. Confusion clouded her face. She sprang up off the couch and clapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes bulging, her heart forcing her blood to swoosh through her body so fast it drained the color from her face. Andrew heard all of it.
Inside, Andrew burned. Too many times someone else had made choices for him. That had to stop. He had to make this right, to get through to her. To apologize for leaving her.
“Sarah—” Andrew began, “wait.” He stood, too.
Sarah shook her head over and over, “Nnnnnnnno.”
“Sarah, it’s okay, it’s me. It’s Andrew.”
◆◆◆
 
Andrew bounced on the balls of his feet, blinking rapidly, his eyes darting around the room. Sarah’s tensed body and ragged breathing told him he looked anything but human. As a newly turned vampire, Andrew hadn’t reined in his supernatural reflexes. His every movement must’ve appeared unnatural to her.
“Who are you? What’s the matter with your eyes?” Sarah’s voice was low and scratchy. “My Andrew has brown eyes, you don’t have brown eyes.” Sarah narrowed her eyes and leaned toward him. “Andrew, is that you? Are you on something? Your eyes are completely black! What is going on?” Fear disguised as questions tumbled out of Sarah’s mouth, and it became clear that coming home was a mistake.
I didn’t know my eyes could do that. How could he expect to convince Sarah he wasn’t going to hurt her if he didn’t know what he was capable of himself? Blinking rapidly, he hoped his eyes would change back. Sarah’s frightened stance made it clear it hadn’t worked.
“Stay over there.” Wrapping her arms around her midsection, she backed away, toward the other side of the couch, keeping her eyes on him the whole time. “How did you get in here?”
“I have keys, Sarah,” Andrew answered. “Please, just listen to me. Let me explain.”
“I don’t know who or what you are, but I want you out of my house. Now!” She shifted her position, keeping the couch between them. Andrew heard Sarah’s heart pounding. Her eyes darted back and forth between him and the table where the phone sat, and he knew it would only be a matter of time before she made her choice. He doubted she would choose him.
Sarah’s voice was so strong. Awed by this side of his wife, he desperately wanted to run to her, to hold her and tell her everything was going to be okay. But the pounding in her chest and the way she lifted her chin in the face of danger told him that she would never let that happen. How did I get here? This is not living. Despite his urge to go to his wife, he remained where he was. One misstep and the already precarious situation could turn deadly. Also, she smelled delicious. Suddenly, Andrew felt his first hunger pangs. Oh, God, he thought, and clenched his fists. I can’t feed on my wife!
“Sarah, I—” His thoughts jumbled in his mind and he couldn’t finish the sentence. There was something important he needed to tell her, something that would fix all this, but he needed blood. Nostrils flared, he lifted his head and closed his eyes. Bloodlust hit him, and hard. His fangs dropped, his breath became ragged. I have fangs? His eyes widened, and he grabbed on to a nearby chair to keep himself from lunging at Sarah.
At the sight of his fangs, Sarah let out a blood-curdling scream. Flight mode kicked in and she turned and ran for the front door. Andrew beat her to it, his bloodlust driving his preternatural speed. He blocked the door with his body and hissed at his wife. Sarah, wide-eyed and fueled by adrenaline, turned to run toward the back door. Andrew found himself in the kitchen before she even cleared the couch. Why won’t I just let her leave?
“Sarah, I can’t stop myself!” Then, a momentary flash of restraint. “I didn’t come here to attack you! I love you! I’m so sorry!” It didn’t last long. Involuntarily, he charged at her again, and this time he didn’t miss—his fledgling vampire instincts in control now. He straddled her and pinned her to the wood floor in the kitchen. Sarah fought back, but it was no use. Andrew’s strength and determination far surpassed hers. With his fangs on display, he held Sarah’s wrists to the floor and, for a split second, he focused on her jugular and the blood rapidly pulsing through it. His lips pulled back into a monstrous grin, and he was poised to tear into her firm, milky flesh.
Just then, the door to the kitchen flew open. An angry cloud of crystallized snow stormed in and attacked Andrew’s face and head like a swarm of bees protecting their hive, causing him to stop his attack mid-strike. He sat up, swatting at the snow crystals as they bombarded him.
“No!” he roared. The hunger had him fully in its grip and to be torn away was as painful as if he had been the one torn into.
“Drew! Stop!”
Panting and attempting to diffuse the snow swarm, Andrew turned his head in the direction of the sound. Adam stood in the doorway, his toes on the edge of the threshold. Drew hissed at his creator and turned back to Sarah, still hungry, and now angry at being interrupted.
“Drew,” Adam called, his voice calmer. Drew paused. The snow crystals dropped, no longer agitated and obscuring his vision. “Drew, if you do this, you won’t be able to stop. You’ll kill her.”
Drew growled, a primal sound.
“Andrew, please.” Sarah’s voice was small. Tears rolled down the sides of her face. “Don’t do this.”
Drew returned his focus to his prey. For a moment, everything around him stopped. Drew and Adam were in sync with each other, experiencing time in minuscule increments. Drew’s eyes closed in a slow-motion blink; he focused on air whooshing in and out of his vestigial lungs, the sound a cavernous, almost silent roar in his head.
That’s when they heard it: thump-thump…thump-flutter-thump…thump-thump. The two vampires exchanged a look.
Two heartbeats.
Time sped up, crashing into Andrew, causing him to jump up and away from Sarah. In a blink he was outside his former home, standing dumbstruck beside his maker.
“A baby?” Andrew asked, his hunger suppressed and his spirit crushed.
“A baby.” Adam smiled a slow, proud smile.
The two undead men weren’t allowed to revel in their collective wonder for very long: Sarah had vanished.
◆◆◆
 
“Invite me in,” Adam said.
“What?” Drew replied, standing next to him outside.
“It’s your house, invite me in.”
“I don’t want you going in there.”
“Drew, where’s Sarah?”
“Shit.” Drew raced inside to search for his wife.
“Dammit.” Adam kicked at the doorplate. “Drew, I can help! Let me in!”
Inside, Sarah had run upstairs. Drew followed her scent from the kitchen to the landing. He saw his wife standing with her back to him near the upstairs phone. It sat on a table at the end of the hall, away from the top of stairs. A linen closet occupied the rest of the space along that far wall. Drew saw Sarah with her hands at her sides, but he could see the muscles in her arms tensing, like she was about to snatch the phone off its cradle. His nose was bombarded with smells both nostalgic and alarming. The burnt-match smell of determination emanated from his wife. She’s going to call the police. That would be the smart thing to do. A single, pregnant woman facing not one, but two intruders. Sarah’s a smart woman, and he’d never known her to back down from doing what was right.
It was dark in the hallway, the only light coming from a lamp at the bottom of the stairs in the living room. But that didn’t matter to Drew, he could see just fine. He hoped the darkness might slow Sarah’s movement, allowing him to get to her before she picked up the phone. If the police showed up and found him there, who knew what would happen. He was supposed to be missing—dead, even—and in a way he was, but how to explain that to the cops?
“I know you’re there, Andrew,” Sarah said, her voice calm, her back to him, her posture stiff.
“Sarah—”
“I’m pregnant.”
“I know.” A smile crept on to Andrew’s face. A baby would fix this, fix us. He sighed, wanting to run to her. “I can hear both of your heartbeats,” he said.
“Why are you here?” she asked. She stepped over to the table, taking slow and deliberate steps, and making a display of picking up the phone.
“I don’t know,” he said. That answer was weak, and he knew it. “But, I—I saw you at the police station today. I’m sorry you’ve been worried.”
Sarah turned toward Andrew. Again, her eyes went wide with shock when she looked at him. Andrew stood still as she looked him over, her gaze lingering on the bare, glowing skin of his wrists and hands. “You’re so pale,” she whispered. “I don’t know what’s going on right now, or what’s happened to you, and honestly, I’m not sure I want to know. But, clearly, things are different now. You’re different. I can’t think.” Her voice hitched, but Drew just stared as she shook her head and continued. “I can’t think straight right now, but it’s obvious that you shouldn’t be here. Not like this. Not like that.” She gestured toward him with the base of the phone in one hand and the receiver in the other. “You need to get out of my house.”
“Technically, it’s our house. I wouldn’t be able to stand here if it wasn’t.”
“What?” Sarah asked, frustrated.
“Turn around, look in the hall mirror.”
Sarah gave him an exasperated look, one that he had become all too familiar with over the last few months, then rolled her eyes, shook her head, and turned to look at the mirror.
The phone fell out of her hand. “Oh my God!” Turning to face Drew, she gasped and stepped back, stumbling over the dropped phone receiver. Her back hit the wall and Drew moved to comfort her. He wanted her to know he was still there, still her husband. After one step, Sarah recoiled, and Drew knew he’d lost her. He slinked away, waiting for her next move.
Fingers splayed along the wall, Sarah spoke, “Why couldn’t I see you in the mirror? How are you doing that?”
“I’m a vampire, Sarah.”
“Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Sarah, I nearly killed you downstairs—didn’t you see my fangs? Don’t you remember?”
“Vampire? Fangs?” Sarah leaned into the hall table.
“Sarah?”
“I’m o—” she began, then collapsed onto the floor.
◆◆◆
 
“Sarah! Oh, shit!” Without thinking, Andrew rushed to his wife. She was still his wife. The fact that he was no longer a living, breathing human didn’t change that. The pulsing sound of two strong heartbeats and the rising and falling of her chest indicated she would be okay. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders as she lay motionless. How many times had Andrew run his fingers through those locks? Not nearly enough. He realized that now. Her loose auburn curls rested on the carpeted floor, and Andrew felt a sudden pang of regret that he would never get to experience fatherhood. Not at Sarah’s side, not with anyone, ever. Eyes closed, he pushed down his feelings for her; there was no point in dwelling on what could never be.
“Drew!” Adam called from outside the kitchen door. “I don’t hear sirens yet, is everything okay?”
“Yeah, it’s fine. Come on in, we’re up—” Adam instantly appeared by his side, “stairs.”
“I can see that. What did you do to her?”
“I told her that I was a vampire, and she passed out.”
“Get used to that, my friend.”
“That’s my wife! And we’re not friends.”
“Indeed,” Adam said, then gestured toward Sarah, “and seeing her like this reminds me why I bit you in the first place.”
“Not this again,” Drew said. “Haven’t you tortured me enough? I’ve lost my wife—my family. I’ll never get to see the sun again. And I am fucking starving, but you still won’t let me feed!”
“Such a drama queen.” Adam rested his hand on the top of the banister. “You know you’re going to have to charm her,” he said, nodding toward Sarah.
“What?”
“You’re going to need to erase her memory of this entire incident. Unless, of course, you want her to know all about you and what happened here tonight.”
“Oh,” Drew said, then, “can’t you do that?”
“You really are lazy.” Adam shook his head. Drew stared blankly back at Adam, waiting for a response that would make his life easier. “No. I can’t do it. If I do it, there’s a chance that I won’t get all the memories because you’re the one who’s been interacting with her.”
“How do I do it? Magic words? Incantations?”
“Oh, he’s got a sense of humor,” Adam said. “No. You just get her to look at you, and you keep eye contact and tell her what you want her to know.”
◆◆◆
 
From their perch on the top step, Adam and Drew waited for Sarah to wake up. Adam had convinced him that there was no need to intervene, she’d wake up on her own. They could hear both heartbeats, and Sarah’s chest rose and fell with the steady rhythm of unconscious breathing. She hadn’t been out long but long enough for Drew to berate himself over and over again for ever leaving her in the first place. There were so many moments he’d take back—if he could. Life in Manhattan had been full-on, and fulfilling, and he knew he’d been selfish after they left; but it was too late to think about all that now. Sarah needed him to man up, and he would, but after this? He shook his head.
Sarah stirred. Drew looked on as Adam watched Sarah intensely. His eyes bored into her, but his face remained otherwise calm and impassive. Drew began to feel warm waves of air caress his skin. Like the most delicate, warm massage. It was delightful. But, he didn’t think it was meant for him. He turned his head toward Adam and raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing?”
Adam kept his eyes trained on Sarah and answered telepathically, ‘I’m keeping her calm. You should consider helping.’
Sarah sat up and looked around, rubbing her eyes and running her hands through her hair. “Who are you?” she asked, stretching and dropping her arms to her side. If Drew didn’t know better, he would’ve thought she’d just woken up from a long, restful, and perfectly normal nap on the floor instead of coming out of a finding-out-your-husband’s-not-dead-he’s-a-vampire induced swoon.
“I’m Adam,” he said, and Drew could practically see the waves of contentment radiating off him.
“Oh. Okay,” she said. Sarah looked around the hall, squinting and grimacing as she scratched at her head. “Where’s Andrew?”
“He’s here, too. Andrew, lean forward so your wife can see you.” Andrew did as he was told.
“Hi, Sarah,” he said. “Are you feeling okay now?”
“I’m—” she put one hand to her forehead and rested the other on her abdomen, “I’m fine, I think.”
“Drew, tell her what you were thinking.”
Andrew threw a sharp look at Adam then returned his focus to Sarah.
“Sarah,” he hesitated. “Sarah, look at me.”
Sarah turned so she was facing Andrew. She closed her eyes and inhaled, and Drew noticed Adam still focusing on Sarah, sending waves of comfort out to her. Sarah smiled widely as she exhaled and slowly opened her eyes. She leaned forward, as though she were waiting for him to tell her the most interesting story.
“Good,” Andrew said, his voice low and soothing, his stare intense and focused. “Sarah, baby, I need you to forget all about seeing me here tonight. We didn’t fight, you weren’t scared of me; in fact, you spent the whole night watching TV and feeling satisfied that the police have done all they could to find me.”
“I was watching TV, and I felt content the whole time,” Sarah said, smiling brightly back at Andrew.
“Tell her how much you love her,” Adam prompted, from the steps.
“Sarah, I love you so much. Please know that. The police may never find me, but I didn’t leave you because I don’t love you. I love you and our baby with all my heart. I’m sorry I won’t be here to help you through all of this. But if you feel trapped, or scared or helpless, just remember I love you, and I know you’re strong enough to do this.” Andrew’s throat tightened, and he swallowed hard.
“You do love me, so much,” Sarah parroted, her arms hugging her shoulders and her eyes completely connected to Andrew’s. She sighed happily and continued, “But, you’re right; I can do this on my own.” She gave a soft, confident smile and reached to touch Andrew’s cheek.
“Now, tell her goodbye, and remind her that she fell asleep watching TV, so she should go get into bed now.”
Andrew never broke eye contact with Sarah but nodded at Adam’s suggestion.
“Sarah, I’m going now. You go get into bed; you don’t want to get achy from sleeping on the couch all night. I love you.”
Sarah nodded, “I think I’ll go get into bed now. Goodbye, Andrew, I love you, too.” Sarah stood and stretched, her face a soft reflection of Andrew’s love for her. She tottered back toward their bedroom, unsteady. Andrew gave her a small smile, then got up and placed his hand on the small of her back to guide her. It was torture to be so close to this woman he had loved for years, knowing he’d never get to be part of her life again. Being so close also triggered his fledgling vampire instincts. If he didn’t leave her side soon, he risked her becoming his first kill. He couldn’t do that. Not to his wife, not to his unborn child.
“Be careful, Drew boy,” Adam warned.
“I’m fine,” Drew replied, his voice stiff.
Andrew tucked Sarah in, and when she rolled over to sleep, he left her there. He walked back out to the hallway where Adam stood, smiling.
“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”
“Fuck you.” Drew shoved past Adam and slowly, heavily, marched down his stairs for the last time.
Adam smirked, then used his vampire speed to exit the house before Drew.
Drew locked the front door, then turned to find Adam leaning against the tree across the street.
“It’s for the best, you know,” Adam said.
“You’re an asshole.” Drew crossed the street, walking away from Adam.
“Ah, yes, but tonight, you feed,” Adam said, catching up to Drew.
“I’m not in the mood.”
“If you don’t feed soon, you will die,” Adam paused, “for real.”
“Would that be so bad?” Drew asked.
“Some humans are so ungrateful.”
“Ungrateful?” Drew asked, “Human? You’ve got to be kidding me. You know what? I’m done.”
“You’re done?” Adam asked, tutting. “Done? What, you’re just going to go rot away in the woods or something? That’s a ridiculous idea, my friend.”
“I told you, we’re not friends,” Andrew said. “I’m leaving. This time don’t follow me.” Drew sped off, and in a blink, he was gone.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Drew

Two months after being forcibly turned, Drew arrived in Manhattan. It had been a long and lonely journey from Michigan to New York by foot, and Drew sought the comfort of his old stomping grounds near New York University. He had yet to feed in his new vampire form. The thought of killing someone made him queasy, as did the thought of consuming cheeseburgers and fries. His energy waned and his body withered, but the compulsion to live was strong, so he moved, zombie-like, through the streets of Lower Manhattan.
Human Drew would’ve moved through the streets with casual stealth. But wizened and hungry vampire Drew wasn’t prepared to handle the onslaught to his senses that was New York City at night. Outwardly, he fit in: black leather jacket, jeans that fit just right, and rich-boy boots that were a combination of Goth meets cowboy. However, instead of strutting through the streets of Lower Manhattan with ease, he flinched as headlights blinded him. Car horns and excited tourists overwhelmed his newly sensitive ears, and he grimaced at the cacophony. And the stench. New York smells bad to a human. It’s much worse for a newly turned vampire.
But as the night progressed, he became more comfortable with his surroundings. As he walked the streets, his cadence morphed from sluggish to comfortable, and the stress of not giving in to the desire to feed began to diminish. The bright lights and the commotion bothered him less, and he lifted head to take in his surroundings. Being undead in New York City had its advantages, the obvious being the ability to blend in with other creatures of the night—living or otherwise.
There was so much about Manhattan that his human senses had never registered. The city actually felt alive. It buzzed with energy, and he easily absorbed it all—like a good vampire should. And the smells—not just stench in the city, but people’s scents, too. It didn’t make sense, exactly, but he knew what someone was about to do based solely on how they smelled. A person’s aroma matched their heart’s cadence. That may be science, but Drew had never been privy to that information before. Now, he was a supernatural lie detector.
As he passed a young couple walking hand-in-hand and snuggling, a musky fragrance overwhelmed his senses. Screwing up his nose, he coughed and looked around to see if other people noticed. Nobody did. He nodded knowingly—New Yorkers weren’t fazed by much. He made his way around the couple and wandered into Washington Square Park. The musky scent dissipated as he shifted his focus.
He sat on a bench near the perimeter of the park and people-watched. Unsurprisingly, this was even more fun as a vampire. The street performers were more ridiculous now that comments from passersby were public knowledge, at least to him. Drug deals were glaringly obvious. Secret trysts no longer secret. Amused, he watched and listened for several minutes when an overpowering moldy-musty stench materialized. The odor of rancid, decaying fruit—the kind that has been sitting forgotten in the backseat of a car for weeks—held his senses hostage. Gagging, he jerked his head around to find its source.
Can nobody else smell this?
Then he saw it. A young man in a puffy coat was walking a little too closely to a lady carrying a leather purse over her shoulder. What happened next would’ve been obvious to anyone who had been paying attention. Sure enough, the kid in the puffy coat made his move and grabbed the purse. He took off running away from the crowds and out the south side of the park. The lady yelled after the thief, and a few people glanced around at the commotion, but no one else took any notice.
Except Drew.
Drew followed the kid, keeping his distance. The kid turned out to be a young man. He slowed down once he got a few blocks away from the park. Drew kept his eyes trained on the thief but the stench of rotting flesh no longer surrounded him. It had been so overpowering, yet it subsided so quickly. The stink of evil intentions faded as soon as the deed was done. Drew crept closer, examining the situation.
He was in familiar territory. He and Sarah had spent many nights at The Slaughtered Lamb Pub, usually when friends from out of town were visiting. He caught a whiff of the sour aroma of spilled beer mixed with the savory scent of overcooked meat. That’s funny,
we never ate there, so why would I think about the food? Then, he realized, he was smelling the thief he’d been following. Now that the young man had his prize, he was riffling through it to see what he’d won. He stopped on the corner on the far side of the pub, nervously looking over his shoulder every few seconds. Blending in with the crowd on the sidewalk, Drew kept a careful eye on his mark. The crook pulled out a small wad of cash from the wallet. Shoving the money in his pocket, he walked to the nearest trash bin to throw the remaining evidence away.
Not the brightest criminal. An uncomfortable tightness in Drew’s upper jaw foretold his coming decision. It had been several weeks since Adam turned him, and he had yet to feed properly. At first because Adam the sadist wouldn’t allow it, then out of sheer force of will—maybe even for the sake of ending it all anyway.
Drew had never been violent except on the hockey rink, but that was for sport. He never went hunting with his father as boy. How could he possibly be expected to kill, to murder innocent human beings, to stay alive? Even if they weren’t innocent, he was no judge, no executioner.
But he was a vampire.
After the young man tossed the purse in the bin, he casually walked down the sidewalk, away from the park. It was quieter this far away and, unfortunately for the thief, that was a bad thing.
No longer fighting the hunger, Drew knew what he had to do. Muscles tensing and nerves firing, his body vibrated from his core to the tips of his fingers. A heavyweight champion in the ring would have been no match for him.
If he must kill, he would remember every single moment. When he was first turned and nearly fed on his wife, he’d been in agony and ready to rip her to shreds just for a taste, but now he had time to let the feeling build. The first change came with splitting gums, and jawbone and teeth adjusting to allow his fangs to fully extend. The pain seemed distant, but it was real. Hissing involuntarily, he inspected his hands and arms, but nothing had changed. Though his body appeared normal, save for the fangs, a strength built within that he had never known before. It was time: he would kill the thief, and he would drink his blood.
At vampire speed, he followed the man, darting from place to place and hoping that people couldn’t see him, in case this all went terribly wrong. Within moments he had caught up to the man, grabbed him, and shoved him into a quiet vestibule. Too shocked to react, Drew easily pinned the man to the brick wall.
“Shit, man!” the crook yelled. “Get off me! You can have whatever you want man, just let me go!”
“No,” Drew said, and without preamble, he drove his fangs into the man’s jugular.
A scream rattled around the vestibule as Drew ripped into the thief’s flesh. Blood flowed, and the scream died away revealing only sucking and shuffling sounds as Drew feasted. He lapped at the thick, red elixir, but much of it went pouring down the front of his shirt. Paying no attention to the growing sticky mess, he reveled in the euphoric throes of his first human kill. He felt the man’s heartbeat race, then slow. The mix of fear, grime, and urine from the dying man permeated the air. None of that mattered as the blood rushed into Drew’s veins, giving him life, strength, purpose. He was invincible! He held the man close and continued sucking, his mind a hazy fog of bloodlust.
“Had enough?” a female voice asked from over his shoulder.
Drew’s euphoria waned, and he let the body fall as he turned to put a face to the voice. “Get out of here!” he growled, blood dripping down his chin.
“Or you’ll what? Make a filthy, bloody mess of me, too?”
Drew looked at the woman and scrunching his nose, sniffed the air. “You’re a vampire,” he said.
“I’m the vampire,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
Drew paused. He chose his next words deliberately—he was new to being a vampire but not to posturing and power-plays. “Good thing you’re here to clean this up, then.”
The female vampire flinched, briefly, and those without keen vampire senses would’ve missed it. Drew didn’t. He straightened up and took a cool, careful step closer to her, blood still running down his chin and neck. She radiated pine needles and musk, and Drew’s mind flashed forward to a dark room, the woman pinned to the wall, her legs wrapped around his waist, his body pressed into hers….
Back in the moment, he put his face right up to hers and said, “Well?”
“Your mess,” she said. “You take care of it.” She looked away after she spoke, and Drew took that as a sign of weakness. Typical New York woman, he thought, all legs and harsh words but nothing to back it up.
He smirked and pushed his way past her. She grabbed his right wrist, twisted his arm behind his back and pushed him down so that he was on his knees and face to face with the dead man. Drew didn’t have time to think, let alone react, and grimaced as his face came into contact with the criminal. He tried to shove himself back and off the bloody body, but the woman was too strong.
She bent down and put her mouth right next to his ear, and whispered, “I said, you need to take care of the body.” She pressed Drew’s face further into the bloody mess of the corpse. “This is my city, and if you’d like to remain here, you’ll bloody well get it done.” She yanked his wrist up higher and gave him a final push so that his entire body collapsed onto the mess at her feet.
Drew pushed himself off the dead man and scrambled away from him. He looked up as the woman stood over him. She brushed the hair out of her eyes before turning and walking away.
“Don’t dawdle,” she called over her shoulder.
◆◆◆
 
Humiliated and messy, Drew set out to do as he had been told. He pushed himself to his feet after the bossy vampire walked away, clotted blood sliding down his leather jacket and sticking to his blue jeans. His pride bruised and his hands, arms, and face a bloody mess, he looked around to figure out what the hell he was supposed to do with this man’s body. He raised his arm to run his fingers through his hair and stopped short before he made an even bigger mess of himself.
“Shit!” he hissed and shook his hand to fling some of the clotted blood off it. He stepped over the dead man and peered around the corner of the vestibule. A crowd of late-night revelers was stumbling down the sidewalk in his direction. “Shit!” it was a whisper this time. With the evening as cold as it was, the blood had coagulated close to the body, but it still wouldn’t look great—even in New York City—for Drew to be caught hovering over a bloody mass of limbs and clothes. He bent down and hoisted the dead man over his shoulder, glanced down the sidewalk toward the crowd, and took off at vampire speed toward the Hudson River.
The dark pool of blood went unnoticed by the laughing revelers as they passed by.
◆◆◆
 
Drew made it to the edge of Pier 45 on the Hudson without incident. He knew these downtown streets inside and out and used his speed, along with his memory, to safely navigate the late-night traffic—avoiding bars and after-hours eateries along the way.
At the river’s edge, Drew dropped the dead man on the ground. He paused and breathed heavily, his hands gripping the cold metal railing as he looked out at the lights in Jersey City reflecting off the choppy river.
Drew hung his head as he reflected on the absurdity of his current situation. How did he get here? Not on the Hudson, but vampire, killer, super fast runner? And the woman, who was she? And, just who did she think she was, threatening him in his own city? If he ever saw her again he’d…what? Let her push him around again? Maybe she would end it all for him; put him out of his misery. But, to run like that: so fast, no muscle aches, no losing his breath. Maybe this vampire gig could be fun. Resting his head in his hands, he laughed. Shoulder-jumping, belly-aching laughter bubbled up from deep within him. He couldn’t help it. Nothing that happened to him these last three months had made any sense. Unwillingly thrust into this world, he had no idea how to manage it. His only guide was untrustworthy at best; vengeful and murderous at worst. He was in this alone and how he dealt with what was yet to come was entirely up to him.
There were so many things he was missing out on now that he was undead; experiences he’d never get to share with his family. Maybe if he hadn’t known he was about to be a father he would’ve reveled in the change. Lord knows his human life hadn’t been going as he’d planned. But, having the change forced onto him made him loathe it. Had he not been overwhelmed by the smell of blood and nostalgia in New York, he would’ve wasted away and eventually died from starvation. He wondered which was worse: eternal damnation or entering the void? At least in the void he wouldn’t feel so awful. He wouldn’t feel at all.
Shoulders hunched and staring at the concrete, he worked loose a pebble with the toe of his shoe. The pebble hit the dead man on the cheek and he never flinched. Drew grimaced as it hit—there was a brief moment of concern, what if he had created his own progeny? Alas, the man’s eyes remained blank and unfocused. He was actually dead. I killed that man. Shaking his head, Drew squatted to have a closer look. Did he have a family? Sure, he’s a crook, but maybe his children were starving. Deep in thought, Drew didn’t hear the footsteps of the vampire approaching.
“I told you not to dawdle,” she said and stopped in front of him, taking in the scene.
Drew snapped out of his thoughts at the sound of her voice and he lifted his head to meet the eyes of the vampire who had chastised him earlier. “I know. I uh…”
She cut in, “You were lamenting the good ol’ days, back when you were human, and your life made sense.”
“Something like that,” Drew rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “But less after school special-y.”
She nodded and gestured at the man on the ground, “Were you going to toss him in the river?”
Drew looked down at the dead criminal, his limbs akimbo and his neck at an unnatural angle, “Uh, yeah, I guess I was.”
“You don’t sound so sure.”
“I’m not.”
She walked over to the railing, taking a turn at looking out over the river at the twinkling lights of the Garden State. She turned around and leaned against the railing. “I wouldn’t,” she said.
“I gathered. What would you do?”
“Well, a dead body, especially one bereft of the majority of its blood, will float. And floaters are found. So, it’s never a smart idea to run through several city blocks, risking being seen with a dead man over your shoulder, only to throw him in the river and have him found before sunrise.” She arched her perfectly shaped eyebrow at him, then pushed off the railing. Crouching down to take a closer look at the dead man’s wound, she continued, “What you need to learn, and quickly if you intend to stay in my city, is the art of redirection.” She brushed her hands together and stood up so that she was level with Drew.
“Redirection?” Drew asked. Your city?
She gave him a hard stare before answering. She crossed her arms in front of her chest and looked him up and down, making no effort to conceal her gaze. After a moment, she began again, “Redirection, like magicians use. You know, ‘I’ve got a quarter in my hand—oh no, wait, it’s in your pocket!’ That kind of thing.”
“Why would I need to learn that to stay here?” he asked.
“Because even though, thanks to the humans, the murder rate is pretty high right now, too many deaths by exsanguination start to become suspicious. And there are already several vampires who’ve taken up residence in New York with their own territories.” Drew’s eyes went wide. “What?” she continued, “You thought we were the only ones here?”
“No. Uh, yeah. No. I hadn’t thought about it.”
“I know. That’s why I’m telling you now.” She bent down over the body. “See this wound here?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, what could’ve made that – aside from you?”
“I have no idea.” What, am I in school now?
“No, you’re on the street, and you’re being taught how to survive.” The vampire’s sharp tone cut through Drew’s mental pity party.
“You heard that?” he said. She pursed her lips and cocked her head in reply. Drew held his hands up and took a step backward. “Noted.”
“Anyway, you need to redirect the people investigating your kills—and yes, that’s plural. From the looks of you, you’ll need to do this more often for the next few years.”
“From the looks of me?”
Again the vampire paused and stared at Drew. She ignored his question and continued her lesson. “You plant other bits of evidence to mislead police.” She stood up and whistled.
Drew looked around. What the hell is she doing?
“Just wait,” she snapped. A moment later, a mangy, emaciated dog trotted up to her. “That’s a good boy.” She reached down and patted his back. “Lookit here, boy.” She snapped her fingers and squatted down by the man’s wound, getting the dog to step on the man and eventually gnaw at his neck.
“So, the police are going to believe that a two-hundred-pound man was brought down by some stray mutt?”
“No, the police are going to believe that the two-hundred-pound man OD’d on some rank smack and was subsequently attacked by at a stray mutt or, more likely, mutts.” She pulled out a dirty syringe filled with what Drew presumed was heroin, a bent and tarnished spoon, a lighter, and a large rubber band, dangling them over the dead man. “Here, stick ‘im.” She tossed the syringe at Drew.
“Shit!” He lurched out of the needle’s path. It hit the ground and rolled toward the river’s edge. “What the hell?”
“Grab it!” she shouted, stifling a laugh. “If it rolls in the water, you’re going in to get it!”
“Funny.”
The vampire shot him a look that told him she wasn’t kidding.
“Okay, okay, I’ve got it.” Grimacing, he picked up the needle.
“Lucky. Now, stick ‘im.”
“Where? How?” Drew held it by his forefinger and thumb, straightening his arm out as though the instrument contained the plague.
“Are you serious?” She stood up and marched over to Drew. She snatched the needle out of his hand. “Number one: we’re not affected by heroin. Number two: this is the last time I clean up after you. Number three: no more hunting in my neighborhood.” She took the needle, stepped over the dead man and stuck it in his arm. She depressed the plunger and some of the liquid made its way by sheer force into his lifeless body. She left the needle hanging from the hole in his arm and placed the other paraphernalia nearby to make it look plausible that the man had overdosed.
Drew watched the woman work. “What about the coroner? It’s going to be pretty obvious this guy didn’t overdose once he gets on the table.”
“Leave that part to me. Like I said, this is a redirection while we make our way out of here.”
He marveled at her efficiency and her supply of drugs and paraphernalia. “You just carry needles full of heroin with you all the time?”
“I took pity on you.”
“Pity?”
“Yeah. You clearly looked lost when I came upon you in that vestibule.” She wiped her hands on a towel she had produced from the inside pocket of her floor length leather jacket. “I did it for me and my city as much as for you.” She tucked the towel back in her pocket. “Now, let’s finish this,” she said and began walking back toward the West Side Highway and civilization.
“We’re not finished?” Drew called, then jogged after her.
“I thought I told you to get cleaned up?” she said as she walked, not looking over at Drew.
“I’ve been a little busy,” Drew said, trying to keep up.
She stopped short and turned to face Drew, “No wonder.”
“No wonder, what?” Drew asked, huffing.
“No wonder you’re here and your wife isn’t.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He glanced at his wedding ring, turning his hand over and back. A sharp pain shot through his chest at the thought of Sarah. Shrugging his shoulder, he shook the thought away. He placed his hands on his hips and waited for an answer.
“Nothing’s ever your fault, is it?”
“What is it with you people?”
“‘Us people?’” She asked, color rushing to her cheeks.
“Yeah. The asshole who did this to me said the same thing!”
She laughed. “I’m sure he did.” She started walking again.
Drew shook his head but realized he had nowhere else to go, so he wiped the blood off his face and hands the best he could and continued to follow the vampire.
As they made their way back toward Christopher Street, she found her mark. “Officer!” she shouted, running toward the man in uniform, waving her hands in  distress. Drew hung back, unsure where she was going with this.
‘Follow my lead.’ Her voice pierced Drew’s thoughts, catching him off guard. Dumbfounded, he stared while she cried and gestured at the officer. She pointed toward Drew and raised her eyebrows, urging him to come closer. ‘Come on!’ The plan finally clicked, and Drew ran over to the officer.
“… and my boyfriend tried to get the feral creature off that poor man, but I think we were too late!” Burying her head against Drew’s chest, the vampire pretended to be distraught. Drew obligingly hugged her tight and rubbed her back to complete the charade.
“Where’d you say this man is?” the officer asked.
“At the edge of the pier, officer. He looked awful. I… I think I saw a needle, too, but I couldn’t be sure. Maybe he’s diabetic.” Drew shook his head as if he truly felt for the poor addict.
“What were you two doing down on that pier at this hour?”
The vampire batted her eyelids and tucked her head down, as though she were embarrassed at the question. Drew followed her lead and tucked her closer to his chest, also feigning embarrassment.
“Why do I ask these questions?” the officer said aloud, to himself. “All right, thank you for reporting this. You two better stick around in case I have more questions and so I can take your statements.”
She perked up and looked the officer directly in the eyes. “That won’t be necessary officer. You have all the information you need to call this in and get the coroner involved. We are free to go.”
The officer blinked and shook his head, “Uh, thanks again, you two, you’re free to go.” He turned to walk away, grabbing his walkie-talkie to call it in.
Drew and the vampire walked the opposite direction, still arm in arm. “You’re a pro!” Drew said, giving her a squeeze and laughing.
She smiled and released her grip on his waist. “That I am,” she said. She stopped walking and put a hand on his arm. “And, I’m serious about my rules, my city.”
“I got that,” Drew said. “And, I’m serious about staying here—in my city.”
The smile fell away from her face. “Do things my way, and you’ll be fine.” Her tone was cold but sincere.
“So many rules with you!” Drew shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and forced out a breath.
She looked him over briefly before speaking, as though she were weighing her options. Drew hadn’t mastered the art of reading thoughts yet, so he stood at her mercy. “You’re going to need somewhere to sleep today,” she said, and Drew quietly exhaled. “You can come with me, or you can make your way out of the city before the sun comes up.” The vampire tied the leather belt of her jacket and straightened her collar. “Either way, I’m leaving now.” She turned to walk away, the sway of her hips impossible for Drew to ignore.
Drew stood staring for a moment. Then, he turned his head and surveyed the area—the buzz of the city streets, even at this hour, was alluring. And impossible to escape. He made up his mind then and jogged to catch up with the vampire. “What do I call you?” he asked as he reached her side.
“My Queen would suffice,” she replied without missing a step. Glancing at Drew she smirked as he blanched. “You’re too easy, newbie,” she reached over and gave his shoulder a playful shove. “My name is Eliza.”
Drew rolled his eyes and sighed, exasperated.
“Drew. I’m Drew.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sarah

“Mom?”
Sarah stopped looking off into the middle distance and focused back on her daughter. “Mm?”
“Where were you just then?”
“I was thinking back to just after my accident, when I was first pregnant with you.”
“Did you know you were pregnant before you fell?”
“No,” Sarah shook her head slightly. “No, but truth be told, I kind of had a feeling.” She smiled out of the corner of her mouth at her daughter and raised her eyebrows. “I remember waking up in the hospital and declaring, ‘I’m pregnant!’ to an empty room.”
Alice leaned forward, drawn in to the nostalgia. “You must’ve been scared that night. All on your own.”
“I was, at least I think I was. I remember I didn’t know where I was when I woke up or why I was in the hospital, and the nurse there had this musical Irish lilt to her voice. For a brief moment I thought I was in Ireland!” She ran her hands over the table and picked at a piece of lint sticking off the runner. “The room was dark and smelled like disinfectant. Wires and machines all over the place. And Andrew,” she paused, then looked at Alice, “your dad, wasn’t there. I had never felt more alone in my life.”
Alice placed her hand on Sarah’s and squeezed. “I know, Mom. I’m sorry. I can’t imagine.”
“And I’m glad you can’t.” Sarah had never talked with Alice about that time in their lives. She had put most of her thoughts and feelings about it out of her mind a long time ago. Those weeks and months were not good for her, and she hadn’t wanted to put those feelings on Alice. But now, she needed to face these emotions if she ever wanted to move on, and if she wanted to get her daughter to stop thinking about vampires.
“You know what else, though?” Sarah began, “I remember a vague sense of calmness. What I mean is when I think back to that night, I don’t think about my accident with anxiety or fear, the feeling of the memory is calmness. Isn’t that odd? Why would I feel calm about lying on the frozen ground, pregnant and bleeding out?”
“I think I can guess,” Alice said.
“You think that’s when I met Adam?” Sarah’s heartbeat quickened, “Alice, I was all alone that night, honey.”
“So, who called 911?”
Sarah shook her head, not wanting to believe it. “The investigators never actually figured that out, they just assumed one of the maintenance guys or cleaning crew had seen me and called it in.”
“So why didn’t they stick around to talk to the EMTs?”
“I don’t know,” Sarah stood and walked over toward the sink. “Alice, this is ridiculous, there are no vampires. Surely you know that?”
“How did the doctors explain how quickly you recovered after losing so much blood?”
“I was a healthy young woman at the time!” Sarah’s heart was racing now. Alice was being ridiculous. Vampires aren’t real.
“Mom, Adam was there. He saw you fall. He saved your—our—lives.”
◆◆◆
 
Facing the kitchen sink, Sarah gripped the edge of the porcelain basin, her knuckles white with tension. Her vision wobbled, and the air around her became heavy, dreamlike. She closed her eyes, the image of a man sitting on her stairs flashed on the inside of her eyelids. That image melted away into a feeling of calmness, followed by snippets of time: Christmas lights, the flickering of the television, her pillow, the comforting sound and feel of her quilt and sheets enveloping her as she drifted off to sleep. The memory had the same serene feeling the memory of the night of her accident had, but surely, it wasn’t the same night. In this vision, she was upstairs in her bedroom. But there was someone there that night. Who was that man? What was he doing on my stairs?
“Did that really happen?” Sarah ran her hand across her forehead.
“Mom?” Alice’s voice startled her. “Did what really happen? What are you talking about?”
Sarah turned and smiled softly. Rubbing her hand down her neck and over her collarbone she said, “Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to say that out loud.”
“Mom. Did what really happen? What were you just thinking about?”
With an unfocused stare, Sarah was miles away. A tremor snaked its way through Sarah’s body and the color drained from her face.
“Mom, come here, you need to sit down.” Alice jumped up, took her mother by the elbow, and led her back to her seat at the table. “I’ll make you some tea.”
“I’m fine. Really.”
“Mom. You have no color in your face. I’m making tea.”
“Sure, okay. That’s fine.” Sliding into her seat, she rested her elbows on the table. Gazing at the floor, she clasped her hands in front of her lips and pushed out a heavy breath. A moment later, Alice brought a steaming cup of tea over to her mother.
“Here you go. This should put a flush in your cheeks.”
Sarah smiled at the familiar saying. “Nana used to say that.”
“I know.” Alice smiled and squeezed Sarah’s hand.
Sarah sipped her tea. Alice watched her intently, but Sarah wasn’t sure how much to share. She wasn’t even certain if she had just experienced a memory or a dream. She certainly didn’t want to add fuel to her daughter’s vampire theory. Alice was right about something though—who did call 911 that night? And the doctors had called it a miracle that she hadn’t bled to death. Still, vampire intervention was not the most logical—or possible—explanation.
“You know what, honey? Mom’s not feeling great all of a sudden.” Sarah gave Alice a strained smile. “Would you mind if we talked more about this later? I think I need to go lie down.” The table creaked under the weight from Sarah’s hands as she stood to go.
“Oh, okay, sure, Mom. Of course. We can talk about this stuff any time.” Alice got up to steady her mother. “Why don’t you go lay down? I’ll bring your tea into your room for you.”
“Thank you, honey, I’ve got it.” Sarah patted Alice on the hand and squeezed her shoulders before giving her a kiss goodbye and guiding her out the door. She needed to be left alone, and the sooner the better.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Alice

Alice and her friends had plans to pre-party at the Keller. It was the best place on campus to meet for a stomach-lining meal before the real partying began later in the evening. They were making their way toward the door when the hairs on the back of Alice’s hand stood up. Grimacing, she rubbed her hand to warm it up. The defiant hairs held their upright position prompting Alice to look up. It didn’t take long to discover the real reason they were standing on end.
Adam.
From the bench on the far side of the door, his eyes bored into her, obviously trying to forge a connection. Her skin crawled at his effort. Following her friends, she glared at him without meeting his eyes. Turns out she had been following too closely. Her group stopped to gather at the Keller’s crowded front door, and distracted by Adam’s presence, she bumped into Lacy.
Lacy giggled and nudged Alice, “Ooooh, who’re you staring at, girl? Is it the guy with the dark hair and crazy bright green eyes! Mmmm, he looks good enough to eat!” She draped her arms over her Alice’s shoulders and giggled in her ear. The others followed Alice’s and Lacy’s eyes, trying not to look like they were staring at Adam, but the combination of his jet-black hair, sleek black leather jacket and seemingly uninterested affectation made it hard to look away.
Alice shook her head to come out of her stupor. “Oh, uh, ha. Yeah, no. Definitely not him,” she said, with a little too much venom, quickly looking away. Lacy’s eyes widened, and she shrugged at her friends.
Oblivious to the vibe Alice was sending out, Theresa stepped up and fussed with her hair and purred, “Too bad. He’s easy on the eyes. I know what I’d like to let him do to me. Watch and learn, ladies.”
“No!” Alice grabbed Theresa’s wrist. All the girls reeled back from Alice.
Embarrassment flushed Alice’s cheeks. “Sorry, Resa,” she began and released her friend’s wrist. “I just… I just meant that it’s a girls’ night! We all need to hang out and blow off some steam… no boys allowed!” She looked pleadingly at Theresa.
“Sure, Al, no probs. Let’s go blow off some steam,” Theresa said with a tight smile. The air among the women turned tense as they resumed their journey toward the Keller.
This was crazy. Grabbing her friend, especially Theresa? Shouting? She was losing it. This was so unlike her. It must have something to do with the vampire. Could he really be a vampire? After not seeing him for so long she had been certain she’d made it up, or somehow manufactured the memories. Maybe he is real, she thought. What if he is, what if everything happened exactly as he says it did? What can I possibly do with that information? It was too much to think about right then. This night was supposed to be carefree. Graduation and the real world loomed. Fraternity parties and trips to the Keller would soon be replaced with jobs, responsibilities, maybe even children. Alice shuddered at the thought.
She looked toward the bench as they were about to enter the Keller. Adam hadn’t moved. She assumed he’d be waiting in the same spot when they left. She didn’t need that weighing on her head all night, so she made the first move. “Hey, I’ll be right there,” she said to her friends. Lacy gave her a look, Alice knew the look but didn’t want her friend to worry, so she added, “I saw Janice and Amber heading to the frat houses, and I thought I’d grab them and see if they wanted to join us instead.” She kept eye contact with Lacy the whole time, willing her friend to believe the lie and let it go.
“Oh yeah, I saw them, too.” Lips pressed together, Lacy shot Alice another look, this one serious and not one Alice could ignore. “Good call. I’ll see you inside.”
Nodding more than necessary, Alice closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Lacy grabbed Alice’s fingers and Alice looked at her best friend with eyes open wide. Squeezing their hands, Lacy gave her a tight smile and mouthed, “Be safe,” before turning to go inside with the others.
Alice exhaled and waited for them to disappear before confronting Adam.
◆◆◆
 
Through narrowed eyes, Alice stared icily at Adam as she stormed toward him, metaphorical steam billowing from her ears. Adam sat up straighter as she approached and drew back as though recoiling from some unseen force. Even the casual observer would’ve been able to tell that something wasn’t quite right with this situation.
Alice didn’t know how to speak telepathically, but she remembered the vampire holding her gaze as he spoke to her in her head, so she did the same, ‘My friends are expecting me back in five minutes. They’ll call the cops if I’m even a little late, so don’t try anything.’ Alice put as much bravado into her internal voice as she could, hoping the message and intent would shine through.
‘Understood,’ Adam thought to her in return. He kept his eyes trained on her as she walked. ‘You should try to walk more naturally; people have already started to notice your strange gait.’
Affronted by his comment, she looked around and noticed that people were looking at her. ‘Maybe that’s just what you want me to think, so that you can befuddle me and take me somewhere and drain me of all my blood!’
Adam’s face broke into a wide grin. Alice felt the mocking sting of it from where she stood. Blushing, she looked away.
‘Alice, I told you. I’m not going to hurt you. I can’t hurt you. You actually don’t smell all that great to me, so the last thing I want to do is rip open your jugular and feast on your blood.’ His eyebrows softened a bit, and he held his hands out, palms up, while his eyes pleaded with her to relax.
Alice received the message, and she squinted her eyes before loosening up a little and replying to him, ‘Yeah, well, you don’t smell great to me, either, bat boy!’
Adam genuinely laughed at that and sat back on the bench.
‘You stay where you are on the bench, and I’ll sit on the far end,’ she thought at him. ‘You make one move to come near me, and this is over.’
‘Got it,’ he mentally replied and turned away from her on the bench. To those milling around he appeared to be a guy waiting for his friends. ‘I’m glad you chose to come see me. I need to talk to you. There are things you need to know.’
‘I knew you would still be here when we left the Keller. I figured I’d rather deal with you now while there are still sober people around.’ She paused and looked at him, then admitted with a wince, ‘Just in case.’
‘Smart,’ he said. ‘Can we walk?’
“That’s not a good idea. Let’s just talk here,” Alice replied aloud.
“I’d like to show you something,” he said turning toward her.
Alice hesitated, “My friends’ll wonder where I’ve gone.”
“Probably,” Adam said. He stood and held out his hand. “But if we move at my speed, they’ll never even know we left.” He gave her a small smile as invitation to join him.
“Your speed. Is that what happened the other night after you so graciously threw me over your shoulder and dumped me on the bleachers?” She dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “Vampire warp speed?” Eyebrows raised, a small smile played on her lips as she stood. Her body hummed with excitement as her heart beat faster. Smart or not, she nodded and offered her hand to him.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Adam

Adam didn’t hesitate. He grabbed her around the waist and whisked her away. People milling about outside the Keller would’ve felt a strong breeze, but he left a sense of confusion in his wake, so they’d never figure out why, nor would they be inclined to wonder.
Seconds later he deposited her graciously, for real this time, on the sidewalk outside the admin building. Her mother’s accident had happened here, and Alice’s body tensed as though this place meant her harm. “Why did you bring me here?” she asked, her voice strained.
Adam could see the hurt on her face. He hadn’t intended to hurt her by bringing her to this spot. He wanted to show her where it all happened, and he wanted to explain about her mother and her father. He had this picture in his mind that bringing her here would make everything okay, make her understand that he’d made the best choices he could back then. The way she wrapped her arms around her midsection and gazed only at her shoes told him that was a mistake. If he kept going like this with her, she’d never hear his side of the story. Never understand what he went through for her. “Alice, I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to hurt you. It never has been. I—”
“She thinks I’m a lunatic, you know. Talking about vampires.”
“You talked to her about me?” Adam’s ears perked up at that revelation and his un-beating heart did a little flip in his chest.
“I talk to her about everything. Well, I used to. Now she just thinks I’m losing it. I doubt she’ll be able to take me seriously anymore.”
“She’s your mother, of course she’ll take you seriously.”
“Would you? If someone you love came to you raving about vampires and crazy theories about something they couldn’t possibly have any idea about because they weren’t even born yet!” Alice had raised her voice and slowed her speech, emphasizing the last few words. Adam heard her heart hammering in her chest and sensed the wave of panic flowing through her. As he sensed her fear, he moved closer to her to comfort her.
Alice let out a scream, misreading his intentions. “No! Get away from me! Help! Someone help me, please!”
Forced to close the gap between them, Adam covered her mouth with his hand and embraced her. At vampire speed, he carried her to the far side of the building where they couldn’t be seen if someone came to investigate the sounds.
Alice pounded on his chest and tried to escape his grasp, but he was far too strong.
‘Stop hitting me. I’m not going to hurt you!’
Alice’s eyes grew wide as his thought penetrated. Slowly, her breathing returned to normal, and her body relaxed. Not trusting that she was completely ready to stay with him, he kept his arms around her but loosened his grip.
‘Please. Take me back to my friends. Coming here was a mistake,’ she pleaded with him.
Reluctantly, he nodded his consent. There was so much he wanted to tell her, about all the times he visited her as she grew up, about his love for Sarah, and he needed to confess about her father. But that would have to wait.
“Alice,” he said out loud. “I’ve told you I won’t hurt you, and I won’t. I hope that you’ll trust me enough someday to let me share my story with you. It’s one you need to know.”
“Maybe someday, but tonight I need to be with my girlfriends. I can’t take on anything more to do with you. Not now.” A tear welled up in the corner of her eye. She dabbed at it with the back of her finger and fidgeted in her space, silently begging him to whisk her back to her friends.
“Okay, but I won’t give up, Alice. It’s important you understand that.”
“I get it. But it’s cold. My friends are waiting. Can we just go? Please?”
Adam dipped his eyes, and in an instant, they were back on the bench outside the Keller with only the slightest disturbance in the air to mark their presence.
Alice got up from the bench, gave him an awkward wave, and strode into the Keller to meet her friends.
One day, he would have to confess, tell her about his role in her father’s death. All the years he’d watched over her, but kept himself secret. All the late-night visits she never remembered. All that had ended. Things were changing, power was shifting, and Adam didn’t know if he’d survive the fallout.




CHAPTER NINETEEN

Alice

Alice caught up with her friends at the Keller, determined to forget about Adam and revel in the messiness of a big night out. Lacy acknowledged her arrival but didn’t ask her about Janice or Amber. Alice blinked slowly and nodded at her bestie. They couldn’t actually speak telepathically, but they knew each other well enough to know that, for now, things were fine. They’d figure the rest out later. Tonight was for letting loose. They needed the break. This last semester of their undergraduate experience was proving to be their most difficult. Each of the women was buried in dissertation research and formulation, so carefree nights out were fewer and further between.
“Should we go to ’Relli’s after this?” Theresa asked.
“We could get into some serious trouble there!” Lacy added, bouncing on the balls of her feet and propping her elbow on top of Alice’s shoulder.
“I’m exhausted. I think I’m just going to call it a night,” Alice yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand.
“Oh no you don’t, Alice!” Lacy said. “You’ve been hiding out for the last month—tonight you’re coming out to play, and I’m not taking no for an answer!”
“She’s right, Al,” Jennifer chimed in. “You haven’t been around lately—we miss you.” She poked Alice in the soft flesh of her arm. “We need you to get us into—and out of—trouble around here!”
Alice missed her friends, too. With a conspiratorial twinkle in her eye, she sighed. “Okay, fine. Tonight, we make trouble at ’Relli’s!”
They laughed, put their coats on, and made their way out the door.
◆◆◆
 
“It’s packed in here tonight!” Theresa shouted as they squeezed their way through the front door at Cascarelli’s.
“What is going on?” Lacy asked, side-stepping her way to the bar.
The noisy crowd surrounded Alice, cramming her into their mass and jostling her as she waited near the entrance. Her palms slick with sweat and her heart rate sky high, she shook her head, lamenting her decision to join her friends. I need to get out of here. She forced herself to slow down her breathing and stood on her tiptoes to watch as her friends flirted their way to a place at the bar. Blocking out the chaos around her, Alice focused all her attention on Lacy, practically willing her to turn around. She actually did, and Alice made eye contact with her and gave her a weak wave before turning around and zig zagging her way to the door.
Just before she reached the door, her hair stood on end. This time she recognized the forewarning for what it was. ‘Adam?’ she directed her thoughts outward. ‘You’re not supposed to be here!’
‘He’s not here,’ said an unfamiliar voice in her head.
Alice stopped and scanned the crowd to determine who had invaded her mind. “Show yourself,” she said out loud.
“I like a girl who’s forward,” replied a drunk frat guy with a backward baseball cap and a beer.
“Ugh, not you, slugger,” she said and pushed him back in the direction of other drunker girls.
“Your loss,” he said as he stumbled off.
“I’ll get over it,” Alice said, crossing her arms and continuing to scan the crowd.
‘Turn toward the juke box,’ the voice commanded.
She jerked her head in the direction of the juke box and saw a short, stocky pale man wearing all black, with a baseball cap worn low to cover his eyes.
‘You look ridiculous,’ she thought at the stranger, filtering out everything else around her.
He flashed his fangs at her. Alice held her ground. ‘Am I supposed to be scared or impressed?’ she thought in reply, hoping he couldn’t hear the false bravado in her internal voice.
‘Come outside with me. Do it on your own and nobody gets hurt. If you don’t, I’ll use these—’ he flashed his fangs again— ‘on every human in here. Then you can tell me if you’re scared or impressed.’
Alice kept still, this time out of fear. “You wouldn’t,” she said out loud again. Even through the noise of the crowd, she had no trouble communicating with the creature, and she didn’t care who inadvertently heard.
“Do you want to find out?” the unknown vampire said from the comfort of his corner seat. “We’re not all as pathetic as Adam.”
Hearing Adam’s name caused her to stiffen her posture. Suddenly panicky and ill, she turned to leave, but stopped as Lacy tapped her on her shoulder.
“Hey, girl! I thought you were trying to sneak out on us!” Lacy said, as she handed Alice a beer. “Cherry Wheat’s on tap tonight!” Lacy’s voice lost its vibrancy, and her face fell when she saw how pale Alice looked. “Oh my God, Al, we’ve got to get you outside! You look awful!”
“You know what? I’m fine,” Alice began, “I’ll be fine. I really am too tired to be out, though, so,” Alice’s eyes flickered toward the stranger, “so, I’m going to call it a night. I’m really sorry!”
Alice placed her beer on one of the tall tables nearby and turned to go, but Lacy grabbed her arm. “Just wait for the girls to get here, and I’ll walk you home,” Lacy said.
“No.” Alice shook her head. “I’m fine, really. I just—I want to go now.”
“Are you sure?” Lacy gripped her friend’s hand and looked into her eyes, concerned.
“I’m sure. Stay here, have fun! Tell me all about it tomorrow.” Alice squeezed her best friend’s hand in return.
“Al—I don’t like this,” Lacy insisted, still holding onto Alice.
Alice pulled her hand out of Lacy’s grip, took her best friend by the shoulders, and looking her straight in the eyes, said, “I’ll be fine. Stay. Seriously.” She squeezed Lacy then, and Lacy returned the hug, defeated for the moment.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Lacy said, smiling as she stepped back. She squeezed Alice’s shoulders, gave her a peck on the cheek and a playful wink before releasing her.
“I know you will. Have fun.” Alice smiled, hoping that her best friend didn’t notice her tension. She let go of Lacy, turned, eyed the vampire in the corner, and walked to the door.
◆◆◆
 
Alice pushed past the mass of bodies pressing to get inside. She made it through and turned away from the busy part of the sidewalk. She knew the vampire could easily catch up with her, and she wanted to put as much space between them and civilization as possible. As she walked, she thought about how having someone other than Adam inside her head had made her feel violated. She knew she should be frightened—outside, in the dark, alone with a strange man, a strange vampire—but she wasn’t. In fact, she was ready for the confrontation—her body was buzzing inside. Not an hour before, she felt overwhelmed by the thought that vampires really were real, and now? Now, even if this creature did show his fangs and threaten hundreds of people on her behalf, she was ready.
“Stop walking, little girl,” the vampire said.
Alice laughed. She stopped walking and turned. “Little girl?” she mocked. “My god, you are a bad cliché. What’s next—you’ll pull out your cape and tell me that you ‘vant to suck my blood’?” She stood still, hand on hip, taunting him. She flipped her hair back off her shoulder, and as she did, the vampire used his supernatural speed to come face to face with her. By the time her hair had settled, his nose brushed hers, his eyes narrow and menacing. He held his arms out, poised to grab her.
“You aren’t dead yet because I have chosen not to kill you.” He lowered his arms. “Little girls who are so disrespectful to their elders don’t last long in my world.” His voice was low, his words slow and deliberate.
Stuck to her spot, Alice kept her breathing even and scanned her surroundings. She knew she’d never be able to outrun him, and now she was feeling very foolish for having led him away from civilization.
“What do you want?” she demanded, with her hand on her hip and her eyes flitting between the ground and the trees across the street.
“I want you to come with me willingly.”
“Why would I do that?” she asked.
“Because you don’t want to die,” the vampire said.
“You’re right, I don’t. But I also don’t want to go anywhere with you.”
“That sounds like you’re resisting me,” he said. “I told you not to do that. Lucky for the other humans you’ve made this easy for me.” He lunged for Alice and grabbed her torso with one strong arm, pinning her arms to her side. He used his free hand to pull her hair off her neck, revealing her jugular. She squirmed and screamed as he held her, but she was no match for him. He plunged his fangs into her neck and began to suck the life-force from her. She went limp, and a moment later her heartbeat began to slow.




CHAPTER TWENTY

Adam

Wandering around aimlessly after his awkward encounter with Alice, Adam discovered his feet had taken him in the direction of the fraternities. There must be some reason his feet wanted to go there. Probably because college girls are easy. He smirked as he strode up to a line of students waiting to get into a party at the Sigma Chi house. His gait and demeanor shifted significantly once he’d settled on a location; he held his chin high, but low enough to allow his eyes to smolder, he puffed his chest out, but not too far out, and he threw charismatic vibes around him as he moved. As he drew nearer, the wind picked up just enough to cause people to look up as they waited in line. Adam turned on his magnetism as he approached a group of young women near the door. They were all dressed similarly, in the least amount of clothing placed strategically to keep them warm enough while waiting outside on a frigid night but baring enough skin and showing off enough of their curves to ensure the college boys will notice them instead of their friends. Ah, yes, I’m all for a little female competitiveness. He ran a hand through his hair and feigned disinterest as he moved past the hyper-aware, high maintenance group.
A brunette wearing cutoff jeans, cowboy boots and a low-cut, figure-hugging t-shirt locked eyes with him as he glided by. He held her stare only briefly, then winked and carried on, walking past the young woman and her friends, both hands in his pockets, confidence oozing from him with every step.
Got one. He looked down and smiled to himself. The brunette would make excuses to her friends, and she would “run into him” shortly. He didn’t have to read minds to know where this was going.
A short while later, Adam stood resting against a tree down the hill from the fraternity houses, on the fringe of campus.
“Hey,” the brunette called and smiled, her boots crunching on the ground as she walked. She had her arms wrapped around her torso in a vain effort to create warmth. “What are you doing down here?”
“I think the better question is what are you doing down here?” he said. Using his backside to push himself away from the tree, he walked toward her, his eyes on her the entire time.
The woman shivered in the frigid night air. As she walked toward Adam, her tight, tense muscles and hard stare melted, giving way to soft, smoldering features and a seductive posture. Adam watched the change in her demeanor and dipped into her mind to catch a glimpse of her thoughts.
My god, it’s dark out here. I’m so fucking cold. I should’ve worn jeans. And a sweater. Shit, and gloves, too! Damn, this guy is hot. Maybe I can get him to warm me up a little. She inhaled deeply, and her chest rose, her cleavage bouncing invitingly. Adam enjoyed the show, and her inner monologue, and let a smirk form on his lips to let her know he was enjoying it.
She dropped her arms to her sides and sauntered closer. Now her eyes were locked on his.
“You want to follow me,” he said, his smile widening. She blinked slowly and offered a coy nod. They walked together, further away from campus, away from safety, but her movements were carefree, and Adam could practically taste the excitement oozing out of her.
“Let’s get out of here,” she said smiling wickedly. She twirled to face him and grabbed his elbow, pulling herself close enough to press her breasts into his arm. There was no misunderstanding what she had planned for the night.
“There’s nothing I’d rather do,” Adam said, flashing her a reassuring smile, “but first I need to eat.” He mock-nipped at her nose, and she let out a tiny squeal. Excitement bubbled up from his core. They were playing a game, less cat and mouse more monster and maiden. Either way, he wins every time. The street lights barely illuminated their path as they strolled arm in arm along the sidewalk. Dark shadows loomed in the periphery, raising the heartbeat of his prey, and filling him with anticipation.
Calling on his powers, he pushed a blanket of air around her, encouraging the woman to follow her desire. Her heart beat a tattoo in her chest. Tiny beads of sweat formed along her brow and burst, releasing their sweet scent into the cold night air. Closing his eyes, he breathed in—she smelled delicious. Fresh, eager, a little terrified of spending a dark night with a strange and dangerous man. Barely able to contain himself, Adam focused on moving forward until the timing was just right. His victim-to-be must’ve realized the mistake she’d made leaving campus with a stranger. Her steps became stiff and he needed to pull her along their way. “Not long now, my darling,” he said and jostled her so that she was off balance.
Stumbling, she fell into his arms. “Oh!” she cried and attempted to push herself upright and away from Adam. They had stopped in a dark place on the sidewalk, well away from campus and where the streetlights didn’t reach. Adam held both her arms tight to her sides and locked her in his embrace, making sure they were chest to chest, nose to nose. He flashed his fangs and—
“What’re—”
He bit her. Hard. No preamble. No more foreplay. He wanted blood. He wanted this woman’s life to depend completely upon his whims.
He wanted total control.
She tensed at first and let out a truncated screech, attempting to struggle, then fell limp in his arms, the anesthesia from his saliva working its way into her system. He constricted her in his embrace, no caring lover’s stance for this poor soul, and clamped his mouth to her neck, plunging his fangs deep into the meaty tissue that connected her head to her shoulders, and slashing at her skin as he sucked and pulled the blood from her body almost faster than her heart could pump it out.
The liquid rushed into his mouth, caressing his throat; a hot drink on a cold night, soothing and warming him as he took his fill. He held her so close he could feel her heart beat against his chest, it thrummed in time with the pulse of her blood into his mouth, the acrid yet sweet smell of it filled his nose and lured him into a bloodlust-fueled stupor.
He hadn’t killed in a rage of bloodlust in many years. He swore to himself that he would never kill without due cause again. He swore it. It was time to let go. Her heart struggled, and her breaths came shallow and quick making her body an unmoving and lifeless weight against him.
It was too late. No pacts with himself, no pinky swears, no amount of internal berating and pleading could bring him back. These past several weeks had brought up past sins and tragedies, forcing them to a head and something—someone—had to give. The beautiful woman in his clutches was no longer a simple plaything. She had unwittingly become his sacrifice, the object of his burning fury, his maddening desire for control, and even in his immortal state, his anger at his inability to play god. Holding tight to the young woman, he ground his face into her neck, burying his mouth, nose, and cheeks into the hole made by his fangs, a mess of ragged skin, torn muscle, and flowing blood. He paused his frenzy long enough to recharge his intentions, his chest heaving with the influx of blood and energy, and then he savagely tore into her again, searching for more ways to suck the life from her. He forced her neck to bend so far back that her skin ripped and the muscles beneath tore, and even deeper than that, her vertebrae snapped. Blood gushed freely from the tangle of muscle, tissue, and bone as her heart still struggled to pump it around her body; a pointless task, but nature insisted that the heart keep working until it could beat no more. He gripped her by her shoulders and dove his head into the gaping wound, shaking his head back and forth, painting his face with her blood and tissue as he did. The girl’s heart gave one final pitter-patter, and then stopped forever.
He lapped at the wound, at the jagged mess of sinewy tissue and open arteries and veins, not wanting to miss one single drop of this precious elixir. Once he’d taken as much as he could he dropped her lifeless form to the ground. The final flourish of an exhilarating and frenzied display of supernatural strength and unfettered power. He stood over the dead girl, breathing heavily, amped up and ready to do it all over again with another naïve co-ed. He ran both his hands through his hair, tilted his head back and gave a mighty roar, laughing into the night sky.
Then he looked down.
The body lay folded in on itself, a mess of tangled limbs and horrific angles. That beautiful brunette was no longer in there. He should feel remorseful. But at that moment, he didn’t. He felt larger than life. Invincible. He wanted to fly, but he would have to deal with the body somehow. There would be trouble if another human discovered her. This didn’t look like the work of a wild animal. It looked like the work of a crazed beast, a creature that had never had a grip on humanity. The town wouldn’t be able to handle the possibility that this type of gruesomeness existed in this world, so he scooped up the shell of the brunette, tossed her over his shoulder, and ran.
He ran for several minutes through the empty and quiet streets and off into the woods, stopping when the hazy light from the streetlights blurred into the darkness of the trees. A group of tall pines surrounded him; a stark reminder that he was not larger than life, and regardless of how angry he was, he couldn’t control everything.
This will have to do, he thought and began to dismember the girl, discarding her clothes and throwing limbs throughout the forest, knowing full well that hungry coyotes, raccoons, and other creatures of the night would be along shortly to make quick work of disposing of her body.
After he had finished tearing the girl apart, her head remained in his grasp. It felt macabre to hold this last remnant of a human life, but he didn’t want her soul to haunt him, even though he deserved that and worse. He wasn’t sure he believed in hauntings, but he existed, so he thought it best not to dismiss the idea all together. Glancing at the night sky, he searched for a connection to the stars or even the moon, but he found only emptiness. He lifted the head up by its matted and tangled hair, bits of skin and muscle swaying heavily as he did, looked into its lifeless eyes and said, “You gave me life, and for that I’m grateful.” He shook his head, embarrassed at talking to a lifeless head in the middle of the woods, then chucked it as far away as he could. A few seconds later he heard a meaty thud as it slammed into a tree trunk and fell to the frozen ground.
He walked a few paces, sat back against the trunk of one of the larger trees, and closed his eyes. I will not brood, he thought. His mind drifted back to the interlude with the brunette. It was a perfect seduction, I’m only sorry I didn’t go back for more. He shook his head. That wasn’t entirely true, even though he still felt no remorse for killing the girl. A life ending is sad, but it was in a vampire’s nature to kill, remorse didn’t factor into it.
◆◆◆
 
To most humans, the woods at night were eerie and quiet, devoid of the comforting clamor of daytime routines and busyness in more civilized places. But to Adam, the woods came alive in the moonlight. From the squeals of rodents and the scratches of their claws as they scurried up the mathematically perfect spirals of pine branches to escape their natural predators, to the gurgling sounds of the river as gallons of water slid over large stones several miles away. Nature’s chorus was soothing to an old vampire with a busy mind. Modern human life suppressed these sounds more often than not. He missed the days before electricity, with cars, computers and so many modern devices cluttering his mind and clouding his thoughts. Adam’s favorite form of therapy was time spent alone among the trees. The solitude suited him. Being alone in the forest made the weight of all the nights spent marauding and murdering in the name of his own survival melt away. He was at ease and in control.
Meditation over, he inhaled deeply and let out a long, slow breath. He rubbed his hands over his cheeks: plump, supple, and youthful after the evening’s feast. Looking down, his sleeves were bloody and ripped from tearing into the co-ed so violently. Another reason not to lose control whilst eating—it’s bloody messy! he thought and chuckled at his pun. Ready to go back to his life as resident vampire in a sleepy college town, he stood and stretched. The townsfolk should count themselves lucky that he’d had such a large feast—no more nightmares or reports of strange happenings for several weeks. As he started back home, he heard a snap but not from under his foot. The sound was a precursor, a warning shot, declaring tragedy ahead. Stopping, he listened for the leftover echo of the snapping sound, trying to pinpoint its location. A wave of fear washed over him, but it wasn’t his fear.
Alice!
Fear, pain, and confusion all slammed into him at the thought of her name. He jumped to high alert and ran. Without knowing where he was going, he followed the pull of his connection with Alice.
To amplify the psychic connection, he raced through the woods with his eyes closed. He relied on his vampire ability to control the space around him, a kind of supernatural sonar, and easily navigated the dense forest. ‘Alice, I’m here. Where are you?’ he thought at her. Nothing. ‘C’mon, Alice,’ he thought, still running, ‘please be listening!’ Still nothing. ‘Dammit Alice! You’re in trouble! I feel your pain! Let me help you!’ As soon as the thought formed in his brain, a psychic brick wall flew up in front of him. His feet came to a halt and the trees in front of him snapped their branches back into place like nothing had ever disturbed them. Panting, he gripped his head with both hands and groaned.
“What the hell is going on!?” Shouting into the empty forest, he turned on the spot, searching for what—or who—could’ve put that wall up between himself and Alice. Nothing tripped his supernatural sensors, but that was a supernatural wall, and Alice didn’t put it up. He was certain of it.
Relying on his internal radar, Adam darted effortlessly through the woods and found himself on an isolated dirt road outside of town. He stopped moving, closed his eyes and let his senses expand over the area. Using psychic feelers, he searched the surroundings for any signature traces of known supernatural visitors. He found none, but a buzzing and crackling sensation clung to the air. Only a distracted vampire in unfamiliar territory would leave such a recognizable calling card behind. The invisible calling card yielded no helpful information as Adam walked through it. No names came to mind, no clues to their origins. It could be some other supernatural creature, but there hadn’t been werewolves this far south in decades. No, these were vampires – plural – and they were not welcome.
Staring at the dirt road, a pile of small stones caught his eye. Following the crest of the stone pile, he discovered tread marks. Vampires in a car? His mind ran through scenarios that might necessitate vampires utilizing a car, along a dirt road, near the woods, in a small town that already had a resident vampire. He could only think of one thing: kidnapping. 
Who would kidnap Alice? And why?






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Leo

“Stop it, Leo!” a voice shouted from over his shoulder. He ignored the voice, fully engrossed in drinking Alice dry. In the distance he could hear footsteps scuffing on the sidewalk, rushing in his direction. Leo mentally rolled his eyes and took in one last, deep draw from his victim before reluctantly letting go. Releasing Alice’s neck, he hissed as the other vampire approached.
“Damnit! You weren’t supposed to hurt her!” Jake shouted, and clipped him on the shoulder.
Leo grimaced at the dressing down by his partner. “She’ll be fine, pretty boy,” he muttered. Knowing it would drive his partner crazy, he purposefully let Alice’s limp body slide toward the ground. Jake followed rules, covered his tracks, did as he was told. Leo did what he wanted to do, and if he got the job done in the process, great.
“You’ve nearly killed her!” Jake bent down and wrapped Alice’s arm over his shoulder as he scooped her up. He scowled at Leo as he pushed past him. “C’mon, we’ve got to get back. Drew’s gonna be pissed.”
Leo wiped his bloody face with the back of his hand. “She sassed me!” he said. “I told her not to, Jake.” Leo followed Jake down the sidewalk.
“Nobody says ‘sass’ anymore, Leo.” Jake kept walking until he came to an unlit part of the sidewalk. “We need to get her to the car before she wakes up.” He turned to face Leo. “She better wake up, Leo.”
Leo looked down and sucked at his teeth. He lifted his head and was about to say something when Jake threw Alice over his shoulder and vanished into the woods, heading toward the getaway car. Grumbling about being interrupted by his rude partner, Leo shrugged and followed them at a more human pace.
“Sure is cold out here, tonight,” Leo said and rubbed his shoulders. Snickering, he looked away when the icicles coming out of Jake’s eyes got too intense. Alice hung limply over Jake’s shoulder. “Taking good care of our girl, I see.” Leo nodded at her fingertips which were brushing Jake’s beltline.
Through clenched teeth, Jake said, “Open the door and I’ll slide her into the back seat.”
“I think you should put her in the trunk—she can’t escape there.”
“This isn’t a mob hit, Leo.” Jake rolled his eyes. “Just open the door.”
Leo shook his head. “All right. But don’t blame me if she gets away. You’ll have to tell Drew.” He pulled the door open and stepped back to allow Jake to lay Alice down across the back seat. Once she was in, Jake stood up and closed the door.
“Keys,” Jake said, holding out his hand.
Without a word, Leo handed the keys to his cohort and got in the passenger seat.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Alice

With a moan, Alice stirred in the back seat. She pushed herself up, her hands sinking into the soft leather. Looking out through heavy eyelids, the rounded silhouettes of the tops of two heads just above the headrests came into view. Blinking to clear away her head-fog, her surroundings came into focus. “What? What is go—”
The vampire who’d attacked her was in the passenger’s seat, and he turned around after she began to move. He drew his lips back and forced his fangs to drop, hissing and snarling as he did so.
“Ugh,” she groaned. “Wonderful, just what I was hoping to see: B-movie Vampman.” She pressed her head into the seatback and closed her eyes.
The passenger snarled, dejected, drew his fangs back in, and turned around.
Alice then realized someone else was driving: another man, presumably also a vampire. He turned his head and snickered at the passenger. Alice caught a brief glimpse of his face in profile as he turned. His smile was tight, but there was a playful fire dancing behind his pale blue eyes.
“Aw, Leo,” the driver tutted. Alice sat upright at the sound of his voice and the mention of a name. “Did she break your heart?” The blue-eyed driver was laughing out loud now, and Alice looked up to watch the interaction unfold in the rear-view mirror. She caught her breath as she realized she couldn’t see either of them.
“Holy—!” She clapped her hand over her mouth, hoping they hadn’t heard her.
“Shut it, Jakey,” the vampire called Leo snapped. “She’ll get hers, and so will you if you’re not careful!” He crossed his arms, and turned his head to look out the window.
From the backseat, Alice took in her surroundings. Not wanting to get caught staring, though unsure what these men could see or hear, she kept her eyes from looking directly at the rearview mirror. If her experiences with Adam were anything to go by, she did not want to chance either of these two getting inside her head and causing crazy memory crashes. She shuttered to think.
The driver’s shoulders were bobbing. Clearly, he had no respect for the passenger. The passenger kept grumbling at the window with his arms crossed over his chest. The ride was comfortable, but the car wasn’t brand new. Hers was a sort of bench seat made of smooth leather that bucketed only slightly for the window seats. The leather was cool and firm against her back. The seats up front looked sporty and had angular headrests. The stereo had a large face that put out a low blue light but there was no obvious navigation system or charging ports for cell phones. The driver turned to look at the passenger again, smirking as he did. Alice smirked reflexively but quickly turned her head away when the driver tilted his head toward the mirror, pretending to inspect the cargo net on the seatback in front of her.
Streetlights intermittently illuminated the interior as they cruised down the highway. Seconds ticked by, then minutes, in silence. Finally, Alice spoke. “Where are you taking me?”
“Don’t tell ’er, Jake,” Leo started in. “She’s trying to mess with our heads! Don’t tell ’er nothin’!”
Jake kept his hands on the steering wheel, but looked over at Leo, “Really?”
“I know what I felt,” Leo said, turning his head to face Jake. He dropped his voice, “and I know what I heard.” He pressed his lips together and flared his nostrils.
“I can still hear you,” Alice mock-whispered from the back seat.
Leo turned around in his seat, “I’m warning you, little girl!”
“Ease up, Leo. She’s had a rough night,” Jake began. Clearly, he was the good cop. “First, she has a fight with her boyfriend—”
“I don’t have a boyfriend,” Alice cut in. Her cheeks flushed, revealing a nugget of truth Alice didn’t want to think about.
Jake nodded then, and she could have sworn he had his eyes on her in the mirror. At that thought, an unwelcome flutter of butterflies filled her stomach.
“What?” she said defensively.
“Nothing,” Jake replied. “As I was saying, she had a fight with her friend,” he dragged out the word, “then she got hit on by a loser vampire like you, Leo.” Leo flinched at the mention of his name. “And now she’s here in a car with two strangers, and she realizes she’s feeling a bit dizzy from losing huge quantities of her own blood.” Jake paused. “And, she just wants to know where she’s going. Seems a reasonable request to me, Leo.” Jake looked over at his partner.
Leo grunted. “You tell ’er what you wanna tell ’er. But when Drew finds out you lost her because you’ve got a crush on her, don’t come runnin’ to me!”
“Who’s Drew?” Alice piped in, leaning forward and putting her arms up on the seats in front of her. Her newfound spunk surprised her, but she needed information. She would do what she needed to do to get it and get away.
“You’ll find out soon enough,” Jake said. He gave Leo a stern look.
Leo glared back at Jake.
Alice assumed she’d missed something between the two. She could only imagine what that was.
Jake shook his head and kept driving. Slouching back in her seat, Alice looked out the passenger side window at the moon, imagining it was following them, like she used to do as a child.
“Well,” Jake said, “you’re in luck, Alice. It’s going to be light soon; we’re going to have to stop somewhere for the day.”
“Why is that lucky? And how do you know my name?” Alice asked, looking in Jake’s direction.
“You’re in a car with two vampires hurtling down the highway to God knows where, and you’ve decided now is the time to start asking questions?”
“Don’t deflect,” Alice retorted. “I was as good as drugged after Leo attacked me—I’m still a little groggy—and I want to know how you know my name.”
“Drew told us,” Leo answered. He looked at Jake and harrumphed, his arms folded in front of his chest.
“You’re sealing your fate, old man,” Jake said, turning his head.
“I’m shaking.”
“Um, children?” Alice leaned forward to get their attention. “If you’re done fighting, you may want to check out the impending sunrise.” She pointed toward the faint blue line forming on the horizon.
“Dammit, Leo, you distracted me!” Jake said.
“Don’t blame this on me, you’re the one drivin’!” Leo huffed, shaking his head.
Alice fell back in the seat. She put the back of her hand to her forehead and propped herself up with the other hand. Hot and clammy, she suddenly had the urge to vomit.
“Stop the car!” She moved her hand from her forehead to her mouth.
Jake whipped his head around. “Shit!” Alice kept her hand over her mouth and forced her eyes to go wide, silently pleading with Jake to pull over. He obliged, and the car’s tires crunched to a stop over the rocky gravel on the side of the road. Alice watched in amazement as one moment Jake was in the driver’s seat and the next he was opening her door. Her mind struggled to process it all, but she could only focus on not vomiting.
“There you go,” Jake said as he helped her out of the car.
Hand firmly over her mouth, she darted toward the trees, then stopped as she leaned forward and retched. Every time she heaved, she stumbled in the gravel, barely able to keep herself upright. Jake moved to her side to steady her, and hold her hair back. When she had finished, Alice wiped her mouth with the back of her hand then tried to stand upright. She trembled as she let go of her knees, and they buckled. 
Jake held onto her, keeping her from falling and landing in her own puke.
“Thank you,” Alice murmured when she felt steady on her feet. “You don’t happen to have any gum or mints, do you?” she asked, covering her mouth with her fingers and scrunching up her nose in disgust.
“Ah, no. Sorry.” Jake said, shaking his head. “Let’s get you back in the car so we can find a safe place to sleep for the day.”
“Safe for whom?” Alice muttered as she slid into the car, not expecting an answer.
Jake sped back around to the driver’s seat. “We’re not going to hurt you,” he began, then scowled at Leo, “anymore. Actually, we’ve been instructed to bring you back unharmed.” He stressed the last word and glared at Leo again.
Leo turned his head toward the window again, and Alice assumed she’d missed something else.
The night closed in on her. She couldn’t follow their conversation any longer. Her eyes rolled back in her head and she flopped back on the headrest, mouth agape. Too much had happened, and she had lost too much blood. Her body was done for the night.
“Fantastic,” Jake said, his sharp voice cutting through the dark car and barely catching Alice’s consciousness. “She better not be dead, Leo!”
“You know she ain’t dead. Just drive.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Adam

Adam rushed to Sarah’s house. The sun would be up in two hours and he couldn’t wait a whole day to warn her about Alice’s abduction. That Sarah had no reason to believe him or invite him in made no difference to him. She had to know. He had to tell her.
Standing on the snowy sidewalk outside Sarah’s house contemplating how to begin a conversation with her, he let his mind pace as he remained still. He felt bound to Sarah; he was bound to Sarah, or rather, she was bound to him. When she ingested his blood it had left an indelible mark, an unbreakable bond between the two. She would never know it, but whenever she felt nervous, or frightened, or helpless, or even elated, Adam knew it. He felt it, too. Right now, he felt Sarah’s worry, but he didn’t know if she knew what he knew, or if she was worried about something else entirely. It didn’t matter; he needed to talk to her, to get through to her without frightening her.
Finally, he moved up the steps to ring the doorbell. Even though he had been inside this house once many years ago, he had been invited in by Drew. And since Drew was “missing presumed dead” and no longer listed as an owner of the house, Adam’s earlier invitation would no longer be valid. He pressed his index finger to the old-fashioned circular doorbell next to the large solid wood door. The bell chimed behind the walls and he waited, hoping Sarah would answer the door. Just before he reached out to ring again, he heard the creaks from the floorboards upstairs. The movement was slow, but eventually Sarah made her way down the stairs.
He could see her clearly through the glass pane beside the door as she descended the last stair. Her soft hair was rumpled and drawn back loosely from her face. Tension evident in her fingers as she held the fluffy lapels of her bathrobe tight to her chest, her hands drawn close to her heart in a protective manner. Steps from the door, she spotted him. Stopping short, she peeked out the window. One stiff hand gripped her robe, the other went to her mouth. She gasped and her fear radiated out, hitting him like a blow to the chest.
Dazed by her natural beauty and stunned by her fear, Adam froze before registering that she was scared of him. He snapped to attention and sent out rolling waves of calm. The air enveloped her like a warm protective blanket. It slid around her middle and over her shoulders relaxing her. He hoped.
Adam took a small step back, signaling that he was no threat. He softened his entire demeanor, tucking his hands into his pockets, by all appearances, a happy and expected visitor. He continued sending waves of calm, hoping it would make her comfortable enough to open the door. He could talk his way in after that.
Sarah yawned and rubbed her eyes; clearly, his calming waves had worked. She reached for the chain to open the door to him. Adam stayed back as she filled the gap between the door and its frame, theoretically preventing the stranger on her doorstep from entering. It was an instinctive but ineffective move. He made a mental note to talk to Sarah about opening the door to strangers.
“Can I help you?” she asked, her voice groggy with sleep, one hand placed on the doorknob, ready to close the door if need be.
“Sarah, I—” Adam looked her in the eyes. His smile was warm and charming, his thoughts focused on making her feel comfortable. “I have some things I’d like to talk to you about. Won’t you invite me inside?”
Sarah stepped back willingly. Her face brightened at his suggestion of being invited inside and she calmly opened the door. 
“Please,” she said, a warm smile spreading across her face. “Won’t you come in? It’s cold out there tonight!” Throwing the door wide, she stepped back to allow him in.
Adam’s body buzzed with anticipation. After so many years of self-ascribed banishment, this was a moment he had longed for, but it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Taking a deep breath, he said, “Thank you,” as he stepped over the threshold.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sarah

Sarah led him through the living room and into the kitchen, now fully awake and in hostess mode. Something about having that man sitting at her kitchen table made her feel content. She shuffled around the kitchen, no longer gripping her bathrobe. The ceramic mugs clinked together as she brought them down out of the cupboard. The silverware drawer creaked as she opened it, the metallic tinkling of the spoons a familiar part of the tea ritual. The kettle hissed and whistled on the stovetop. Sarah grabbed her favorite blue quilted potholder and wrapped it around the handle of the kettle while she poured boiling water over tea bags in her white china teapot. She set the kettle back on the stove, stirred the contents of the teapot, and replaced the lid with a clink. She grabbed the heavily stained pink striped tea cozy that Alice had crocheted for her back in middle school and placed it snugly over the teapot to keep their brew warm while they talked.
She grabbed the milk from the refrigerator and poured some into the china creamer that matched the teapot. “Do you take sugar?” she asked the stranger.
“No, thank you,” he replied.
Sarah nodded, and brought everything over to the table on a wooden tray.
“Here we go,” she said, passing him a mug and spoon. “This should keep us going while we chat.”
“Thank you, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a cup of tea.”
“I find a warm beverage makes most any news a bit more bearable,” Sarah said as she reached for her own mug and spoon.
“Mmm,” her guest nodded in agreement.
“You know, I just realized I don’t even know your name!” Sarah smiled good-naturedly, then said, “I feel like it’s supposed to be odd that you’re here, but it doesn’t really feel that way. Isn’t that funny?” Her voice rose an octave with the question, and she let a small sigh escape. “I just know you must have something important to tell me if you’re wandering around in the cold at this hour.” She placed the spoon on the table next to the tea cup and continued to adjust it with small moves until it was in the precisely correct location.
“Thank you for inviting me in, and for the tea, Sarah,” he said, reaching for the tea pot. His voice, like silk, caressed her ears. She relished the feeling and leaned in to listen more. “My name is Adam. You’ve actually met me before, but you wouldn’t remember me.” He poured tea into both of their mugs, then paused.
Sarah stopped fiddling with the spoon. Fingers snapped in her mind and the contented haze that had surrounded and propelled her dissipated. How did she get to the kitchen? Why is there a stranger at the table in the middle of the night? She froze, suddenly afraid. She said the only thing she could think of. “Uhm, what did you say your name was?”
Leaning forward and smiling, the man clasped his hands in front of him. “Adam. What are you thinking about, Sarah?”
The man’s eyes held her in place. She shook her head. As the haze cleared, she remembered Alice had told her about someone named Adam. “You’re Adam?” she said, her voice cracking with the question. “You’re Alice’s… Adam?”
He nodded. “Yes. Did she tell you anything about me?”
Sarah’s world wobbled. What appeared to be a man, an ordinary human man, sat across from her. Warning bells sounded inside her mind, but she didn’t move to make him leave. In truth, a stranger, a supposed supernatural killer, was drinking tea in her kitchen and all she could think to do was offer him another cup.
In an attempt to shake away the head fog, she stood and backed away. Stumbling, she leaned on the table to support herself. Part of her brain screamed for her to run, to call the police, anything as long as she fled to safety. But some other part washed her in comfort, urging her to stay close. Gripping the edge of the table, Sarah squeezed her eyes shut. Pieces of memories—were they memories?—bubbled up in her mind, but none of them made sense. Her hands shook as electricity coursed through her body. Needing something to focus on, she searched the room, looking anywhere but at Adam, and settled on watching the clock. The repetitive tick-ticking helped calm her and soon the buzzing drained away.
Not ready to speak yet, she kept her eyes on the clock, watching the red, needle-like second hand make its way from the five, all the way around and back again. All the while, the man at her table never moved.
Trying to appear normal, she returned her seat and addressed Adam. “Yes, Alice told me about you. I, ah, I told her she was being ridiculous.” Sarah paused, conflict clouding her eyes. The man sitting here with her appeared normal, yet his skin looked like marble and a weird energy radiated off him. She felt different because of him. Her gut told her she was right to be concerned regardless of what her eyes saw. “I told her there were no such things as….” her voice trailed off before she could finish the sentence.
Warmth spread through her body when she looked at the man, at Adam. An airy blanket of security and calmness wrapped around her the moment she met his eyes. “This isn’t… this doesn’t make any sense.” Sarah’s voice suddenly became hoarse.
“Are you okay?” he asked, genuine concern in his voice.
Sarah nodded but didn’t speak. She should be running out the door. Instead, she sat trapped in her kitchen, held by his whims.
“Okay, Sarah,” he said. The room suddenly went from warm and fuzzy to downright cozy, and Sarah relaxed–inside and out. Blinking slowly, she looked up at Adam, ready to listen.
“I need to know that you're following me, so I am going to tell you what I am, in my own words.” Sarah watched his hands. His fingers interlaced precisely. They were hard and still, statuelike. Intrigued by this, Sarah looked from his hands up his arm and focused on his mouth. “I’m a vam—”
“Vampire,” Sarah said, finishing his sentence. “You’re a vampire, and Alice was right.”
Sarah pushed herself back and away from the table, the feet of her chair screaking their way along the floor. Agitated, she paced. “My God,” she whispered. “She was right. She was telling the truth.”
Adam never moved, not even to flinch. With her arms wrapped around her middle, Sarah wore a path in the wooden floor. More images surfaced in her mind, aligning and clarifying her own story. Parts that had never made sense, did now. This is a nightmare, she thought. Vampires are not real.
“You were there,” she said, reliving her hazy memories of that night so long ago. “You were there, you called the ambulance.” Still pacing. “Why didn’t I die? What did you do?” Lowering herself back down at the table, she immediately sprang back to her feet. “You gave me blood?” Gripping her scalp, she thought, Alice was right.
“You gave me blood so that I wouldn’t die.” The revelation crashed down on her. Her life story as she knew it was wrong. Had any choices she’d made been hers? What about Alice—how is she alive? Melting into her chair, she raised her hands in front of her face. They were shaking.
“What else could I have done?” Adam said. But Sarah wasn’t listening.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Adam

The sun would be up soon. If Adam wanted information from Sarah, he needed to act.
He took her hand. She flinched, but she didn’t pull away. The feel of Sarah’s skin sent jolts of electricity through him. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He had been struggling with how to tell her about Alice. If he charmed her into relaxing and accepting everything he had to say, he wouldn’t be able to glean any information from her, and she wouldn’t be able to help him strategize. If he chose to tell her straight out, she may retreat further.
Adam chose to maintain body contact while he broke the news. “Sarah,” he began. She remained still, looking straight ahead, but her hand moved almost imperceptibly when he said her name. “Sarah, I came here in the middle of the night because I believe Alice has been kidnapped.” Sarah grasped his hand and squeezed as she brought her eyes up to meet his. The gesture was fueled by nerves and fear, not compassion, as sad as that was for him.
“What?” her voice cracked. She had to clear her throat before she could continue. “What do you mean kidnapped? By whom?”
“Sarah, I think Drew—” Adam caught his mistake and winced. He was not prepared to discuss his relationship with Drew tonight. “Andrew. I think Andrew took Alice.”
Silent and motionless, Sarah kept her hand in Adam’s while her eyes looked straight ahead, glazed over and unfocused. Adam squeezed her hand. He hoped he hadn’t sent her deeper into her thoughts, but Sarah returned his grip and blinked heavily.
“Andrew,” she said. She removed her hand from Adam’s grasp and massaged her forehead. “How do you—” she cleared her throat again. “Ah, how do you know Andrew?” Her voice was shaky, and she ran a nervous hand down the back of her neck as she spoke. She stood and walked over to the counter.
Adam remained seated but turned to watch her and soak up every movement. “Sarah—”
“No,” she said. With her back to him, she placed her hands on the edge of her porcelain sink. “No. Adam.” She locked her elbows and dropped her head. “Dammit,” she said. “Dammit, Adam. You don’t know Andrew! You can’t. He’s dead. He didn’t leave me. He was killed!” She sobbed then, a loud sharp solitary sound that filled the kitchen. She stayed put, her head hanging down. Anger, confusion, and pain radiated from her.
Adam rose to go to her. “Sarah, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I never would’ve—” he stopped himself midway through his confession and looked down.
Sarah turned around to face him. Tears leaked out of her red and puffy eyes. She used the edge of her sleeve to wipe her nose and her cheeks. “Uhm,” dropping her arms to her sides, she stood up straighter. “You didn’t know? What didn’t you know?” She took a step forward and Adam stepped back, reeling from her pain. He refused to dip into her mind, but the waves of ire and distrust, worry and anguish, were so intense, he didn’t need to be a mind reader to know she hated him right then. She’d made life choices based on inaccurate information. Her life could’ve been so different. If only. Adam bowed his head, ashamed of the part he played in her decades-long ordeal.
Sarah moved very close to him. She wrapped her arms around her body in a self-preserving way—the similarity in mannerisms between mother and daughter was not lost on him. She looked up, searching his face. He brought his eyes to meet hers. If I charmed her, she’d never remember, she’d never have to re-live any of this. His heartbeat quickened, apace with hers. Only then did he catch her scent. He’d been so focused on his mission that he nearly missed this glorious moment.
He wished he could revel in it—she smelled of honey and musk—he wished he could take her in his arms, protect her, and whisper soothing and loving words to her. He wished she would reach out to him with the same urgency that he had for her and press her whole body to his. He wished he could make her world whole, and kiss her gently on the neck, behind her ear, his nose nuzzling in the curve where her hair meets her skin, with Sarah laughing at how charming he was. Most of all, he wished he could tell her what she meant to him, what she has meant to him since that first time he saw her in Cascarelli’s so many years before. But Sarah’s next words brought him promptly back to the present.
“You took him from me,” she said. It was a statement made without anger, but heavy with realization. She turned her head away and walked back toward the table.
Adam felt the weight of her words. He knew that everything was riding on what he did and said next. He couldn’t change the past, but he hoped he could make it right now. With vampiric speed, he grabbed her and swept her up into his arms.
Gasping and wriggling, she struggled to break free. “Put me—” Sarah demanded, but Adam cut her off.
“Hold on tight,” he said. “Trust me.” He whisked her out her front door and seconds later they arrived at his tree outside the humanities building. The cold ground held firm under Sarah’s slippered feet as Adam released her. A puff of crystalline snow sparkled in the streetlights from their sudden appearance. Teetering, she grabbed his arm to regain her balance. Adam’s arm warmed at her touch, but any hope that she was happy to be near him was quickly extinguished when she jerked her hand away.
“Oh my God!” Eyes wide and panting, Sarah stammered as she looked around. “H-How did we get here?” Her knuckles blanched as she gripped her robe tightly and pulled it close to her chest. She shivered. “What’s going on? Why are we here?”
“You’re cold,” Adam said. He removed his coat and wrapped it around her shoulders. “I apologize. I didn’t think.” He straightened his jacket on her and allowed his hands to linger on her shoulders. He gave Sarah a reassuring squeeze and a smile. She tensed at his touch but didn’t move to stop him.
“We’re here,” Adam gestured around him and took a step backward, his green eyes sparkling in the light, “because this is my favorite spot. At least, it has been for the last twenty-two years.” Adam ran his hand through his hair; his cheeks flushed, and he looked away from Sarah.
Sarah looked around, her face screwed up in confusion. “I don’t understand,” she said.
“Sarah, it’s you.” He smiled and threw his arms out wide. Once he started speaking, there was no turning back. “You're the reason I’ve been coming to this spot every night for the past two decades. You're the reason I was there the night of your accident, and you're the reason I’m here now.” Sarah stared at him, mouth agape, disbelief in her eyes. “Sarah, there are so many things I need to explain,” he began, his mouth grim, vaguely gesturing at the air around him, “but now isn’t the best time.” He looked off in the distance at the hazy blue sky signaling the impending dawn.
Sarah nodded a tight, sharp nod and breathed in a jagged breath, her arms still protectively wrapped around her midsection. She stared at him, her eyes wide and clear, and exhaled a long slow breath. Adam watched her face take on several expressions, and he could hardly stand to see where she would end up. Sarah chuckled and slowly turned around on the spot. She stopped when she faced Adam. With her hand over her mouth she stood there, shaking her head, the whites of her eyes reflecting the brilliance of the snow as it swirled under the street lights outside her office. Adam felt her disbelief and realized that she was laughing.
Adam’s eyes crinkled, and he smiled. He searched Sarah’s face, trying to read her thoughts without dipping into her mind. “You have questions,” he said.
She nodded. “I have questions.”
“Ask away,” he said. “But quickly. I’ll have to go soon.”
Sarah nodded again. “Why haven’t you tried to bite me?”
Adam’s smile faltered. “Sarah…”
She put her hand up. “Okay. I understand. I think. I—I don’t know if I should run away or stay here and hear you out.” She shuffled her shoulders to bring his coat closer around her body and looked at him. She reached out to stroke his cheek. Adam closed his eyes and stood motionless, reveling in her touch, but his euphoria was cut short when she pulled her hand back.
“You’re so cold,” she said, her voice inquisitive. “How are you so cold?”
Eyes still closed, Adam waited for her to touch him again or not. A moment later, and with the lightest touch, he felt her fingers on his skin. Adam opened his eyes and forced himself to keep a calm demeanor.
“Why aren’t I so cold? It’s freezing out here.” She tilted her head and raised her eyebrows. Her tension was easing.
“I gave you my coat.” He shrugged. “And, I—I can make people feel things. Sometimes.”
Sarah nodded and cupped his cheek with one hand while her other hand held her robe closed. He searched her face, looking for any sign of how she felt, what she was thinking. Sarah gently rubbed her thumb along his chin. His jaw was free of stubble, and her thumb glided smoothly along its curve. She smiled a small smile, but it was big enough to be seen in her eyes. Adam returned her smile and reached up to hold her wrist.
“You’re so cold.” Her voice was filled with awe, and she didn’t flinch at his touch. His heart pounded in his chest. This whole night felt like a crazy dream. But it would have to end, for now. The sky was beginning to lose its midnight blue, signaling the rising of the sun.
Reluctantly breaking his gaze with her, he flashed a small smile. “Sarah, it’s late. I—”
“Take me home,” she said. A smile twitched on her lips. “We can talk more there.”
In a blink, Adam took her home.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sarah

Disoriented and exhausted, Sarah faced Adam from her perch on the stairs, her mind reeling from information overload. It had been such a strange evening: vampires, old wounds reopening, kidnapping, dead husbands not being dead, moving from place to place faster than she could conceive, vampires. Sarah had always considered herself open-minded, but vampires? Even in the presence of a man who claimed to be one, and except for the lack of a demonstrative fang display, had proven to be one, she still couldn’t wrap her mind around the existence of these mythical creatures. If vampires were real, what other legends might exist? Should she line her house with silver during a full moon to ward off werewolves? Would that work? What about zombies? They must be real. She shuttered at the thought. Adam, man or vampire, had told her he thought her daughter had been kidnapped by her husband, whom she had presumed to be dead. He seemed earnest, but maybe he was throwing some sort of vampire juju on her to make her think that. Deep down, and as crazy as it all sounded, the stories he told her made sense. And why would he lie about this? Why come to her, talk to her, comfort her, then kill her? Not even the vilest creatures would spend so much time playing with their victims before committing the inevitable crime—except for maybe cats, and they had their reasons. No, for now, she had to believe him. She would do whatever he needed her to do to get her daughter back home safely.
“Why would Andrew take Alice?” Sarah asked, her body coiled up tightly as she searched Adam’s face for answers. Motionless at the bottom of the stairs, he returned Sarah’s gaze but gave no clues to his thoughts. A mannequin’s expressions would’ve been more readable. Finally, he spoke. “He’s never met her, maybe it is just simple curiosity.”
“Hmmph,” Sarah uttered. “Do you do things out of simple curiosity?” She could think of a few reasons Andrew might have taken her daughter and curiosity didn’t factor into any of them.
“Sarah, I—” Adam began to answer her question but hesitated. He looked down, avoiding her gaze.
She cut him off before he had the chance to lie. “Can you find them?” she asked and stood up to walk him to the door. She would deal with whatever he was hiding later, if any of this actually happened, that is. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was dreaming and would wake up in an hour feeling silly.
Adam stopped at the door and looked at her. Sarah held his gaze, not worrying about the consequences of eye contact. He blinked, and a brief flash of worry appeared before his confident smile and bright eyes returned. “I want to find them,” he said at last.
Sarah nodded and broke eye contact, her arms wrapped around her middle. She should be shouting and crying and feeling anguished that her daughter may have been kidnapped, but right now, she was tired. And overwhelmed. And certain that this man in front of her—regardless of how forthcoming he was—would find Alice and bring her home. Call it mother’s intuition, or woman’s intuition, or simply fatigue-induced delirium. Regardless, she had faith that everything would be okay.
“Sarah, do you have any idea where Andrew might be?”
“Until an hour ago, I thought he was dead,” she said with her eyebrows arched, her eyelids heavy.
Adam bowed his head, “I know, I’m sorry. Truly.”
“I know you are.” She sighed, “He loved New York. He grew up upstate, but he loved Manhattan.” She rubbed her neck and stepped toward the door.
Light ignited Adam’s gaze and the air in the room began to buzz. “I can look for them in New York. If he loved a place in life, there’s a strong chance that he would have returned there as a fledgling in order to find some normalcy in his early chaotic days.”
Sarah gave Adam a small smile. She wanted to share his excitement, but her body and mind were on the verge of shutting down. But thinking about Andrew being in New York, alive or otherwise, stimulated a change within her. Her face lit up. “I should go with you. I know where he used to hang out. The places he loved. Places he’d avoid at all costs.” She grabbed Adam’s wrist as the wheels in her mind spun. On contact with Adam’s skin, a surge of energy whooshed through her, and she saw a brief flash of the Manhattan skyline with a large bright moon on a clear night, Adam’s hand in hers, contentment enveloping the two of them.
Confused, Sarah yanked her hand away. “Adam, what was that? What did I just see?”
Adam gave a wan smile and flitted his eyes toward the window and the rapidly lightening sky. “Nothing, don’t worry,” he said and looked Sarah in the eyes. He brushed his thumb along her cheek and pushed her hair back to rest behind her ear. His hand remained there, and his thumb lightly stroked her face. Sarah melted into his touch and kept her eyes locked on his.
“Sarah, you need sleep. Go back to bed. You’ll feel better in the morning.”
She nodded, she did need sleep, but she couldn’t shake the images that flashed through her mind. Too tired to do anything about it now, she yawned and stepped back.
“Good night, Adam,” she said, her voice gravelly.
“Good night, Sarah,” he said, then fled out her front door.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Alice

Alice winced as a sliver of light bounced off the metal legs of a table. Disoriented, she turned her head to rub the sleep out of her eyes. As she brought her hand up, the cold metal edge of a handcuff dug into her wrist. Not good, she thought, and a rush of images from the previous night flooded her memory: strange vampire inside her head at the bar; same vampire attacking her; new vampire playing good cop to scary vamp’s bad cop; throwing up and blacking out.
Breathing deeply, she took in a more detailed inventory of her situation: the room was dark, but there was a shaft of light coming from the other side: the bathroom in a cheap motel? Her left hand was handcuffed to a table leg, but her right hand was free. Wiggling her feet, she discovered they were free as well. Part of her wanted to sit up and properly survey her surroundings, but she needed to find the two goon vamps that had taken her before she made any sudden movements. Scary movies had taught her that a dark, quiet room was not always just a dark, quiet room—especially if you were handcuffed to a table, and especially if you were traveling unwillingly with two vampires.
With her eyes finally adjusted to the low light, she looked around for Jake and Leo. Jake, she let the name play around in her mind. She smiled to herself in the dark, then realized her mind was wandering, and she had no business following it down that path. Rolling her eyes, she turned so she could clearly see under the beds. We must’ve really been pushing the sunrise, she thought, spying the two vamps at rest. I never would’ve thought of cheap motel beds as makeshift coffin lids.
Shaking her head, she sat up, being careful not to knock anything or make too much noise with the handcuff on the table leg. Though limited in her movements, she had a decent vantage point from her side of the room.
Now what? She couldn’t see a clock and she didn’t have a watch or her phone—Crap! She hadn’t been in contact with any of her friends since she left the bar last night. Lacy’s going to kill me! She had no idea what time it was or how long she’d been passed out, and the thought of trying to explain this to anyone, even her best friend, made her cringe.
A smart girl would strategize. But instead, she stared at the two sleeping vampires. Jake rested under the bed closest to Alice. Good cop or…. she bit her lip and smiled but didn’t allow herself to finish that thought. Lowering her head, she bent over and examined him more carefully. His pale skin glowed in the shadows. Chunky pieces of dusty brown hair stood out at awkward angles, and the deep ‘v’ crease of his upper lip lured her in closer. Without thinking, she lifted her right hand and extended her finger to trace the outline of his lips.
‘Alice!’ Adam’s voice slammed into her head, causing her to gasp and jerk her hand away from Jake’s face.
‘Adam?’ she thought at him.
‘Alice, are you okay? Where are you? Who’s taken you?’
‘I’m fine.’ The response was automatic, but she realized Adam could get her out of this situation. That is, if she trusted him enough to do so. Keeping an eye on her surroundings, she focused on Adam to keep the connection open. She wasn’t too worried about Jake, but she didn’t trust Leo. ‘I’m with two vampires. I take it you didn’t send them?’
‘Alice, they’ll be rising soon. Do you know where you are?’
‘No, I don’t. I mean, we’re in a cheap motel, and I can only imagine we stopped here just before sunrise. I was passed out when we arrived.’
‘Try to keep this connection open, and I’ll find out.’
‘My hero,’ the thought was flat and emotionless as it left her mind. She didn’t know what to think. Why was Adam so interested in her well-being? Was he to be trusted? In the brief time since they met, he had taken her without her permission and stalked her and her friends on campus. What other atrocities had he committed? He had to feed, right? The list of reasons not to trust Adam made her queasy. Then again, he’d had several opportunities to hurt her, and at every turn he chose not to; that had to count for something in his favor.
‘Alice, I—’
‘That’s enough of that,’ Leo interrupted, and the connection with Adam shut down like a steel trap. The void left Alice’s mind buzzing. She attempted to put both her hands to her head, but only succeeded in lifting the right hand; her left hand jerked in the handcuff against the table leg, frustrating her even more.
“Dammit, Leo!”
Leo laughed. “Like I’m gonna let you two get sneaky and conniving!” He slid out from under the bed in one fluid movement, and in a blink was squatting next to Alice. He leaned his face in close to hers, balancing in an unnatural way. “I’m hungry,” he declared, his fangs dropping.
Alice remained still and looked straight ahead. She willed her body not to flinch. This beast would not rattle her.
“Leo,” Jake called from under his bed, “you can’t eat the pretty girl. We have orders.”
“Hmmph,” Leo remarked, then stood up.
◆◆◆
 
“Can somebody please turn on a light? I don’t have vampire vision,” Alice said from her spot on the floor. “And maybe we could lose the handcuffs?”
“Don’t do it, Jake,” Leo barked.
Jake got up and turned on the overhead light. Alice flinched and covered her eyes as the bright fluorescent light flooded her pupils. By the time she brought her free hand down, the handcuffs had been removed. “What…” Alice said and eyed Jake. He winked, and if she wasn’t mistaken, he blushed before looking at his feet.
“Jerk,” Leo said, and stormed into the bathroom, slamming the door.
Jake smirked then turned his focus to Alice. “He used to be in the mob, he doesn’t trust anyone,” he said, by way of an apology.
“What about you?” Alice asked, rubbing her wrist.
“What about me?”
“Were you in the mob?” she glanced up at Jake and blinked. With the light on, she had a much better view of her captor. He is your captor, Alice. Last night she’d only caught shadowy glimpses that hid more than they revealed. He was tall, probably over six feet. His messy hair was cropped close, but not jar-head close, and his eyes were pale and blue. He had an athletic frame—maybe he played basketball in college—with a wide and wicked smile. She caught herself staring and looked away, hoping he hadn’t noticed.
“Me?” he laughed lightly. “No. No, I was never in the mob.”
“What did you do, then?” Alice paused, unsure what she wanted to say next. “Before?”
“Before becoming a vampire?”
Alice nodded then rose. She padded around the bed and floated her hand across the flattened bedspread to flatten it some more. She fluffed the pillows and stood them upright and sat on the bed with her back to the wall. She grabbed another pillow and placed it on her lap to rest her arms on.
Jake walked to the metal table and scooted out one of the chairs. Perching himself between Alice and the door, his watchful position mirrored her own. “I was actually an investment banker,” he said as he sat down.
Alice laughed. “A what?”
“Hey, it was a great job. It was the eighties. I made a ton of money, got laid all the time—” he cleared his throat. “Ah, yeah, it was a great decade.”
“Are you blushing? I didn’t think your kind could do that.”
“Investment bankers?”
Alice gave him a pointed look, then threw one of the pillows at him. Jake laughed and held up his arms to block the pillow from hitting his face. He caught it then sprang from his chair and in a blink, he was straddling Alice, pillow cocked, ready to retaliate.
Alice gasped and pretended to cower under his weight. She scrunched up her eyes and covered her face.
“Not so cocky now, are we?” Jake mocked.
“Get off me!” Alice shrieked through her giggles. Stop flirting with him, Alice!
“As you wish.” And in an instant, Jake was back in his seat, this time resting the pillow in his lap. He flashed her a cheeky grin.
Leo emerged from the bathroom then. “For cryin’ out loud, Jake!” he grumbled. “You think Drew’s gonna be pissed at me? Wait’ll he finds out you been hittin’ on his daughter!”
It was like all the air had been sucked out of the room.
They all froze. Then, suddenly, realization came crashing in.
“Fuck! Leo!” Jake shouted.
“She was going to find out sooner or later!” Leo shouted back, but his voice was hesitant.
Alice had jumped out of the bed at Leo’s initial remark. She stood frozen as the revelation bombarded her. “Drew.” Alice said. “Drew is short for Andrew. Andrew is my father’s name. Andrew is Drew? Drew is my father? This cannot be real,” she said, the words tumbling out of her mouth as quickly as they entered her mind.
“Oh, it’s real, doll.” Leo said, brushing his hands against each other.
Alice’s breath came short and shallow, and she stood unsteadily next to the bed. She balled her hands into fists and her voice shook. “How long until we see him?”
“Alice—you should sit,” Jake said.
“How long?” she demanded.
“We’ll be there tonight,” Jake answered.
Alice nodded, then took a step toward the door. “Let’s go,” she said.
◆◆◆
 
They rode in silence. Alice retreated into her own thoughts, the tension in the car ratcheting up apace with the mile markers as they motored along the highway.
“Guys,” Alice’s voice was small from the back seat. “I need food.”
“Of course. Do you want McDonald’s or something?” Jake asked.
Alice glared at the empty rearview-mirror and let her look speak for itself.
“Oookay. No McDonald’s,” he said, then gestured toward the side of the road, “Leo, look out for food signs.”
“Whatever.”
“Dammit, Leo, just do this,” Jake said, and huffed out a breath.
Leo put his hand up in surrender. “Okay, okay. Food signs.”
Alice slumped in the back seat. The night before had been confusing. It presented a quandary. Hurtling down the highway at the hands of two unknown men – vampire men, at that – she was captive, but in a way, she was also free. Exchanging barbs with the gruff one, Leo, had filled her with a surprising energy. She hadn’t enjoyed herself, exactly, but through the fear and the anger, there was a sense of comfort, of freedom, with these two goons. But now, deflated and shrunken, she mentally rehashed the revelation Leo had unwittingly exposed.
She had a father. He hadn’t been killed or kidnapped before she was born.
He was a vampire.
He never came back to her mother. He never came back to her.
Who turned him? Why? What had he been doing the last twenty-two years? There were so many questions. She wasn’t sure she wanted answers.
‘Adam?’ Alice thought, pushing her thoughts outward and focusing on Adam.
‘I don’t think so, doll,’ Leo cut into her mind, extinguishing any chance of a connection. He half turned in the seat to make haughty eyes at her.
‘Dammit, Leo,’ Alice thought in his direction. ‘Why are you the one who always invades my thoughts?’
‘You mean why can’t you have a sneaky mental rendezvous with Jakey?’ Leo waggled his eyebrows and smirked at her.
Alice rolled her eyes.
‘He can’t communicate with the fully-living like I can.’
‘Why not?’
‘Some of us can, some of us can’t,’ Leo shrugged.
‘I wish you couldn’t,’ Alice stared hard at Leo with her arms crossed over her chest.
‘I bet you do,’ he smirked, his eyes full of mischief.
Leo turned back around to look out the window. “Mama Italy’s Home Cookin’ two miles ahead,” he said. “Will that do ya, doll?”
“Fine,” Alice said, the word sharp as it pierced the air.
“Did I miss something?” Jake asked as he looked from Leo and back to Alice in the mirror.
◆◆◆
 
Alice stared out the window from a booth at Mama Italy’s, ignoring the plate of pasta in front of her.
“Alice,” Jake began, “you need to eat.”
“Yeah,” Leo interjected, “Mama’s gonna be pissed if you don’t!”
“Seriously, Leo?” Jake snapped.
“Okay, okay,” Leo said, holding up his hands. “But, for real, Drew’s gonna be pissed if we don’t get her to him soon.”
“I know,” Jake said. “You’re right. We need to get there already. Alice, you’ve got to eat so we can go.” Jake paused, then said, “Maybe we should we take it with us?”
Alice kept her head turned toward the window but turned her eyes toward Jake.
“If you’re so concerned about Drew,” she elongated his name for emphasis, “why don’t you just knock me out again, so we can magic ourselves there faster!”
“Great idea!” Leo smacked his hands together then placed his palms on the table ready to push himself up.
Jake gave Leo a look, then said to Alice, “Look, I know you're pissed, but you're not pissed at me, so—”
“I’m not pissed at you?” Alice turned to face Jake. “Hell, yes I’m pissed at you, and your mobster pal.” Alice tugged at her sleeves and placed her hands between her thighs. “I should be home nursing a hangover and preparing for spring break. Instead, I’m with you two, being treated like your little pet and on my way to meet a man—a vampire—whom I’m led to believe is my father—that I thought was dead!” Alice’s voice rose with each word she spoke, but she didn’t care. If people noticed—good. Maybe the distraction would provide cover for her to leave. The air around their table crackled and fizzed in the aftermath of her outburst, but Jake and Leo sat stock still.
Alice let a sob escape. She covered her face and continued to sob.
The waitress came over. “Honey, are these men botherin’ you?” she asked Alice.
Jake spoke to the waitress before Alice could remove her hands from her face. “You know the girl is fine. She just wants to go—with us—but she’s waiting for you to bring a to-go box. You also feel bad for the girl, so her meal is on the house.”
Alice’s jaw dropped as she heard the exchange.
The waitress kept her eyes trained on Jake, “You know what? Let me grab you a to-go box, so you guys can get outta here. Dinner’s on the house,” she smiled, then left the table.
Bouncing her foot under the table, Alice thought about her situation. If she got back into the car with those two, it was game over for her.
Once the waitress returned with the box, Jake slid Alice’s food into it, closed it and stood. Leo followed suit, obviously eager to leave.
“C’mon, Alice. We need to go,” Jake said, offering his hand to her. She looked up at him with red, swollen eyes but made no effort to move from the booth. “Please,” Jake prompted again.
Alice remained still as her mind worked. A few seconds passed before she rolled her eyes and slid along the bench toward Jake. Leo had already started walking toward the door.
Taking in her surroundings, she scanned the place for possible escape routes. Behind the register, at the end of the bar on the far side of the restaurant, she spotted a neon EXIT sign hanging above the hallway that led to the restrooms.
Alice grabbed Jake’s hand as she stood, then said, “Thanks, Jake.” She flashed him a small smile and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Um, I need the restroom before we go,” she paused, nudging her head in the direction of the bathroom. “It’s been a while.” She moved past him toward the bathroom and ultimately her escape. Keep your cool, Alice.
“Oh, uh, sure, of course,” Jake said, taking a step back to allow her to pass.
Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Leo shake his head and shove the glass door open. The chimes signaled his departure. Jake followed, carrying the to-go box.
◆◆◆
 
Alice padded carefully down the hallway toward the restroom. Heartbeat pounding in her ears, she opened the door to the women’s room and walked in. Two sinks held their place in a gray Formica counter-top. Leaning over, she rested her hands on the counter’s edge and looked at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t seen herself since leaving to meet up with her girlfriends the night before. I look like shit. Red eyes with dark circles and pasty and blotchy skin stared back at her. And her hair? Gross. God, she thought, rubbing her cheeks, how old am I? The water from the faucet was ice cold as it rushed out. She splashed it on her face, shocking her brain into gear and hoping it might help her appearance a little, too.
“Okay, Alice,” she said quietly. Taking deep breaths, she geared herself up. “Time to think like a vampire.”
She played through her options in her mind. A. Go back out there and wait for them to take you to Drew, for who knows what reason, she paused, and swallowed hard. What if he needs to eat me as some sort of sick vampire bloodline ritual? The thought made her shudder. No, they said you were to be delivered unharmed. Either way, let’s not go with A. She turned around and leaned against the counter. Tilting her head back, she gazed at the pocked Styrofoam tiles in the ceiling. B. Attempt to leave undetected and run as fast as you can to hide from them. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. They’re faster and have super-smell. She paced in front of the stalls rejecting ideas. Nothing she came up with gave her any advantage. Time was ticking; the vampires would become suspicious if she didn’t think of something soon.
◆◆◆
 
The restroom door creaked as Alice pushed it open. She cringed at the sound it made and hoped it was louder in her head than it was in real life. Peaking her head around, she spied the rear exit door. It’s an exit, it has to lead outside. It was too late to back out now, anyway.
The hallway was empty. Squeezing through the door, she positioned herself so that the main dining area was visible while she remained out of sight. Unable to plan too much for fear of Leo getting in her head, she scanned the restaurant and noted her captors were not by the front door. She hoped they had gone to the car to wait, and that they weren’t lurking around the corner just out of view. Damn. She hadn’t considered that possibility before. Her heartbeat quickened. Palms slick with sweat, she worked to bring her breathing under control. You’ve got two choices, Alice, she thought, stay, and be at their mercy, or make a break for it and see what happens next.
She bolted for the door.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Adam

The alarm sounded, and Adam bounded out of bed and raced to his car to get a jump on Alice’s captors. He
hadn’t wanted to sleep the day away and miss any opportunity to track down Alice, but if she had been taken by vampires, and he was certain that she had been, then they also would have been stuck where they were for the day. His gut told him this was Drew. With Sarah’s revelation that Drew loved Manhattan, Adam’s search area narrowed significantly. He’d worry about the details when he got closer.
The yellow indicator lights on his black BMW flashed as he hit the unlock button twice on his key fob. The tweet-beep of the alarm disengaging echoed around the nearly empty student lot. There was space for his car at Goodrich, but he parked on campus because an unclaimed BMW would stand out in the small gravel driveway at the house. Anonymity had its price.
He flung open the door and shot into the driver’s seat, pushing the ignition button and buckling his seatbelt simultaneously. The streets were quiet at this hour, but Adam eased out of the parking lot and drove cautiously away from town. He didn’t need an over-eager and under-quota townie cop noticing him; he just wanted to make it to the highway, so he could floor it and find Alice before Drew got to her.
Driving east on I-94 and heading toward New York, Adam sent a telepathic signal to Alice. The moment the connection was made, Adam felt another supernatural wall shoot up. Damnit! The failed connection was not entirely fruitless because he discovered their blood bond was stronger than the obstacle of physical distance. Still, he’d have to rely on what he already knew. The night before, Alice’s mother had revealed Andrew’s love of New York. As a novice vampire, Andrew would’ve sought the comforts of home and that meant New York City. A fleeting urge to visit Wales passed through Adam and tugged at his heart as he thought back to his time as a newly turned vampire. He understood the desire to go home.
◆◆◆
 
Traffic on 94 was heavy but moving. One hand on the steering wheel and the other on the console, Adam scrolled through his playlist until he found The Doors’ “Riders on the Storm.” The tinkling of the piano keys and driving rhythm pulled him out of his thoughts and cleared his mind. He stared straight ahead, not bothered by the glaring red rear lights that would’ve fatigued most drivers.
He imagined the flow of traffic was blood flowing through veins: traveling from city to city, place to place, never actually ending, but being pumped through by the continuous ebb and flow of people entering and exiting the highway. Adam put his head back on the headrest and let the music take over. A steady stream of headlights from the opposite side of the highway worked in concert with the rear lights ahead, and through drowsy eyelids he envisioned a living backdrop to the soundtrack playing in his car.
He sighed. Being a vampire normally exempted him from the mundane annoyances of human life, but the curse of heavy traffic persisted.
Several hours and 250 miles later, Adam was brought out of his highway hypnosis by the beep of his car’s fuel gauge warning him he’d need to fill up soon or risk thumbing it to New York. While that wouldn’t be the worst outcome, and feeding sounded good right now, he liked driving and saw no reason to give that up.
He rubbed his hand over his smooth chin and face to bring himself fully into the present. Blinking several times, he focused on signs and sights outside the car. A sign up ahead indicated that Newton Falls, OH, would be the last reputable place to fill up before exiting Ohio and entering Pennsylvania. “Okay, Newton Falls, Ohio, let’s see how reputable your gas station is,” he said, then pulled into the exit lane.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Alice

The door made a ka-thunk whoosh sound as Alice slammed her body into the metal bar-handle and stumbled out into the frigid evening. The wind stung her cheeks and the black star-free sky pressed in around her. She breathed heavily and looked around. Her mind raced but nothing helpful surfaced. The heavy door slammed behind her and she jumped and let out a yelp. Covering her mouth, she turned around to make sure no one had heard or followed her out.
Now what? She wrapped her arms around her waist and gripped the fabric of her sweater, twisting it in her fists. She kept her feet firmly planted but craned her neck and squinted her eyes as she surveyed the area. There was a large brown metal dumpster up against the wall to her left with bits of trash surrounding it and scattered along the wall to the right. The u-shape of the restaurant created an alley out back, about thirty feet long, so Alice couldn’t see anything other than what lay straight ahead. The only light came from a dim bulb right outside the door, placed there for the staff to throw out the trash and linger for a cigarette. The alley appeared to be paved, though it was old and cracked and hadn’t been shoveled since the last snowfall.
The longer she stood still, the foggier her brain became. Jake and Leo would surely have heard her clumsy attempt at escaping. She needed to move, or at the very least think of something other than the smell emanating from the dumpster and the putrefaction associated with it. She shook her head and gagged.
The cold seeped in through her clothes. She’d only been wearing a sweater and jeans when she got out of the car, and that’s all she had on now. Darkness loomed in the distance, seemingly sucking the walls into its giant mouth. Shaking from the surge of adrenaline, Alice stared into the void. The unknown in front of her and vampires at her back, the choice seemed impossible. But Alice had never been one to  allow others to dictate the path her life would take, and she wasn’t about to change that now.
Breathe, Alice, she told herself. Focus, remember your goal. She followed her own instructions and closed her eyes, taking a deep, calming breath. She pursed her lips together as she exhaled and opened her eyes.
It was quiet. No chatter coming from the other side of the door, no shuffling of rodents or other creatures you might expect to find near a restaurant’s dumpsters. In the unnerving silence, her thoughts became muddled and she lost her focus. Oh god, what if Jake and Leo have killed everyone inside because of me? She propelled herself back toward the door where she’d made her escape not even a minute before. Placing her hand on the door handle, she hesitated. If she went back inside she may as well sign her own death warrant. Out here, she still had a fighting chance.
Instead of pulling the handle, she turned and ran, stopping short when she reached the end of the alley. She paused, then slowly peeked her head around one of the corners, looking in all directions and listening for any footsteps on the asphalt. Certain she was alone, she dashed out into the dark night. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it would have to do.




CHAPTER THIRTY

Leo

Leo chuckled and shook his head. He had been inspecting his fingernails while they waited for Alice.
“What?” Jake asked, his eyes glued to the front door.
“Nuthin’…”
“What is it, Leo?” Jake asked again, annoyance noticeable in his voice.
“You wouldn’t appreciate the humor.”
“Try me.”
“Your little girlfriend’s got ’erself so worked up, she thinks we’ve killed everyone inside!” Leo broke out laughing.
“You’re right, I don’t appreciate the humor,” Jake said. “Do you know where she is?”
“I know where she isn’t—and that’s in this car, with us, on the way to meet her daddy.”
Jake rolled his eyes.
“Her daddy, who’s graciously allowed us to remain undead provided we do this one thing for him.” Leo emphasized this point by poking Jake in the arm.
“I got it, Leo,” Jake sighed. “Dammit. Now what?”
“You tell me, smart guy. You're the one who said to ‘let her go.’” Leo shook his head, then tapped the window. “There.”
“What? Where?”
“She’s running!” Leo made a move to open the car door.
“Don’t,” Jake commanded from the driver’s seat, his hands gripping the wheel. “Not yet. See where she goes.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Adam

Adam filled up in Newton Falls. Once finished, he pulled over into a parking space. He placed his hands on his steering wheel and closed his eyes.
“Alice?” he spoke the word as well as throwing his thought net out to catch her.
Nothing.
Adam tilted his head back and sighed deeply. He lifted his head and checked his watch. If they got on the road at sunset, they would’ve been moving for four hours. That put them close to Manhattan by now, provided they got about five hours’ driving in yesterday.
Damn.
“Okay, Alice, one more try,” Adam spoke to his empty car. This time he focused all his energy on sending out a message. Again, he closed his eyes and gripped his steering wheel. ‘Alice, if you hear me, respond by telling me where you are.’
Pause.
‘I’m in the woods!’
Adam’s eyelids popped open and he slammed the car into reverse, tires squealing as he left the parking lot.
‘Alice, are you still there? I’m on my way! Do you have any idea where the woods are?’
Silence.
“C’mon, Alice.” Adam tapped his steering wheel and repeatedly checked his mirrors to keep his mind busy while he waited for her to reply. “Talk to me!” Gripping the wheel, he pushed his foot all the way to the floor. Road signs and mile markers flew past in a blur. In those brief, silent moments, his mind had already made several mental leaps to count Alice as dead. Why isn’t she responding? He squeezed his eyes and blinked away any negative energy. There were no suspicious supernatural walls like there had been before, but worse; he felt no connection at all. Driving took priority, but he kept his mind open just in case she responded.
‘I’m here. But I think they can hear us when we talk like this,’ Alice sounded breathless in Adam’s mind.
‘I think you’re right. But I can’t help you if you don’t tell me where you are.’ By this time, Adam’s BMW was moving well over a hundred miles per hour along the nearly deserted highway.
‘We stopped for dinner, for me, at a place called Mama Italy’s, just off the highway somewhere in Pennsylvania. I don’t know where we’re going. But I am here now, and I think I’ve already said too much.’
Adam understood her nervousness, but he kept her talking. ‘It’s okay. Just stay put. When I get close I’ll be able to find you.’
It was quiet for a moment and Adam tried not to worry. He had hoped she would talk through her nervousness. ‘Alice—’
Just as Adam spoke in her mind, Alice sent a message back to him. A message he was hoping he could avoid until he’d caught up with her. ‘Adam, do you know my father? The vampire?’ She stressed the last word.
Adam winced at the question, but he’d need to confess eventually. ‘Yes.’
There was a long, empty pause. The seconds felt like minutes, hours, as Adam waited. The leather of his steering wheel had turned shiny from his worrying hands.
The crackle and buzz that signaled a new mental message came through and Adam let out a long, slow breath. His relieved feeling didn’t last long as the popping and fizzing intensified, turning violent in his mind long before her words came through. ‘I knew it! You’re all liars! Don’t bother trying to find me. I’m not interested in being a pawn in one of your stupid games! Leave me out of it!’
‘Alice! I can’t leave you out there. I don’t know who’s out there with you, and… and I promised your mother I’d get you home safely.’
‘Why are you talking to my mom!’
Adam flinched as he heard her mental voice ratchet up an octave. He shook his head as her accusation echoed through his mind. He broke her. His choices, his actions, broke Alice before she was born. Ashamed and desperate to atone, he replied the best way he could.
‘Alice, I went to your mother to find out where you might be going. Your mother wants you safe, and I want to help. I am coming to get you to bring you home. You can hate me all you want, but I will do that for her.’
Alice didn’t reply. Adam kept driving. Her silence made his heart heavy, but he couldn’t explain his relationship with her father via telepathy.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Alice

The woods were dark. Thick swathes of heavily needled branches blocked out much of the light from the cloudy night sky. Alice crouched as she made her way through the woods, only her nerves pushed her forward. Her eyes had had time to adjust, but in this darkness, she saw only silhouettes. Tall trees became giant umbrella-wielding monsters and life-size stick figures.
“Keep your cool, Alice,” she whispered, knowing full well a panic attack was setting in. Waves of apprehension danced up her spine as bats screamed and raccoons wailed somewhere off in the distance. Nocturnal creatures crunching leaves and snuffling around in the soil became madmen with axes looking for a scared young woman to prey on. Hands on her head, she cowered, as if that would hide her from any of these nighttime ghouls. She tensed and coiled her muscles until she was a knot of tension under a fragile armor of skin and clothes.
Her chest tightened, and she choked on the air as it pushed in around her. Twigs snapped as she fell to the ground, sending streaks of icy panic up her arms toward her heart. Her fingers sunk into the soft, cool soil and she grabbed at it hoping to ground herself, to find her way out of this panic. On her hands and knees, she hyperventilated, forcing oxygen into her lungs to calm her overworked nerves.
Several agonizing moments later, the overwhelming panic had dissipated. Alice blinked back tears and sat on her heels, her hands resting on her thighs as she regulated her breathing.
The forest remained quiet, giving Alice time to think about what would happen next. She knew she’d sounded petulant in her last brain-to-brain message to Adam, but how was she supposed to feel? She’d been thrust into this strange supernatural community and expected to just accept things for what they were, regardless of how she felt about any of it. Her entire life she’d thought her father had died. Her mother had mourned him and had lived her life as a widow. And now? Now, vampires are real, her father apparently is one, and she is somehow connected to all of this through a manipulative and controlling vampire named Adam.
What the hell am I supposed to do! It’s cold. I can’t call anyone. I don’t have a car. I don’t even know where I am. Vampires everywhere and I’m stuck under a tree in the woods. Alone. More tears rolled down her cheeks, and she let them. Eventually someone, some vampire, would find her, but for now, she wanted to sit and cry and feel sorry for herself and her ridiculous predicament. Giving in, she sat against the trunk of a tall pine tree and sobbed for several minutes.
With her panic gone and her pitifulness all cried out, her body relaxed, and she felt good. Renewed. She could see better, if not well, in the shrouded darkness of the forest. She looked down at her hands and wiggled her fingers, relishing each smooth and fluid movement. Not the best way to recharge the batteries, but I’ll take it. She laughed out loud and clapped her hand over her mouth when she remembered she was supposed to be hiding. God, Alice, send a flare out why don’tcha?
“Now, I wait,” she said. The sound of her voice hung in the dark and reminded her that she was truly alone, and when that changed, her world would also change. She couldn’t go back to being Alice, the undergrad. That life for her was over, but now what? Was she expected to finish school? Get a regular job? Get married? Have babies? These questions were overwhelming for most people, but now that vampires were real and part of her life, she couldn’t think of anything else.
She shivered. Why haven’t they come for me? I’m sure they can sense my increased heart rate or my nervous pheromones, hell, even my super loud footsteps.
“Something isn’t right,” she said, and dug her fingers into her jeans.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Jake

“Anything?” Jake asked Leo.
“Well, she hasn’t reached out to her pal in a while. But I’m pretty sure they both know we haven’t left yet.”
“I figured as much. She doesn’t strike me as a damsel in distress,” Jake said, glancing at Leo as he rested his head against the window. He was a little jealous of the connection Leo had with Alice. Maybe if Jake had also been able to read Alice’s mind, this situation wouldn’t be so tense.
“Have you heard anything from Drew?” Leo asked.
“Not a word.”
“Hmmm.” Leo sat upright. “He’s gonna flip if we ain’t back tonight.”
Jake slowly nodded in agreement. “Listen, we need to get as far away from Mama Italy’s as we can.”
“Why? I thought the food was pretty good here.”
“Really? Now you have a sense of humor?” Jake shook his head. “Anyway. Let her think she’s bested us, then we ambush them once her pal arrives.”
Now it was Leo’s turn to nod. “Yup.”
“Are you sure you don’t have any idea who her knight in shining armor is?”
“Nope,” Leo said, “but he’s definitely a vamp. I can’t hear any other supernaturals.”
“Don’t you think it’s strange that Drew didn’t warn us about him? That we might encounter some trouble from another vamp?”
“I try not to think too much.”
“Thanks,” Jake said. “I don’t know why I bother.”
“Me neither,” Leo replied, chuckling to himself.
Jake ignored this last quip. “Okay, I’m gonna hide the car. No need to give ourselves away so easily. Then, we position ourselves—separately—on the far side of Alice. You're sure you heard her tell him about the restaurant?”
Leo nodded.
“Okay. Good. He’ll most likely follow her trail from the restaurant straight to her.”
“23 skidoo.”
“What?” Jake paused, and looked coolly at his partner. “23 skidoo? We’re not in Chicago, and it’s not 1920, Leo…”
“Don’t I know it.” Leo sighed, then opened his door. In a blink he had vanished into the woods.
“Leo! I have to move the car first!” Jake groaned and rolled his eyes.
◆◆◆
 
Jake raced out through the woods to take up his post. Leo had done the same.
He stood still and closed his eyes. The sounds and smells of nature provided the backdrop for his thoughts. He tried not to think about the blush on Alice’s cheeks while they flirted earlier. At best it would be a Stockholm Syndrome situation. At worst, well, she wouldn’t win, and he didn’t want to think about that. But then, he remembered the way she left the faintest trace of cinnamon in the air as she moved through the room. A smile crept onto his face, and he must’ve hummed aloud because Leo abruptly intruded his silent reverie.
‘You’re playin’ with fire, lover boy.’
‘Can it, Leo.’
‘I mean, I don’t care or nuthin’, but seems to me you’re only gonna make things harder for yourself you keep doin’ all that googly-eyed shit with this girl. She ain’t worth it, man.’
‘Shove it, Leo. And stay out of my head.’
Jake could hear Leo sniggering, and he imagined him with his hands up in his typical “ain’t no skin off my nose” Leo-stance. Fuck what Leo thinks. It’s not up to him, anyway. Jake shook his head and closed his eyes, trying to get back into his dream. It was too late. Leo had wrecked all that for him. He was right, of course. But Jake would never tell him that.
A car door shut somewhere in the distance. Alice wouldn’t have heard it, but Jake did. He could’ve heard a dog pissing a mile away. A new scent wafted toward Jake. It was unfamiliar, but one-hundred percent vampire.
‘He’s here.’
‘I know,’ Leo replied.
‘And I know you're here so don’t do anything stupid.’ The intruder interrupted their mental volley.
‘It’s two against one – who’s stupid?’ Leo said.
Jake wondered what this new guy looked like. Was he really Alice’s friend, or more than that, even? He ran his fingers through his hair and straightened his shirt without thinking about why.
“Alice! Stay where you are,” the intruder called, his voice rattling through the trees. “It seems your friends decided to stick around and wait for me. I don’t think they intend to play nicely, though.”
Jake shook his head. ‘I guess we’re done with the secrets,’ he thought at Leo. But he would’ve done the same had he been in the intruder’s position. The new guy placed himself near Alice and the hairs on the back of Jake’s neck stood up.
“Why did you even come here, Adam?” Alice stepped out from under her tree. It was the first time Jake had seen her since she took off at the restaurant. She still smelled like cinnamon, but her eyes were not sparkling. “All of you, what do you want from me? Just leave me alone!”
Jake grimaced at the venom in her voice. She was scared, and he was sorry for that, but he had a job to do. No way he was going to let some new guy with a control problem wreck that.
Clearly laying claim to Alice, the intruding vampire, Adam, crossed his arms over his chest and raised his chin as he glared at Jake. Buzzing with adrenaline, Jake tensed, ready to strike. He glanced at Leo and, in unison, the pair stepped toward Alice.
Adam also stepped closer, putting them all within an arm’s length of each other. Violent electricity raked the air, zapping and popping as it leaped from vampire to vampire. Jake kept his eyes on Alice and the newcomer. He didn’t trust him, and he couldn’t be sure, but it didn’t look like Alice trusted him either. He noticed she had backed away as Adam came near.
Chests heaved, and fangs dropped all around. Alice was stuck in the middle of the vampires, and Jake felt responsible for her safety. On his toes, he was ready to take out Adam at the slightest movement.
“Now boys,” Adam said. “I’m just here to bring Alice home. Why don’t the two of you run along back to Drew. I’m sure he’ll have another caper all lined up for you soon.”
“Why don’t you skedaddle?” Leo snarked. “We got orders, and I for one ain’t interested in coming back empty handed.” Jake caught his eye and nodded. He didn’t need telepathy to know his partner was as amped up and ready for a fight as he was.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Alice

Nervous energy coursed through Alice. Thoughts of escape kept her feet moving in chaotic zigzags inside the circle of amped up vampires. Her nervousness added to the energy feud, the air popping and cracking as twigs and dried leaves snapped underfoot. Determined to run, she remained alert, looking for an opening, but without a plan, she would have to wait and see how this played out. The monsters held their ground, each glaring at the other. All because of her. How long have they been out here waiting for me?
‘Long enough, toots.’
“Leo!” Alice stopped moving. “Stop invading my thoughts!”
“Oh, but it’s so fun!” Leo chuckled in reply.
Adam and Jake hissed at each other. Leo kept his guard up, but made no sound. The hairs on Alice’s arms raised as the air became charged with the vampires’ increasingly hostile energy. The whole situation was on a hair trigger. One misstep would spark an all-out war. How did I get here? She flashed her eyes between the two hissing vampires. She’d been stupid to think she could’ve trusted either one. Neither of these men had her best interests at heart. Vampires fighting over me… She shook her head. This ends tonight.
Adam moved, and Alice halted her getaway plans. He eased his posture, his shoulders rolling forward. She imagined a snake coiling before it strikes. “Leo and Jake, is it?” He clasped his hands together in front of him, clearly trying to look relaxed and in control. Alice looked at Leo and Jake, and they seemed surprised that he’d let his guard down. “Why exactly does Drew want to see Alice?”
“Like we’re gonna tell you!” Leo spit in reply. Alice found herself kind of rooting for Leo. She snickered, and Adam glared at her. She looked down, suddenly very interested in the leaves at her feet.
Adam took a half-step back and put both his hands up. “Touchy, touchy.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “I’m just surprised the two of you would just do whatever Drew asks, without question.”
“What do you care?” Leo asked, jutting his chin forward. Alice understood why the mob had utilized him back in the day.
Jake spoke up, playing good cop to Leo’s bad cop. She’d seen that act before. “It’s okay, Leo,” he turned to face Adam. “Drew wanted to see his daughter, and he asked us to come get her. I guess he just doesn’t trust you being around his little girl—who knows what might set you off.” Jake’s calm demeanor wasn’t fooling Alice. The tension in the circle ratcheted higher despite the calm words and easy postures.
Adam turned his head away. That didn’t make sense. Why didn’t he fight back? Why would Drew not trust him, specifically?
The air turned heavy, and silence hung over them like a wet towel. Nobody moved.
Something was going on, and Alice wasn’t part of it. She couldn’t stand being left out.
“I’m a grown woman, and I’m standing right here!” she whined, sounding more like a petulant toddler than she had intended.
“Alice,” Adam said as he turned to face her, his voice plaintive. “Please, stay behind me. We know these two goons aren’t above attacking you. I don’t want it to happen again, especially not when we’re so close to getting you back home.”
Alice stood defiant among the vampires. She scowled at Adam, then cast her eyes at Jake. She wished she knew what he was thinking.
“Don’t,” Alice said to Adam. “I don’t need your protection.”
“What?” His shoulders dropped.
The change in Adam’s demeanor didn’t go unnoticed. Alice pushed her shoulders back, pulling strength from the crack in his façade. Leo rubbed his chin and nodded at Jake.
Adam looked at Alice, his jaw working. Hands on hips, he narrowed his eyes  until they were slits. “What are you talking about? Alice, I’m here to bring you home. They have already hurt you once—”
“How did you know my father was a vampire?”
Leo rubbed his hands together and whispered, “Ooh, this is gettin’ good.” Jake elbowed him and Alice shot daggers at the pair.
“I…,” Adam began, but he didn’t say anything else.
Alice waited for his response with her arms crossed. When he kept silent for too long, she sighed. With a heavy heart, she finally understood.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
Alice shook her head and pressed her lips together.
“My mom thought he was dead. I thought he was dead. Why didn’t you say anything before? You had plenty of time when you were trying to charm me or whatever it was you were doing when you grabbed me and threw me over your shoulder.” Breathing heavily, Alice snarled as a deep anger smoldered just under the surface.
Adam went to Alice and grabbed her hand, attempting to pull her close.
Alice reeled in horror and pulled her hand away. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”
“Alice—”
“What did you do?” it came out as a whisper.
“I—”
“You murdered him! You wrecked my family!” She paced. “Do you have any idea what you’ve put my mom—me—through?” She stopped and looked hollowly at Adam, a steam train-worth of anger building up inside. She lunged at him and pushed him hard in the chest. Adam stumbled back half a step, clearly unprepared for her outburst.
“Alice, please.” He reached out to her, but she shook his hand off as she stormed away from him.
“Shut. Up!” She stopped on the spot, her finger pointed at his chest. “You knew exactly what you were doing all those years. You weren’t keeping a watchful eye over my ‘clumsy’ mother or fulfilling some sort of fatherly role for me, you were watching carefully to make sure my father, my real father, didn’t return and wreck your, your—I don’t know what! But you are not the benevolent creature you’ve painted yourself to be, Adam.” Out of steam and ready to be done with all of them, she stopped moving and put her hand to her forehead.
From the corner of her eye, Alice saw Jake and Leo gearing up to grab her. “You don’t need to pounce.” She nodded in Adam’s direction. “I’m not going anywhere with him.”
Guilt dripped off Adam. Alice glared at him, making no effort to assuage his shame. She stared him down a few seconds longer, then turned and walked way. She didn’t need to convince herself not to look back. She was done with Adam. She was done with vampires.
From behind her came a loud cracking sound followed by a thump. Startled, she stopped and turned around. Adam lay sprawled on the ground unconscious while Leo held a large tree limb, a self-congratulating grin on his face.
That’s one down. Shaking her head, she walked away.
◆◆◆
 
Resignation turned to anger as Alice made her way through the woods, back toward the presumed safety of the restaurant. With each step, a fresh and intensified wave of ire washed over her. How could I be so blind? she thought. My whole life – my whole existence is a fabrication. He treated me—he treated us—like pawns in his stupid game!
“Ughh!” Alice growled, and her voice carried through the woods on the crisp night air. She stopped walking and stamped her feet. She wanted to run. And scream, but the vampires were close behind her. She’d never shake them.
She hadn’t asked for any of this. Instead of gearing up for finals and stressing about that, she was in the woods running for her life. Why? Maybe she should just give in. Let them take her. What’s the worst that could happen? No. She needed to run. Action, not reaction. Her whole body buzzed with rage. Rage she could use. Anger could propel her forward. She let those horrible feelings flow through her. This wasn’t like her, but she needed to find strength. Determination.
After several gut-wrenching moments of feeling like her insides were twisting their way out of her body, Alice took a long and cleansing breath. You got this, girl!
Ready to run, she opened her eyes. There stood Jake. She turned her head. Leo guarded her back.
“Great! That’s—that’s just great!” she blurted out. Anger mixed with adrenaline and her body shook. Her fingers trembled. Through heavy eyelids, she glowered at Jake. She had been so close, yet she never would’ve made it. Knowing that made this situation even more frustrating. Disappointment bubbled up through her and she sobbed. Whole body, shoulder heaving, sobs. She fell to her knees and held her hands over her face as the tears flowed.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Jake

Jake stood passive as Alice broke down. He understood the pressure. Not her pressure exactly, but he’d felt pressure and pain, when he was human. Life in the eighties hadn’t been all sex, coke, and parties.
Tension emanated from Leo, and Jake glanced at his partner. Leo scuffed at the ground, clearly uncomfortable with the human’s show of emotion. Leo had been human once, but Jake had never seen him get caught up in anyone’s emotions, especially not those of a human girl.
‘I hate seein’ dames cry, okay?’
Jake frowned and nodded his head. ‘Good to know.’ He returned his attention to Alice and stood motionless while she vented all her anger, frustration, confusion, and sorrow. Then, when she appeared to be spent, he made his way over to her.
“Hey,” he whispered as he approached. He tried to project calm and happy thoughts, but projecting emotions had never been his forte.
Alice raised her head, her eyes puffy, red, and raw. “What?” she said, her voice tired and thick. She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand and stood up. “I’m not going with you.”
“Okay,” Jake said, his hands in his pockets, his stance easy. He had hoped his body language would work on her, since she clearly wasn’t feeling any different based on his attempted projection of emotion.
“Okay? Ha.” Alice snorted, then spit. “Ugh,” she groaned. Jake looked at the ground as she composed herself and tried not to laugh at her momentary lack of decorum. “So gross. Sorry,” she said. Jake caught her eyes and held her stare. He didn’t want to frighten her away when he was so close to convincing her to trust him.
“Yeah, that was pretty gross,” he laughed. Alice tucked her hair behind her ear and looked away. Jake smiled at the unconscious motion. So innocent. So… delicate. How could he not be smitten?
He kept his focus on her, but kept his hands firmly in his pockets: Mr. Easy-going, Mr. Not-a-Threat.
“I mean it,” she said, her eyes locking on his. “I’m not going with you.”
“I heard you the first time,” he replied. “What are you going to do now?”
“I don’t know. And why would you think I’d tell you my plans?”
“I don’t think you will. But it sure would make this a lot easier.”
“Make what easier?” Alice said, anger sparking in her voice again. “This—this, whatever this is—is over now. You guys tried, but you’ve failed. I have no interest in meeting my fa— Drew! Ugh! Just leave me alone!” She jumped up abruptly and ran away from Jake and Leo.
“Alice!” Jake called after her. “Don’t do this!” He stared at her as she ran, willing her to stop, but it didn’t work. “Shit,” he hissed, shaking his head.
“Want me to grab ’er?” Leo asked, poised for the chase.
“No,” Jake shook his head. “No, I’ll do it.” He watched her run farther away, but he made no move to follow her.
“Whattaya waitin’ for?”
“I said I’ll do it, Leo!” Jake strained a look at his partner then threw a mental message to him, ‘She’ll hate me for this.’
“It’ll be easier that way, pal,” Leo replied aloud.
“Yeah,” Jake said. Then in a blink he sped off through the woods to re-capture Alice.
◆◆◆
 
“Help me!” Alice screamed.
Shit! Jake sped up. ‘I hope no one’s hanging out late at the diner,’ Jake thought at Leo.
‘Just keep your eye on the prize.’
Jake needed to grab her before she broke through the clearing. She was fast, faster than he’d expected. But her human legs were no match for his vampiric speed.
One more step, that’s all she needed. Part of Jake wanted her to win. To make it. But he had orders.
He grabbed her and whispered in her ear. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it. Then he bit her.
He held her close to his body, cradling her head and neck in his hand. She struggled for a moment, but then went limp, her body heavy in his arms. She was so warm. Her forehead and the bridge of her nose glistened with sweat. Droplets ran down her scalp, behind her ears and made their way down her neck and into Jake’s mouth. Salt mixed with determination on his tongue and Jake’s thoughts rambled. He was sorry to have bitten her—he liked Alice, but after this she would never forgive him. He had a job to do, and he was doing it, though now he wondered why he agreed to it. Why had he been sent on this job? Why now? What did Drew hope to achieve? Her blood filled his mouth and he fell into a swoon, pulling the sweet life-giving elixir from her body. Her heart had been beating furiously as he bit her, so her blood flowed and flowed.
He was in heaven.
And hell.
“Alright, lover boy, that’s enough.” Leo’s hand rested on Jake’s shoulder, snapping him out of his reverie.
He reluctantly pulled his face away from Alice, her blood dripping down his chin, his eyes drowsy with ecstasy.
“You better seal ’er up.” Leo nodded toward the puncture wounds on Alice’s neck. They were overflowing with her thick, salty blood. Jake looked at her neck and realized what Leo was saying. He carefully, gingerly, put his mouth back over the wound and used his tongue and healing saliva to create a seal to stem the flow. He stood upright, still holding Alice loosely in his arms and looked at Leo.
“Good work, kid,” Leo said. “Why don’t you hand ’er over to me, I’ll take ’er to the car.”
“She screamed before I got to her—”
“I heard. I checked, ain’t nobody in the parking lot or sniffin’ around outside. Either nobody heard or nobody’s here.”
Jake nodded. “Thanks.”
“C’mon. You look like crap. Head back to the car and clean yourself up.” Leo walked on ahead, carrying Alice in his arms.
Jake stood still for a moment, the weight of what he’d just done heavy on his heart.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Adam

Adam awoke to a rustling sound. He turned his head and saw the hollow glint in a raccoon’s eyes. The animal was scratching and pawing at the detritus that made up the forest floor, eyeing Adam the whole time.
On impulse, Adam dropped his fangs and hissed at the creature as he rose to his feet. The raccoon wasted no time making his escape. “I won’t be so nice next time,” he muttered as he wiped debris from his clothes and hair.
He brought his hand up to massage the back of his head. He didn’t have a lump, that had already gone down, but the feeling of having been whacked upside the head still lingered. He scanned the forest, hoping for any sign of Alice and the goons. Judging from the emptiness hanging in the air and the number of woodland creatures scurrying about, they’d all left quite some time ago. Adam trudged back toward his car, his legs heavy and a knot of anxiety building in his stomach. He rehashed the evening’s events in his mind as he walked and kept coming back to one thought: How could she choose them over me?
They were the bad guys. They tried to kill her. They kidnapped her. How could she choose them? He reached the edge of the woods and spied his car in the parking lot, just where he’d left it. At least they left my car intact. He made the trek from the woods to his car in less than a second, and as he sat in the driver’s seat, hands in his lap, the car cold and lonely, there were no distractions to keep him from being consumed by the sinking feeling in his gut.
Doubt crept in.
Did I orchestrate this?
He placed his hands on the steering wheel.
Could I have prevented all this from ever happening?
His knuckles grew white from gripping so tightly.
Why didn’t Drew ever come back?
The leather squeaked under his grip as he twisted his hands around the wheel.
She’s mine. I will get her back.
Adam started the car and peeled out of the lot in pursuit of Alice.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Drew

The room was dark and silent. The kind of silence that feels like cotton balls in your ears. He sat motionless in a way that only the undead can: eyes closed, back straight, feet on the ground, hands resting on his thighs. Not breathing. A moment of peace. A time to shut down with intent.
The room had one chair. It was metal, basic, no padding, no curlicue designs: four legs, a seat and a back. There were no windows, no air vents, no slits in the door. Much like a bank vault; when it was closed, it was impenetrable and still.
Minions acted on his whims. If he wanted a door opened or closed a minion would do that for him. Not that he liked this setup. But reputations were important and he intended to maintain his. How did humans manage without minions?
He laughed. His mind had been wandering again. At least lately his wandering thoughts were less painful. No reminiscing, no lamenting what might have been. There was no point in fretting over things that couldn’t be changed.
Like being made a vampire against your will.
Like losing your family before you even knew you had one.
He sighed heavily.
‘Eliza.’ He projected the thought to forge a connection.
‘Already?’ she replied almost immediately.
‘Yes, already. Will you just open the door?’ He rubbed his hands along the tops of his thighs as he waited for the door to open. A moment later he felt more than heard the crack and whoosh, followed by a flood of light, as Eliza opened the door for him.
“You rang?” She pitched her voice low, in her best Lurch impression, as she stepped through the doorway and pressed her back against the heavy, metal door.
“Funny,” Drew said without looking at her. He stood up and stretched.
“It’s only been an hour. Don’t tell me your muscles have seized up—”
“I know, I know, I’ve been undead for twenty years, but old habits die hard.” He walked out of the room, past Eliza, down the hall, and straight into his shower.
“Did it help, at least?” Eliza asked later from her comfy seat on the sofa. Her shoulder peaked out from under one of Drew’s button-down shirts and her legs were tucked up underneath her. She glanced up from her phone.
“Sure,” Drew said, drying off his hair as he entered the room, a towel wrapped around his waist. He plopped down next to her on the sofa and sighed heavily. The leather cushions puffed up at his sudden weight.
“Mm, I can tell.”
Looking at Eliza, seeing the way she looked at him, he felt small and weak. Normally, his tall frame and hockey-player shoulders dominated the room, but lately, he couldn’t muster the confidence he was used to showing. “What do you want me to say, Eliza? ‘Oh yes, I’m feeling amazing. I haven’t heard from Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum since they left, but I’m just peachy!’”
“Don’t be so dramatic,” Eliza quipped. Drew’s eyes drifted over her as she reprimanded him. “Meditation works if you let it. Obviously, you haven’t let it. I think you like the drama anyway.” Eliza locked eyes with him, then stood up, her legs unfolding to reveal she had been wearing only his shirt, and her black lacy bra and matching panties. Several of the buttons on the shirt were undone, her perfect décolletage peeking out. When she turned to walk away, the curve and movement of her hips pulled his eyes to her legs, and they drifted further up with each step she took. His shirttails covered enough to keep him interested and forced him to rely on his imagination. Not that he needed to imagine: Drew and Eliza had turned post-argument sex into a sport.
“Go ahead and walk away! I’m not going to follow you!” he called after her as she made her way down the hall toward her bedroom. He had more important things on his mind than Eliza’s perfect ass.
From his seat on the sofa, he watched Eliza’s hips until she reached her bedroom door. She pushed it open and glided inside without pausing or looking back. The minx! He shook his head. There was no time to let his guard down now. But the thought of Eliza’s perfect cleavage as it appeared from under his shirt proved to be distracting. Resting his head on the back of the sofa, he closed his eyes. In his mind’s eye his shirt slid off her delicate frame and revealed the curve of her shoulder before falling to the floor and exposing her slight but definite hourglass shape. The daydream continued with Eliza standing naked in front of him as he lounged on her bed. Catlike, she crawled onto the bed to join him. Her smooth satin sheets competed with the smoothness of her skin. Little sounds escaped her lips as their bodies crashed together.
He cleared his throat and ran his hands along his toweled thighs to wipe the sweat from his palms. “Dammit,” he muttered and followed Eliza to her bedroom.
◆◆◆
 
“They’re here,” Eliza said.
Drew sensed something had changed before she even reached his den.
“I know,” he said, his back to her as he studied the shining surface of his mahogany desk.
“This is what you wanted,” she said.
Drew turned in his chair, making a show of walking his feet around until he was facing her, his elbows resting on the wooden arms of the chair. His legs were apart, feet planted firmly on the floor. “I know, Eliza.”
He looked up after he spoke, but she had already left. “Dammit,” he cursed under his breath. He pushed down on the arms of the chair and it rocked in his wake as he stood. Arching his back and locking his hands behind his head, he gathered his thoughts. He did want this. He’d known Alice was out there. He also knew Alice would never forgive him for leaving and hurting her mother like he had. What did he hope to accomplish with this meeting? Maybe my daughter will understand why I did it and run to me with open arms, he thought. And maybe pigs will fly.
He dropped his arms to his sides and gave them a quick shake. He walked over to the large, ornate mirror above his stone fireplace. He laughed when he couldn’t see himself. Still no reflection, he mused. He straightened his collar and ran his fingers through his hair, regardless. The movements were part of his ritual. The humor and the familiar actions served to calm and ground him. He puffed his chest and pushed his shoulders back, closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.
“Here we go,” he said to the empty mirror, then walked out of his study and down the hall, unsure what the night had in store for him.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Alice

Alice regained consciousness in another unfamiliar setting. “I’ve got to stop doing this,” she said as she sat up and absent-mindedly scratched at her scalp. Looking around, she realized she wasn’t alone. Unmoved, she continued fussing with her hair and rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.
“Good evenin’, sunshine,” Leo said and smiled at her. Though his smile exuded about as much warmth as a snowdrift.
“Leo,” she smiled back, equally frosty. “You’re always here, aren’t you?”
“Yup,” he nodded. He leaned forward and inspected his nails, finding them much more interesting than Alice. He sucked at his teeth and looked up at her.
Alice rolled her eyes and looked around the room. With its fancy wallpaper and furnishings, it looked like it was supposed to be old, but she guessed it dated from the late 1990s.
“Where are we now?” she asked. “Wait, don’t tell me. We’ve actually time traveled back to Victorian England, and I’m about to meet the Queen, right?”
Leo sat upright, ignoring Alice’s quip. Alice stared at Leo for a moment, unsure why her sarcasm didn’t elicit its usual response from her adversary.
“A sense of humor. Nice.”
Alice snapped her head in the direction of the new voice. “Oh, um,” she stammered, and she pushed herself back into the cushions of the sofa.
“It’s…I love it,” Drew said. He smiled at her as he strode across the room. The king in his castle. Stopping in front of her, he slid his hands into his pockets. She thought he was trying a little too hard to be Mr. Cool. But it was his house, and she had been raised to mind her manners. At least for the time being. “You know who I am?” he asked.
Alice nodded. At the tone of his voice and his imposing stance she was transported back to her childhood, nervous and waiting for her punishment in the principal’s office.
Drew nodded in return, his hands still in his pockets. “That’ll be all, Leo, thanks,” he said without ever losing eye contact with her.
Alice stole a glance at Leo as he formally exited the room. Clearly, there was more to their relationship than she knew.
“Do you really think the décor shouts Victorian England?” Drew asked coolly, gesturing around.
“Well, I don’t know for sure, but there’s a lot of fancy mahogany furniture in here—it was the closest I could think of, considering I’ve just spent several hours in a vampire-bite-induced coma.” She looked up at Drew, daring him to tell her she was wrong.
“Ah, yes, you met Leo and Jake.” He walked over to an ornate high-back chair. It had been upholstered in red velvet and looked distinctly like a throne.
This really is his castle! she thought. Alice’s eyes followed his as he looked her over. Unable to hear his thoughts, she assumed he was judging her. With a hard and analytical gaze, his eyes like tentacles, reached every part of her body. Her skin tightened and her hairs stood up in waves as each tentacle swept over her. She ran her tongue along the inside of her mouth and crossed her arms, glaring at him the whole time. He could look her over all he wanted, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of looking away.
Tapping the back of the chair, he walked around to the front of it and said, “Their orders were to take care of you. Apparently, they applied a liberal interpretation to what that meant.”
“Clearly.”
“Alice—I only—”
“Don’t,” she said. This may have been his home, his turf, and he may have been accustomed to running things, but she was fed up with excuses. “Why am I here?”
Drew arched his eyebrows and shoved his hands back in his pockets. He chuckled and shook his head, “You’re so much like Sarah.”
That remark caught her off guard. The thought that he’d known her mother at some point, knew her well enough to know that Alice was so much like her, had never crossed her mind.
“Yes, I am,” she said and swallowed. Her chest constricted at the thought of her mother. “Does she know I’m here? Does she know about you, what you are?”
“I…honestly don’t know,” he said. “A lot has happened to me, and I’m sure to her, too. I have no idea what she knows or doesn’t know.”
Alice nodded, her lips pressed tightly together. Enough sitting around. She asked again, “Why am I here?”
“Sarah was never easily distracted either,” he said. “Unless something reminded her of something she’d read somewhere, then she could go on a series of tangents that not many people could follow.” He paused. “Except me.” He cleared his throat and Alice thought she heard a hint of remorse in his voice, though since she’d only just met him, she couldn’t be sure. Unsure what she was expected to say, she looked blankly at him then nodded slowly.
He cleared his throat, again. “Anyway, you’re here because I wanted to see you. To meet you.”
“Why now? What do you want? You must want something.” Alice willed herself to keep her back pressed deep into the cushions of the sofa. She had no intention of giving him the idea that she was at all interested in being there, in meeting him—this man she’d thought was dead until about twenty-four hours ago. This man who, for better or worse, was her own flesh and blood. This man who technically was no longer living, yet here he was, standing in front of her—and he looked to be the same age as she was. Only the depth of his eyes betrayed his youthful appearance.
She’d never really thought much about her father before: what traits she may or may not share with him, if any of her mannerisms were similar to his. Did he like coffee? Had he liked coffee… before? She let her thoughts drift.
“Good questions,” Drew said and looked at his feet. He clearly hadn’t expected her to have questions for him.
Alice flashed her eyes at Drew, happy to note that she was getting under his skin. What had he been doing in New York for the last twenty years other than barking orders at the hired help? His posture shouted “I’m important,” but Alice wasn’t buying it. Maybe it was because she couldn’t understand how someone so important could abandon their family for so long, then suddenly decide they were interested. Regardless, she was already fed up with sitting in the same room with him.
“I’ll try to answer your questions if I can.” He looked up and smiled weakly at her.
“If you can?” Alice asked. She sat forward, snapped out of her thoughts. “If you can’t, then I shouldn’t be here. You may have other people fooled, but not me. You’re weak. You’re no king. And this is no castle. You were out of the picture my entire life. And now? You’ll try to answer my questions?”
“You’re upset.”
Alice laughed. “Ya think? You stole me from my friends, my family, my life. I assume you’re not just going to let me go back. Not that I could get back, since I have no money, no phone, no way of contacting anyone!”
‘That’s not entirely true,’ Adam cut in telepathically.
“Well, this night just keeps getting better,” Alice said, tossing her arms up, exasperated.
“Did I miss something?” Drew asked.
“Nothing important!” Alice shouted out loud, but she knew Adam could’ve heard her whisper.
‘I’m nearly there, Alice. You can’t keep me from trying to help you.’
Alice huffed, and flung herself back on the sofa. She kept an eye the doorway, expecting Adam at any moment.
“Shit!” Drew said.
Alice’s eyes darted to Drew as a visible change came over him. “Finally catching on?” she said.
“Eliza!” he called.
In a blink Eliza was in the room standing with her hand on the back of Drew’s chair, facing Alice. “I’m here,” she said.
“Is anyone else here?” he asked.
“You’ve got to work on your telepathy skills,” Eliza huffed and shook her head. She stood still and closed her eyes.
Amazed and drawn to this badass female, who was obviously also a vampire and some relation to Drew, Alice closed her eyes to mimic the woman’s actions. Selective telepathic communication was one thing, but throwing out spidey senses—bat vibes?—brought the undead game to a whole new level in her mind.
Eliza opened her eyes and stared pointedly at Alice. “I’ve got Leo and Jake.” Alice perked up at the mention of Jake, then sat back just as quickly. Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes went wide as she contemplated the floor.
Eliza paused, huffed at Alice, then continued, “There’s someone else near, as well. Someone I don’t recognize.”
“Adam,” Alice said and jumped up from the sofa.
As soon as she said his name, the air in the room exploded.
In the split second before Alice was thrown backward by the concussive force of the explosion, Drew and Eliza shouted for each other to take cover. Alice shrieked as the vampires were flung to the ground by an invisible energy. Closing her eyes, she threw her arms up to cover her face.
She slammed into the wall behind her and slumped to the floor in a heap, landing hard. Her head smashed into a framed portrait causing the glass to break and rain down around her. A sharp high-pitched buzzing sound rang through her head as she looked around the room to get her bearings.
All around her the air had whipped into a frenzy, smashing windows, throwing objects and people around as though they were part of the tsunami brought about by hurricane-force winds. On the floor in the middle of the room, Drew and Eliza clung to each other as dust and debris covered everyone.
It had all happened so quickly.
“What was that?” Eliza whispered. She sat up and removed herself from Drew’s clutches. Alice stayed put on the floor, dazed. She gingerly patted her clothes, hoping not to force any shards or splinters into her skin. Dust puffed up with each pat. She coughed and spluttered, hoping she wasn’t inhaling minuscule particles of glass.
As she caught her breath, she took stock of her surroundings. She hadn’t looked closely at all the things in the room prior to the explosion, but whatever had been there before was gone now.
The dust had started to settle, with little motes floating around the room when Adam marched in. In a renewed frenzy, the remaining dust and debris swirled and danced on the air behind him. He came to a halt in the center of the room as a final gust forced its way through, whipping whatever wasn’t bolted to the floor into a chaotic whirlwind, and clearing the air before settling around him. Alice had never seen such a spectacle. Though, she wasn’t surprised. Adam seemed to stir shit up everywhere he went.
Drew and Eliza were back on their feet as soon as Adam had entered the room. All three vampires tensed. Their fangs dropped, and they crouched, arms out and ready to fight. Alice couldn’t help but think they looked cartoonish.
The buzzing in her head stopped as soon as the air settled. She pushed herself off the floor, and small bits of glass and splinters of wood fell from her lap and tinkled quietly as they landed on the hard wood surface below. She gently shook her hair to jolt the loose pieces out as she stood. Stamping her feet, she shook off any remaining bits still clinging to her, then leaned back against the wall and blew the hair out of her eyes.
Drew and Eliza stepped in to block Adam from getting too close. Does nobody think I can fend for myself?
“She’s coming home with me,” Adam snarled. Alice rolled her eyes.
The vampires continued squaring off as though Alice weren’t in the room with them. Like some kind of bystander to the decisions of what to do with her life. Since when does anyone speak for me? Even surrounded by angry and amped up vampires, she stood defiant.
The verbal sparring continued between Adam and Drew. At each angry volley, Alice shifted and fidgeted. Should she speak up? What would they do to her if she did? She didn’t want anyone making decisions for her, but she was outnumbered and had no chance of making a clean getaway.
The vampire called Eliza threw an entirely different vibe into the mix, and that intrigued Alice. She’d had time to get a pretty good read on both Adam and Drew, and even Jake and Leo, for that matter, but Eliza was another story. She was obviously loyal to Drew, but there was empathy laced with deep concern in her eyes as she kept watch over Alice. Does she think I’m going to go all berserker and start staking people? Eliza turned toward her and arched an eyebrow after Alice thought that, and Alice inhaled sharply at the idea of being caught.
‘Can you hear me?’ Alice projected her thoughts toward Eliza, but Eliza had turned her head away.
Drew continued his tirade toward Adam, “I never would’ve had to live knowing that I had a child and could’ve—should’ve—had a family, if not for you! You took my family. You took my life!”
“I gave you new life! You had the opportunity to start over—and look, you did. But you chose to start over without your family. You chose to run away from your problems again.” Alice caught Adam’s eye and quickly turned her head away to stare at the floor. The fighting was too much. Over what? Her? Her mother? Some old grudge?
Alice’s mind buzzed again, but the air remained settled. She studied the room and objects began to take on a Dali-esque droop. The clock, the parts of it that still remained attached to it, seemed to be melting into the floor. The arch over the doorway appeared to flow from left to right. Alice blinked her eyes repeatedly, but that didn’t help.
Everything took on a distant quality. Like she was observing the room rather than being a part of what was happening in the room. A tightness grew in her stomach and her hands began to tingle. Her body had been changing, she realized now, since meeting Adam that night in the fraternity house. Barely perceptible changes: hearing something from across the room, running faster than usual and not falling or tripping when she did run. Not that Alice was a klutz, but moving through life had become smoother recently, especially since meeting Adam. But now, surrounded by anger and confusion, that smoothness turned into a messy, constricted coil that twisted tighter as the taunts grew sharper. Alice’s breath came in short bursts, and the edges of the room began to dim.
Something big was coming.
◆◆◆
 
It was time to leave. Alice didn’t want to lose it in front of these people. Her choices were stay with Drew and his minions and whatever they had in store for her, or go with Adam and his lies. Which was worse? In a house filled with vampires all making decisions for you, the only real choice was to leave. On her own. But that wasn’t likely. Not with Drew’s agitated companion watching over her, and not with Leo and Jake guarding the place. They were never too far away, as she’d discovered many times over the last twenty-four hours. And also, because she had no idea where the front door was. Alice didn’t have the luxury of vampiric strength, extra-sensory perception, or the ability to control anything, other than her own limbs. And even that seemed dicey at the moment.
Drew and Adam continued exchanging insults—each berating the other’s abilities in every way possible. As they argued, the air in the room became electrified—growing more intense and sharper with each barb. Drew’s partner, Eliza, had noticed the change as well. Wobbling, Alice threw her hands behind her against the wall to steady herself. The room appeared to fade out with only Drew and Adam remaining in her vision. She forced herself to concentrate on every word they said.
As the arguing intensified, the electricity in the room invaded Alice’s mind. The angry electricity was feeding off Alice’s agitation and the rage being thrown around by Drew and Adam. Alice’s mind absorbed every bit of the raging energy and it grew until it pushed every other sight, sound and thought out of the way. There was nothing left inside her mind but searing pain. The rage-energy made its crescendo as a piercing scream inside her head. She grabbed her head with both hands and sank to her knees. Electric daggers of energy pierced her brain and a scream erupted from deep within her and echoed around the room.
All the fighting stopped. The air around her changed, but it had no effect on her current state. She sensed Adam draw near but she couldn’t move to push him away. The screaming in her mind was all-consuming.
From somewhere seemingly far away, Eliza shouted, “Don’t! Something isn’t right.”
Alone in her mind, Alice sensed Drew attempting to touch her after Adam moved closer. She didn’t want either of them so close, and suddenly there was a collective gasp from the vampires. Alice opened her eyes, but the light from the room forced her to close them. Determined to see what everyone was reacting to, she opened her eyes again, more slowly this time. The vampires had encircled her, but they all stayed back, like she was some sort of wild animal about to strike. She looked up toward the light and shielded her eyes from it, but as she looked up, she saw faint blue and red sparks materializing and de-materializing alternately all around her. The air shimmered with the colorful sparks.
All of this happened in a fraction of a second.
Alice put her hand up to stop Adam from touching her. Stay away, she growled in her mind. As her hand went up, a spark flew out toward him. Like she had thrown it at him. He winced at the shock of it and abruptly brought his hand back.
Alice’s chest heaved, and a low snarl came from the pit of her stomach. ‘Leave. Me. Alone!’ She threw the thought out to the room, and they all took a hesitant step backward. Panting like a caged animal, her eyes darted from vampire to vampire. Home. I want to go home. Their intense stares became too much for her to handle, and she cried out, pressing her hands tighter to the sides of her head. Eyes shut tight, intense pain fired into all the nerve endings in her body and a bright, blinding light flashed in the space behind her eyelids. Every single sensation she’d ever physically experienced in her entire life—from birth until this very moment—crushed in on her body simultaneously. Every scraped knee, every bruised limb, every goose bump, every orgasm—the myriad sensations collided and compounded so that she no longer had any sense of what was happening outside her body. Every single inch of flesh twitched and burned, and inside her mind was a black hole sucking in her thoughts, her physical sensations—everything all at once.
Then, it stopped. No searing pain. No blinding light. Just darkness and quiet.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Adam

Emptiness filled the air. The buzzing stopped. The sparks dissipated. Adam’s body relaxed, and from the looks of it, everyone else felt the same sense of release.
He took a cautious step toward the empty space where Alice had been until a moment before. “What—?”
“What did you do to her?” Drew snarled through gritted teeth.
“You think I had something to do with this?” Adam snarled back.
“She was fine until you brought your weather magic in with you!”
Adam laughed, “‘Weather magic?’ Really?” He paced the room as he spoke. “So, you think my grand plan was to sweep in with my ‘weather magic,’ get Alice to somehow disapparate, and then rush out again—laughing maniacally?”
Drew squinted his eyes in reply.
Adam stopped pacing, “My ‘weather magic,’ as you call it, is a gift. I no more asked for it than I could give it away. I have no idea what just happened. And, frankly, I could just as easily point my finger at you for this.”
Drew stepped toward Adam and the two vampires squared off. “Me?” he barked. “You think I orchestrated this whole kidnapping business just so I could make my daughter—my own flesh and blood,” he pointed his finger and pounded it on his own chest as he spoke, “disappear within ten minutes of seeing her and speaking with her for the very first time?” He threw his hands to his side. “Why would I do that?” He walked back toward Eliza. His next words were directed at Adam. “I know you think I’m a helpless imbecile, but you don’t know me at all.”
Adam chose not to reply. He thought back through his own extensive lifetime, and never had he experienced anything like this. He’d never heard of something like this happening.
“I don’t know about you guys,” Leo began. Adam snapped his head in Leo’s direction, listening to the brute for the first time. “But I kinda think we oughtta try and track her down. I mean, I know she just disappeared—’scuse me, ‘dis-app-a-ra-ted’—’n-all but, uh, I’m pretty sure she’s going to turn up somewhere, and who knows what’ll happen if someone we all don’t like happens to find her before we do.”
Jake ran his hand through his hair and nodded. “Leo’s right,” he said. “She’s not here, but she can’t just be gone.”
“I agree. I think.” Eliza chimed in. “But we can’t just take off through the city with no plan.”
“So, what do you suggest?” Adam spoke up and looked at Eliza expectantly.
“I don’t know – yet.”
“What the hell just happened?” Drew spoke this time. He traced a path behind Jake, “Has anyone ever heard of anything like this happening?”
Adam shook his head. Everyone remained quiet, their mouths hanging open in disbelief.




CHAPTER FORTY

Alice

Alice opened her eyes and struggled to focus through the slimy mess sliding off her face. A Vaseline effect further clouded her vision. She reached up to drag her hand across her face but froze midway as a rustling sound screamed through her head. Flinching at the sound provoked another scream to rip through her brain. “Ah!” The scream from her lips amplified to create a roaring waterfall crashing inside her head. Nausea rolled through her and she stopped moving, anything to keep that horrible noise away.
Blinking slowly and only moving her eyeballs, she looked around. Where am I? Why is everything so loud? Blinking again, the Vaseline-vision dissipated. She had been lying on her stomach in what appeared to be a dirty, slush-covered pile of moldy leaves. The leaf-mush had been restricting her vision.
“Wha…?” she mumbled through moldy leaves stuck on her face. She winced at the sound, still loud, but no longer screaming in her brain. A few leaf stragglers clung to her face and she forced out a puff of air to encourage them to fall. To keep the nausea and searing pain at bay, she carefully pushed herself off the ground and sat back on her heels. The ground seemed to move under her feet, and she reached back to steady herself. Ignore the spinning. Don’t throw up. When the nausea abated, she brushed her hands together to wipe off any remaining leaves. Particles puffed in the air around her hands and everything moved in slow motion. Sounds were loud and distorted, like a record that had been slowed down.
A delicate, lacy leaf caught her eye as it floated toward the ground. It was the middle of the night, dark except for the street lights, yet the veins running through the leaf were obvious and bright. The leaf had started turning a deep purple around its jagged edges and those edges held the smallest drops of a congealed liquid, suggesting an insect had recently been chewing there. Dancing in time with the air currents, with the slightest change causing it to jump or dive, the leaf landed on the ground with an audible “poof.”
Reaching out to touch the leaf, Alice became distracted by the visible wake left in the air as she moved her arm. “Woah!” She slowly moved her hand again, amazed by the effect. Like disturbing steam over a tea kettle. Am I high? Hallucinating, maybe?
She slid to the side and the scratching of her jeans as they rubbed together and scraped across the ground sounded, to her newly sensitive ears, as loud as a semi-truck barreling down the highway. Wincing, she turned her head away. Somewhere off in the distance, an impossibly loud owl made itself comfortable in a branch. How did she know it was an owl or what it was doing?
Nothing made sense. Time to take stock. Darkness equaled nighttime. Unless whatever had caused her to wake up outside in a pile of cold, mushy leaves, also caused the earth to stop rotating and the sun to stop rising and setting. Best to not contemplate that. An ache in her hands caught her attention. Her fingers dug into the frozen ground as she gripped the earth to keep from falling off. People don’t fall off the earth, Alice, she scolded herself. She would have believed herself a few weeks ago, but now…now she held on for dear life as the earth hurtled in its orbit through space. Slow down, Alice, think. Don’t try to relive what just happened but focus on your current situation. Breathe—because you can, and that’s a good thing. It dawned on her then that she was still breathing, and she clearly still had a heartbeat, as evidenced by the whoosh-roar thrumming in her ears. Every time another layer of what she was experiencing became evident, her body had to speed up to help her mind keep pace.
At first these rapid responses made her light-headed and even more nauseous, but she realized that when her bodily functions sped up, the world around her appeared to slow down. As she caught up, she was able to calm down and think. The sound of a coyote padding through her neighbor’s yard caught her attention but didn’t startle her, and it didn’t send her into another wave of shock. Instead, she sat motionless on the ground and let her body, and the world around her, reach a state of equilibrium.
She took a deep, calming breath. Thank god for yoga. She recognized the area as her surroundings came into focus, but her being there wasn’t possible. Don’t hyperventilate. The streetlights looked familiar. So did the sidewalk. And the houses. The coyote was still there, watching her. The creature didn’t frighten her though it probably should have. Instead, she realized the animal should’ve been her first clue.
“Go on, shoo!” she whisper-shouted and flinched in the coyote’s direction. It took off toward the woods, leaping over leftover snowbanks and heading out between the neighborhood houses.
Alice stood and faced the front steps of her mother’s house in Albion.
◆◆◆
 
The twenty-foot walk from the pile of leaves to her mother’s front porch was riddled with distractions. From the wake her arms and legs created as she moved to the pungent odor stirred up by her feet as she crushed the mushy leaves, she had to force herself to stay on task. With slow, deliberate steps, Alice made her way up to the front door. The porch light over the door was off, but the side motion lights had sprung to life the moment she started up the steps. The slushy snow squished under her feet, and the steps creaked quietly, at least she hoped it was quietly to everyone who wasn’t inside her head. In her mind, it sounded as if the wooden slats were splintering with each step.
Alice hesitated at the front door. She peeked through the curtains. Inside, her mother’s house was dark, except for the blinking blue glow from the television in the living room, and there was no movement. As she waited, her surroundings became noisier. The motion-sensor light buzzed, a car’s engine ticked as it cooled somewhere down the street, the coyote snuffed as it padded away. Her sense of hearing cast a net that grew wider with each passing second and encompassed sounds she never would have expected to hear. You’re distracted again, Alice!
Her mother must’ve fallen asleep with the television on. A pause in the newscaster’s voice allowed a murmur of soft breathing to reach Alice’s ears. The rhythmic sound brought Alice back to her youth: Spooning on the sofa, dozing in and out of sleep, comforted by the warm protection of her mother behind her. A tightness in her gut underscored how much she had missed her mom during her brief kidnapping.
Closing her eyes and taking in a lungful of the night air, Alice let the intensity of her current situation sink in. On the other side of the door, her mother slept, unaware of Alice’s presence. What would she say when she saw Alice? Did she really send Adam to come get her?
Done with waiting on the porch, Alice stepped forward, eager to reunite with her mom. Twisting the handle, she tried the door, hoping her mother had left it unlocked. No luck. Unswayed, Alice decided to knock, even though she was apprehensive about how the sound would resonate in her mind. She considered trying the back door, but she wasn’t sure she’d make it to the back of the house without blacking out from sensory overload.
Bracing herself, she took a deep breath and knocked on the door. As suspected, the knocking sounded like drums in a tunnel, but she gritted her teeth and stayed put until the hesitant shuffle of slippered feet across a wooden floor told her her mother was coming. Not wanting to cause her mother to panic, Alice practiced different smiles and stances during the interminably long wait. Too big a smile would send warning bells through Sarah, then again, not smiling big enough would concern her as well. The focus now was keeping mom calm.
Had it been seconds or hours since she knocked? Jittery and cold, Alice shivered and lamented not wearing her jacket when she went out with her friends the other night. They were supposed to have been inside the whole time so a few minutes walking from door to door should have been manageable for a born and bred Michigan girl. Instead, she’d spent a lot of time running through the woods, fleeing from vampires. Is this really my life now? She wrapped her arms around her midsection to conserve heat.
Sarah peeked through the glass window beside the door frame. The moment she registered it was her knocking, she gasped and swung open the door.
“Alice!” Eyes wide, Sarah opened her arms to her daughter. “Get inside, child! It’s freezing out! Oh my god, baby-girl, it’s so great to see you! Get in, get in!” She stepped back and ushered Alice inside, securing the door behind her.
“Oh, Mom!” Alice cried out as soon as she stepped across the threshold, sensory overload be damned. She choked out a sob and crashed into her mother’s arms, burying her head against her shoulder. Seeing her mother brought her emotions to the surface, which set off an avalanche of sparks and horrible screeching sounds in her head. She was back at square one, as overwhelmed as when she first opened her eyes in the pile of leaves.
“Shh, shh, it’s okay, sweetheart, you’re okay.” Sarah stroked Alice’s hair and, after a tight squeeze, guided her over to the couch.
Teetering on wobbly legs, Alice made it the few steps from the door to the couch where she flopped down onto the well-worn cushions and cried. She had spent most of her childhood and adolescent years sitting on the corner cushion, the one nearest the front door, reading, watching television or talking with her mom. Sitting here now, surrounded by so much love and familiarity, she needed no urging to let the waterworks flow. She could never hide her emotions from her mother, and she didn’t try to now, even with the mayhem released in her brain by every sob and every tremble.
“Alice, sweetie, try to breathe. Here, I’ve brought you some water. Have a sip.” Her mother stroked her hair and held the glass out for her.
She gave a quick nod and took the glass. The cold water sent a shock through her as it hit her lips. She winced but regretted it as soon as she saw her mother’s face. Alice held the glass between her hands and offered Sarah a weak smile. Perched awkwardly on the edge of the cushion on the chair across from Alice, Sarah returned the smile, but it was obvious that her mother’s reaction was as genuine as her own had been.
Both women remained silent. Her mother was waiting for her to speak, but Alice was nowhere near ready. Taking deep cleansing breaths to calm herself, she became distracted by the sound of her lungs filling with air. She was too amped up to meditate and thinking only made her more anxious. She remembered walking had helped her body regulate. That’s what she needed now, an equilibrium where her body and mind were in concert and she could function normally. Slowly, Alice stood and paced the room. One step and then another until she found a rhythm. Her bodily functions sped up, and even though her heart beat faster than if she were sprinting, she kept her breathing slow and focused. The everyday creaks and groans in the house were no longer debilitating. The light from the Tiffany table lamp didn’t sear her eyeballs. The lingering smells of her mother’s Sunday night meal, spaghetti with meatballs and garlic bread, didn’t bring on nausea. Confident that she would be able to speak, she returned to her place on the couch. She scooched forward and leaned in toward her mom.
“Alice, sweetie, are you okay?” her mother asked, worrying at the folds of her pajamas.
The colorful light from her mother’s Tiffany lamp caused her to squint slightly. She shaded her eyes.
Copying Alice’s posture, her mother leaned forward, her eyebrows creased. She dug her nails into the arm of the chair and inspected Alice’s face.
“I’m not on drugs, Mom,” Alice muttered, looking through her fingers at her mother. Her own voice was loud in her head.
Sarah winced, and then her eyes grew big, “How did you know I was thinking that?”
“You said it out loud,” Alice said, realizing her mistake too late. Crap. Her mother wasn’t likely to fall for that, but she had to try.
“Alice. Come on.” Sarah gave her a knowing look.
“I don’t know, I’m squinting and covering my eyes? You watched too many after school specials?” Alice looked down searching for her courage. “Okay, you didn’t say it out loud, but I still heard you.”
“I gathered,” Sarah said, keeping her eyes on Alice. “How?”
“I don’t know.” Alice took her hand away from her face so her mother could see how lost she felt.
“Okay, that’s okay. We’ll figure it out,” Sarah mirrored the exhaustion, fear, and confusion on her daughter’s face. “Eventually. We’ll figure it out eventually. Right now, you need some water and some rest.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Alice said, reaching for the water her mother had left beside her. She took a long slow drink and focused on the sound of the water rushing in over her teeth then down her throat and followed the cool, rushing path it took as it made its way to her stomach. She’d felt a drink of water go down before but never like this. She discovered that the more intensely she focused on one stimulus, the more it lost its power to hurt her. This is going to take some getting used to. She sighed.
Sarah reached out to stroke Alice’s hair, and Alice flinched. Instantly regretting her reaction, she cast pleading eyes at her mother before closing them and withdrawing in to herself again.
“Alice, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”
“It’s okay, Mom. I’m… I’m going through something that I haven’t figured out how to deal with or explain yet. I’m trying, but I don’t know how to begin.”
“That’s okay, honey. Why don’t you go up to your room and lie down? We’ll talk in the morning.”
“I can’t.”
Sarah shook her head and crinkled her eyebrows, “What? Why can’t you?”
“I think if I try to walk up the stairs right now, I will pass out.”
“Do I need to call Dr. Hillsdale?”
Alice managed a small, crooked smile before replying. “No, Mom, you don’t need to call my pediatrician. I’m okay. I just need… I don’t know exactly what I need, but time would be good, for starters.”
Sarah smiled, “Okay, I can give you time.” She stood up and tightened the belt on her robe before heading to the kitchen.
Sitting alone in her mother’s living room gave her the opportunity, and space, to think.
That’s when it hit her.
How the hell did I get here? What has happened to me? To my body? Where did I go between New York and here? How long did it take? What day is it? I just assumed it was still Sunday, maybe it’s next week Sunday?
◆◆◆
 
Her mother returned with a teapot and two steaming mugs of tea on a wooden tray. What should’ve been a happy moment of reunion had turned confusing and frightening. Alice sat on the couch, unable to move, with tears streaming down her cheeks. She blinked through the tears, but they kept coming. She wanted to forget all about vampires. And her father. And stupid Adam. Especially Adam. But that ship had sailed. How could she explain any of this to her mother?
Sarah abruptly set the tray on the coffee table and reached out to wipe the tears from Alice’s face. She jerked her hand back when Alice’s eyes flashed open. Unknowingly, Alice sent out a wave of fear and confusion on the air. It was so potent it knocked Sarah back onto her chair.
Sarah gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. The fear in her mother’s eyes pained her, but she couldn’t force herself to move. How could she reassure her mother that she was okay when she couldn’t stop crying? Maybe she wasn’t okay. Maybe she would never be okay. A renewed stream of tears slid down her cheeks.
“Alice? Baby? Are you with me?” Sarah kept her hands away from Alice but leaned into her space.
Sarah’s thoughts popped into Alice’s mind: ‘What is happening to my beautiful daughter?’ Sarah’s eyebrows drew together in concern, and she couldn’t seem to pull her hand away from her mouth. All the while, Alice only stared. ‘Let me help, you, baby,’ her mother thought and Alice sat motionless with her eyes open. Sarah looked over her own shoulder, following Alice’s line of sight, but there was nothing there. Alice simply couldn’t react.
Eventually, Alice nodded. She wanted to speak, she wanted to tell her mother everything, but all the words crowded her brain at once, so none got through. She had to find a way to organize her thoughts and say something. Her mom would listen, even if she couldn’t possibly understand.
Follow your thoughts, start at the start. Alice repeated the mantra over and over inside her head until finally one thought bubbled through.
“I met Drew,” Alice said. Her voice flat, the words just tumbling out.
“What do you mean you met Drew?” Sarah said. “You met Andrew? Your father?” Sarah’s voice ratcheted up a notch with each question.
Alice replied with a slow nod, but now the dam had broken, and she seemed able to form sentences, so she continued with gusto. “Yeah. I guess you could say I did meet my... father.”
Sarah inhaled through her fingers, and tears streaked down her cheeks. She grabbed her own wrist with her free hand. Sarah’s desire to reach out to Alice was palpable, but she hesitated.
Alice closed her eyes and tried to force the strain out of her face. “Yes. I met Drew, but he wasn’t exactly paternal. In fact, he’s undead. Like Adam. And Jake, and Leo. And some other lady who was also there… Eliza was her name? I don’t know who she is or why she was there, but she kept herself between me and Drew. She also kept herself between Drew and Adam. Like I said, I don’t know why she was there.”
“Alice, slow down, baby, you’re going too fast for me. Who are these people?”
“They’re not people, Mom. Not anymore.” The air around Alice fizzed with electricity; the simple act of mentioning their names enough to agitate her.
“What? What do you mean?” Sarah’s heart rate quickened and she swallowed heavily. Her knuckles went white as she gripped the arm of the chair. Tiny droplets of sweat appeared on the backs of her hands. Alice pressed on with her story. 
“They’re vampires. Like Adam. Remember, I told you about Adam?”
“I remember,” Sarah said. Each syllable extended. “I had a… well, I thought I had a dream about Adam the other night.”
Alice sat forward at this revelation. Sarah scooted forward as well, both women catching the edges of their seats.
Her mother rubbed her hand around the back of her neck, then nodded, and continued, “Yeah, I uh, I thought I dreamt that Adam came by and told me you’d been taken by Andrew. It’s silly, I know. It doesn’t make sense, but, I uh, I guess that’s how dreams work, huh?” Sarah looked down and away.
“It wasn’t a dream, Mom.”
Sarah nodded, new tears sliding down her face. “I know, baby.”
Hesitant, Alice gently placed her hand on top of her mother’s. The screaming pain and nausea she expected from skin-to-skin contact never came. Progress? It was the first moment of peace she’d had since waking; since being mentally invaded by Leo however many days ago, actually.
“Mom,” Alice said, tears streaking her face as well. “Mom, it’s all real. Everything I’ve told you, all these strange dreamlike experiences, it’s all real. And now–” Alice shook her head and avoided Sarah’s eyes. Her throat tight, she swallowed hard but pushed through, determined to tell her mother everything. “You wouldn’t believe the weekend I’ve had.” Alice’s shoulders dropped, and she let out a long sigh of relief.
Crinkling her eyes and nodding, Sarah placed her hand on top of Alice’s and squeezed.
Alice looked down at their hands, then back up at her mother and smiled. She didn’t flinch, and her mind didn’t sear with overwhelming sensory input. It was time to face her new reality. Inhaling deeply, she said, “Mom, I don’t know how I got here tonight. Like, I literally don’t know.”
“What do you mean?” Sarah asked, her voice hesitant. She gripped Alice’s hands tighter.
“Mom, I was at Drew’s house in New York with all of these vampires. They were fighting, and I freaked out, and suddenly I woke up in a pile of leaves across the street.” Alice trembled as she put words to what she’d experienced.
“Baby, that can’t be. They must’ve drugged you or something. People don’t just disappear and… reappear.”
“But, I did, Mom. I know it.” She must’ve sounded like the crazy folks who talk about being abducted by aliens and losing weeks of their lives only to wake up in a corn field, unharmed and fully clothed. Maybe they weren’t so crazy after all.
Sarah opened her mouth and closed it right away without saying anything.
“I don’t understand it, really Mom, I don’t. But one second, I was in this really gorgeous Victorian living room in Manhattan, and the next I was here, in Albion. I can only attribute it to the arguing. The more they argued—about me—the more agitated I became. Like my whole body started shivering and vibrating. And that’s all I remember about New York.” Alice wiped away the stray tear that rested just above her cheekbone. She was on a roll and needed to tell her mom as much as possible before she lost it all in her overworked mind. “And, also, I’ve been having strange experiences where I can hear inside some people’s minds. Like when I just heard you a minute ago. That’s not the first time that’s happened to me. And that’s probably why my body didn’t freak out on me then, either.”
Sarah’s mouth fell open, and she stared blankly at her daughter.
“I’m getting there,” Alice said, sensing her mom’s confusion. “Anyway, since I met Adam, I’ve discovered that I can sometimes have mental connections with people—even whole conversations. Like when I was in the woods behind the restaurant hiding from Jake and Leo, Adam was there with me, talking to me in my mind.” The words sped out of Alice’s mouth, but Sarah stopped her there.
“Wait, what? You were in the woods behind a restaurant? What woods? What restaurant? Where? Did you have a coat, at least?”
The last question caught Alice off guard. She’d been ready to jump in with answers to all her mother’s questions, but that one struck her. She barked out a laugh, and she was thankful she hadn’t been taking a drink at that moment.
“That’s your biggest concern?” Alice squeaked and scrunched up her face. “You’re most concerned about whether or not I had a coat? Not that I could have mental conversations with a vampire?” She wrapped her hands around her middle, her body bouncing with laughter, and tears streaming out of the corners of her eyes.
Sarah shrugged and wiped at her cheeks. Alice imagined that was her mother throwing away the stress of the last few weeks. Sarah gripped Alice’s hand and squeezed. Alice squeezed back, and she and her mother held each other’s hands while they silently giggled. Alice relished this fleeting moment of understanding, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it would not last long.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Adam

On his own and on a mission, Adam stole through the second-floor corridor of Drew’s building, the soles of his black leather boots connecting soundlessly with the poured concrete floor. A whole building? Who does this guy think he is? Located in lower Manhattan, the red brick building, complete with metal fire escapes and uniform rows of windows, appeared to house several swanky apartments, but inside it was a multi-leveled rabbit’s warren of echoey corridors connecting cavernous rooms adorned with crown molding, large ornate fireplaces and plush, Victorian era furniture. And five befuddled vampires.
Adam streaked down the hall and noticed Drew’s female companion standing in a doorway. The room was presumably hers. Unsure if she was blocking him from entering or waiting for him to run by, he kept moving.
“You shouldn’t go out there alone,” she said, her forearm resting on the doorframe with one foot crossed in front of the other, as though she didn’t actually care if he went out on his own or not.
Ignoring her, he never broke stride as he headed for the carpeted stairs at the end of the hallway. She sped past him and waited for him on the landing at the bottom of the stairs.
“What do you hope to accomplish?” she called after him as he passed her and moved down the next flight. Adam didn’t have time to worry about this woman. He needed to go out and find Alice.
When he made it to the front door, the vampire was there waiting for him. She stood with her back to the door and her hands resting on the doorknob. He managed to stop just before crashing into her.
“Who are you?” Adam asked impatiently.
“You know who I am.”
“No, I don’t. You’re in my way. Kindly step aside.” Adam stepped forward to reach around her for the doorknob.
“Just stop,” she said, not stepping aside. “Wait.”
Arching an eyebrow, he took a step back and glared at the woman who kept him from his mission.
The two vampires stared at each other until Adam couldn’t stand it any longer. He crossed his arms and declared, “I’m waiting.”
Slipping her hands away from the doorknob and bringing them to rest at her side, she leaned in conspiratorially before she dropped her voice and said, “If you go out there now, you’ll have lost the opportunity to fix things with Drew, and you’ll never find Alice on your own. You’re just as clueless about what happened here as we are.”
Adam rolled his eyes.
She tutted before continuing, “You know that’s true. This is different. You know it.”
Adam looked down, studying his boots. A tiny piece of a dried leaf wedged itself between the sole and the upper part of his boot. He considered how that came to be there, thinking back to his confrontation with Jake and Leo… and Alice, in the woods just hours before. This had been the strangest month in a lifetime of strange things.
The woman was right. This was different. But different, how? Or why? Being reckless won’t bring Alice home. It could get him killed. What if his actions put Alice—or Sarah—in danger? How would he rationalize that away? No, the vampire was right. He should wait. There was no need for an entire crew go out hunting for Alice, but that didn’t mean he should act rashly. Resigned, he looked up at Eliza. Pain cast shadows across her face. They may share a common goal, but that didn’t mean they were a team. “Okay,” he said.
“Okay…what?”
“Okay, I’ll wait. But I don’t know what you expect to happen between Drew and me. He left. Not me.”
“That’s rich,” she laughed.
Adam raised his eyebrows in response.
She took another step forward, closing the space between them. She pointed her finger at Adam’s chest, “Drew has held onto—”
“Drew has held onto what?” Adam broke in abruptly. He narrowed his eyes, “Eliza, is it?”
Eliza’s face tensed. Adam looked up and was about to ask what was going on when the lightbulbs in the sconces crackled and hissed. The air became noticeably thicker with electricity. The flickering lights cast eerie shadows along the red and black damask-wallpapered walls. Adam looked over his shoulder. Drew stood behind him, and from the scowl plastered on his face, he’d heard the whole exchange. Adam smirked and thought at Eliza, ‘How’s that hot seat feel, love?’
Eliza pursed her lips but said nothing.
Drew joined them in the hallway, and the tension rose. Relishing the pressure from the standoff between the two, Adam refused to back away. Eliza broke down first.
“Drew, I—,” she began, but Drew waved her off. Scorned, she stopped speaking and turned away. Drew’s dominance shocked Adam. He’d never seen him so confident before. And he couldn’t help but feel a little proud of his protege.
“Eliza, please go back upstairs. I need to talk to Adam.”
Eliza nodded and rested her hand on Drew’s arm as she walked past him. Drew looked more like a defiant child attempting to be grown up than a skilled and dynamic leader. So much for pride.
“It’s true, then?” Adam asked.
“What’s true?” Drew asked defensively.
Adam nodded, then looked down at his boot, and contemplated the leaf that remained wedged in it. Stalling, Adam thought about how he wanted this conversation to go. It was obvious to him that he still had the upper hand in this relationship—even after two decades apart. Should he use Drew’s weakness to advance his own agenda, or should he extend an olive branch?
“You’re the one running things in New York now,” Adam said. Drew’s features softened at that statement. Adam narrowed his eyes, then bent down to pick the leaf out of his boot, glancing up at Drew on his way down. The blade’s torn edge played havoc with his mind. The boot was sleek, refined; the perfect silhouette destroyed by the foliar intrusion. With his forefinger and thumb, he plucked the leaf and gave the leather a quick brush before standing back upright and saying, “And, by you, I clearly mean your girlfriend.”
“You’re still an asshole.” Drew faced Adam and clenched his jaw.
Adam grinned broadly and quipped, “Apparently so.”
“I’m not doing this with you. You’re in my house, you can’t waltz in and make demands and threats, and you don’t get to be an asshole to me. Not here.” Drew stepped around Adam and reached for the doorknob. The hall light above the door dimmed as Drew neared it, then brightened when he grabbed the brass handle. “Get out,” he demanded. He stood back and opened the door.
“Drew, ol’ boy, you know as well as I do that I’m not going anywhere,” Adam said, stepping forward, and clapping Drew’s shoulder before reaching out and closing the door.
Drew shook Adam’s hand off his shoulder. When Adam turned to snarl at him the lightbulb overhead exploded, showering tiny particles of glass and filament over them both.
“You should invest in energy-saving lightbulbs,” Adam said, unable to keep the mischief off his face.
“God, you really do suck. Do what you like, you’re going to anyway.” Drew brushed his hand through his hair and swore as tiny shards from the busted lightbulbs sprinkled down to the floor. He stalked off toward the stairs.
Adam whizzed past him and waited for him at the top. “Drew, I’m glad you’ve come to your senses, we really do need to talk about Alice, and what just happened. It would be fantastic if we could do that without you acting so childishly.” Adam raised his voice for the last part, playing up for the audience he couldn’t see, but knew was there.
Drew rounded the last step and shoved his shoulder into Adam’s as he passed him.
Eyes wide, Adam mouthed, “ow!” soundlessly as he rubbed at his shoulder. After several seconds, his lips curled into a small smile and his eyes lit up. Game on, he thought and followed Drew down the hall.
◆◆◆
 
After Adam’s brief dalliance with the thought of leaving, all five vampires reconvened back in Drew’s study. Eliza perched herself on the arm of the tufted leather sofa and shot a knowing look and an innocent grin at Adam as he made his way into the room. He held his head high as he crossed the room to sit in a high-backed chair. The air changed, and he sensed that all eight eyes were on him as he moved. Taking his time as he sat, he crossed one leg over the other and clasped his hands over his knee. With his back ramrod straight, he exuded dominance. Too bad the other vampires didn’t pick up on that. With a frown, he accepted that he had been bested by the house vampires and slouched in the seat to wait for Drew. Casting a glance at Eliza, he acknowledged her place in the hierarchy with a slow blink and a bow. She shrugged.
“We don’t have enough time left tonight to make any mad dashes into the city, but clearly, we need to do something,” Drew began. Adam and the others nodded in silence. Drew paced as he spoke, and Adam cast his mind back to when he’d been newly turned and hadn’t yet shaken his human habits. Drew was young, in vampire years, but he commanded the respect of his group. It seemed that quite a lot about Drew had changed over the last twenty years.
“Leo, did you find anything in your search through the debris?” Drew asked.
“A couple o’ leaves, some broken bits of glass, and water.”
“Water?” Eliza perked up. “Where did water come from? Even when the ‘Count,’” Adam looked away as Eliza glared at him, “whooshed in with his big bad storm, I never felt any water in the air. And no windows were broken, so nothing came in from outside. Are you sure it wasn’t sweat from your brow, or something else?”
“Coulda’ been, but probably not. There was a pretty big puddle of it.”
“Is it still there?” Drew asked. He’d stopped pacing and placed his hands on his hips. Adam nodded from his chair. He was still amazed that Drew carried so much weight with these people. Did he have something over them?
Leo shrugged. “I don’t think so. At least not as much as when I first checked. Jake took pictures. I still can’t work these camera phones—my pictures are always blurry.”
“That’ll be your sausage fingers, Leo.” Jake chimed in. Leo shrugged and rolled his eyes. Jake then addressed the group. “I’ve got a couple pictures, but I just assumed the water was residual from all the commotion in the air.”
Adam couldn’t get the thought of that leaf on his boot out of his mind. Jake was still talking, but Adam had zoned out, trying to figure out why he couldn’t shake the leaf. He had a feeling it meant something, but he chose to stay quiet for now. He kept his eyes on Drew, scrutinizing his every move.
Jake passed the phone around, and everyone looked at the pictures in turn, each member of the group swiping through them and shaking their heads. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, but something about the water being present, and the amount of it, troubled everyone. By the time the camera was back in Jake’s hands the room had gone silent, as five minds went to work.
Eliza was the first to speak. “Do we have any theories?”
“My theory is that she got pissed off at everyone and just decided to hell with us and left,” Leo said.
“How? Nobody saw her leave, Leo. Unless you did?” Jake questioned his partner harshly, and Adam perked up at the impending mud-slinging, but it never came. Jake and Leo seemed to be joined at the hip. Adam couldn’t get a read on Jake yet. He thought Leo looked an awful lot like he belonged in the Mafia, and he clearly did all the dirty work that required brute strength.
Leo looked over at Jake and shook his head. Adam narrowed his eyes at the pair and wondered what they were hiding from the group. Leo knew something, and Adam wanted to know what it was.
“Alright boys,” Eliza said. “Let’s drop it for now. We’ll rest, and maybe we can figure this all out tomorrow night. As it stands now, she is simply not here, and we don’t know any more than that. Adam, as much as it pains me, we have a safe space if you want to spend the day here. Nobody here will make an attempt on your life.” Eliza glared at both Jake and Leo and finally arched her eyes at Drew. “Right?” The three men nodded their agreement.
“Of course, if you’d rather go, that’s fine, too,” Drew said. “Alice is not really any of your concern, so you don’t need to stay here.” The tension in the air went up a notch.
Adam harrumphed and raised his eyebrows before standing up and replying, “I appreciate the kind offer, Eliza. I will take you up on it. I’m sure nobody here means me any harm. Isn’t that right, boys?” Mischief flashed across Adam’s features as he mirrored Eliza’s reprimanding tone, and he waved as he followed Eliza out of the room.
◆◆◆
 
“You set me up earlier,” Adam said as they walked down the hall.
“Hmmm?” Eliza replied, not looking at Adam.
“Why?” Adam asked, assuming her tone was one of agreement. The question hung between the two.
They made their way up the stairs to the third floor to a light-tight space where he could rest for the day. Eliza made no attempt to answer his queries, and he kept quiet. He tried to think why she might want him to stick around. His eyes glanced down at the curve of her ass in her leather pants and a smile spread across his face.
‘Not for that,’ Eliza projected then turned around to face him. Adam stopped abruptly, and even in the darkened hallway, he knew she could see him blushing. Rolling her eyes, she unlocked the door at the end of the hall. The heavy metal door whooshed and cracked as it opened, and Adam timidly followed Eliza into the room and looked around. The space was definitely light-tight. It was dark in there, even with his vampire vision.
“So, for what, then?” Adam said.
Eliza shut the heavy meditation room door behind them and walked further into the room. “You and Drew have unfinished business. You need to sort it out.”
Adam nodded slowly. “And you know so much about this….” his voice trailed off at the end.
“You’re joking, right?” Eliza walked over to the metal chair. It was the only piece of furniture in Drew’s meditation room. She sat down, draped her arm over the back of the chair, and crossed her legs.
“Obviously I’m not joking. What do I know about you and Drew? Other than you’ve clearly spent time getting to know each other—in a biblical sense.”
“Even undead, that’s all you can think about—sex?”
“It’s not all I can think about. But when you make it so obvious, what else am I supposed to think about?”
“Whatever. You need to fix Drew,” Eliza said. “Whatever that entails, I don’t care. Just do something, and make things right. Either that, or leave now.”
“I didn’t break Drew; he did that to himself a long time ago. Well before I ever knew him, I might add.”
“I heard all about it. I keep hearing all about it. He needs to move on. You need to help him.”
“Look, I don’t know why you and Drew are together, and, frankly, I don’t care. But I don’t need to help him do anything. He fucked up his relationship with his wife, I moved things forward for him so that she could move on with her life.”
Eliza stood up. “It’s always about the girl, isn’t it?” She walked toward Adam and the door but stopped before opening it. “Listen, you’re obviously in love with his wife. And, clearly, you turned him as part of some sadistic payback so that if you had to suffer, then you’d make him—and everyone involved—suffer, too. Drew didn’t handle things well with his wife, but at least he didn’t make choices for her.”
Adam began to protest, and Eliza put her hands up to stop him, “I don’t care. Really. I don’t. Just fix things or leave. If you’re going to leave, you should do it now, it’s going to be morning soon. And we never had this conversation.” Eliza cracked open the door and left Adam alone to consider his next moves.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Jake

Jake and Leo made their way down to their sleeping quarters on the first floor. As the main undead members of Drew’s security force, they were the first line of defense in case humans came seeking retribution. That didn’t happen often, and it never ended well for the humans. Jake assumed Leo had chosen the first floor because he leaped at the opportunity to say things like, “You’ll get up there over my dead body!” before tearing holes in flesh and feasting on the blood of the courageous yet ignorant. Also, they were the two newest members of Drew’s force, so they had no choice but to reside where they were told.
“So,” Jake began as he flopped down on the sofa and stretched out, subconsciously making himself seem large and important, a throwback to his wild investment banker days. “Are you going to tell me what you know, or are you keeping secrets from me now, too?” He glanced up at Leo, his eyes wide with expectation.
“Like I said, I don’t know nuthin’.” Leo sat down in the armchair across from Jake. His actions were slower and more deliberate, those of someone thinking carefully about how to explain something they aren’t looking forward to explaining.
“You know nuthin’ like I know Drew and Eliza aren’t fuckin’.” Jake used the crass imagery to rattle his partner into talking.
Leo snorted and leaned back in his chair, his posture more relaxed. “It’s nuthin’, really. I mean, it’s probably nuthin’ anyway.”
“Christ’s sake, Leo, spit it out!”
“No, just, the water, it got me thinkin’ like, where’d it come from?”
“That’s what we’ve all been thinking, Leo. Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Nuthin’. That’s it.” Leo shut down at the first sign of Jake’s intolerance.
“Shit, Leo. Seriously, you’ve got something on your mind. I want to know what it is. If you figure this out for Drew, think of what he’ll do for you.” Jake sat forward on the sofa and leaned his forearms on his thighs.
Leo shook his head noncommittally but spoke up. “It’s just, think about it, where does water come from? Like, where can it come from? Outside?”
“The river? The rain?”
Leo snapped his eyes over at his friend. “Yeah, but think colder.”
“Ice? Snow?”
“I think so.”
“You think what? Leo? What? I’m not making the connection!”
“Alice is somewhere where there’s water, or where there’s the potential for water.”
“Antarctica?”
“Now who’s the idiot?” Leo mused. “No, dumbass, she went home. She got pissed off at all of us, said fuck it, and went home.”
“You got all that from a puddle of water?”
“No, I got all that from watching her writhe in pain while Drew and Captain Stormfront argued about her. And from the puddle of water.”
“I don’t know, man. That’s sketchy.”
“Okay, then maybe she’s floating in the East River? What the fuck do I know?”
Jake stood and looked at his friend. Leo had his reasons for thinking Alice would’ve gone home, and though Jake could see the logic in those reasons, none of what Leo said made any sort of scientific sense. “Okay, let’s say you’re right. How did she get there? You’ve been undead longer than me, have you ever seen anything like this happen?”
“Vampirically speaking, I’m a biscuit older than you, but no, I ain’t seen nuthin’ like this before.”
Jake walked to the window and looked out on the street. The first glimmer of dawn peeked through the UV-blocking tint on the windows. “Can you still talk to her? Telepathically, I mean?”
Leo shrugged, “Dunno. I haven’t tried, if that’s that what you’re asking.”
“Can you try now?”
“Sure, but don’t stare at me, you make me uncomfortable.”
Jake smiled and nodded, and left the room to give his pal some space.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Leo

‘Hey, doll, you still with us?’ Leo projected the thought, and aimed toward Albion, hoping to connect with Alice. It was quiet for several seconds. He sat very still and focused all his energy in her direction—whichever direction that may be. He hoped she was alright, but he also hoped Drew would reward him for finding her. Jake was hanging out in his own room, pretending not to be listening in. Leo did his best to ignore his nosy partner and carried on sending his feelers out, stretching as far as his energies would go.
“I got nuthin’,” Leo hollered after a few minutes of silence.
Jake appeared in front of him in a split second, like a dog wanting to be praised by his master.
“Geez!” Leo jumped back in the seat and shoved at Jake, “Give somebody a head’s up if you’re gonna do that, wouldja?”
Jake fell back on his rear and then got up to stare out the window. “We don’t have long, Leo. Try again.”
“All right, all right. Gimme a sec. I don’t have infinite telepathic energies!”
“But your vocabulary’s improving, so there’s something!” Jake laughed in Leo’s general direction. Leo gave his friend a look of reproach and grunted.
“I’m kidding,” Jake said. “I’m kidding. Your vocabulary is prodigious—for a 1920s mobster. Now, please, try again.”
“Prodigious. I’ll show you prodigious,” Leo muttered as he settled back in his seat to reach out to Alice again.
‘Doll! Precious human! C’mon, it’s your favorite always-present vampire. Talk to me! You know you want to!’ Leo threw the thoughts out again, this time blocking every other thought while focusing on opening his mind to receive any connection from Alice.
‘I’m not in the mood, Leo.’
“Holy shit! I got ’er!”
Jake whipped around to kneel in front of his friend. Leo pushed him away and held his hands out, imploring Jake to be patient. Leo knew these next few exchanges could determine whether or not they would get her back, and ultimately what Leo’s future might look like.
‘Ah, Doll-face, you’re always in the mood for me.’ Leo chose sarcastic humor as the best method of communication. He knew she’d been angry with him for kidnapping her, but he also knew he wasn’t the vampire she was truly angry at. He hoped that by appealing to her sense of humor he’d be able to get through.
‘I’m not getting into this with you again, Leo. I left. Deal with it.’
‘Yeah, you left us with your superhero – thanks for that.’
‘He’s not my superhero.’
‘Whatever you say.’
‘He’s not. I’m done with all of you.’
‘Aw, you’re hurtin’ my feelin’s, doll.’
‘Good.’
‘Keep twistin’ that knife, babe. It hurts so good!’ There was a pause in the conversation, and Leo wondered if he’d gone too far with the masochistic rhetoric. He opened his eyes and said aloud, “She sounds like her usual self: pissed off and sharp-tongued. But I don’t know where she is yet.”
“Well, find out soon. It’ll be forced nap time in a few minutes!” Jake called as he pulled the curtain back from the window.
‘You still there, doll?’ Leo asked, his mental voice tentative and hopeful and his knuckles white as he gripped the arms of the chair.
‘I’m ignoring you.’ Alice replied.
Leo sighed out loud, relief obvious as some color returned to his fingers. ‘Ugh, alright. But, uh, seriously though, you all right?’
‘Would I be chatting to you if I weren’t?’
‘I don’t know. I can’t see you, so I don’t know what’s happening to you. Maybe you’ve been strapped into a fiery hot pit in the depths of hell with Satan himself and he’s forcing you to talk nice to the man in your head.’
‘What the hell, Leo!’ Alice said, her mental tone up a full octave.
‘That got your attention. Good. Where are you?’
‘Why should I tell you? So you can come take me away again?’
‘I ain’t goin’ back to that shithole of a town of yours again, sweetheart. Not for nuthin’.’ Leo smirked as he replied, hoping his gamble would pay off.
‘Hey! Albion’s not a—Wait! How did you know I was home?’
‘I wasn’t in the mob for nuthin’, doll!’ Leo laughed. He pumped his fist and said aloud to Jake, “Found her!”




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Alice

Alice groaned aloud when she realized what she had done. She couldn’t believe she let Leo trick her so easily. He knew, she thought. He just wanted my confirmation. Damn. She wouldn’t be able to stay at her mother’s now. They would come for her—and she couldn’t be here when they did.
“Alice, honey,” Sarah began. “What just happened? One minute we were laughing, the next….” her voice trailed off.
The concern in her mother’s voice struck Alice in the heart. Not only was Sarah her best friend, she had always been the protector, the one with the healing hugs and kisses. If anything bad happened to her, the fault would be squarely on Alice’s shoulders. She wouldn’t let that happen. Alice owed her mother an explanation, but how to explain telepathy to someone who still didn’t entirely believe in vampires? She rubbed her hands over her eyes. When she opened them, she was nose to nose with Sarah who was inspecting every detail of Alice’s face. She gave her mom a small smile.
“Mom, it’s okay,” Alice said. Her mother’s tension radiated the space between them and Alice reached out to calm her. Breathing slowly, she hoped the physical connection would encourage her mother to mimic her actions. “I was communicating telepathically.” Prompted by her mother’s blank stare, Alice refined her explanation. “No one’s here with us, it’s just you and me. They can’t hear what’s going on inside the room, only what’s going on inside my head, and only if I let them.”
Sarah inched from the edge of the cushion to practically sitting on Alice’s lap. Could this night get any weirder? Sarah’s private thought floated into Alice’s mind and Alice flashed an understanding smile. Scooting back, Sarah cleared her throat before replying out loud, “Oh, um, of course. Right.”
Her mother’s face contorted as she came to grips with all of this. Alice hated that her mother was so stressed out. Sarah was the even keel, the one to take care of everything with a cool head. It’s why Alice remained so cool in a crisis—usually, anyway.
“It’s okay, Mom. I’m confused, too,” Alice said and put her other hand on top of her mother’s. Again no overwhelming sensory input or sparks when their hands touched. Maybe I’m starting to get the hang of this.
Sarah nodded, then said, “So, what’s with the groan? What were you talking about? Who were you talking to?”
“I was talking to Leo,” Alice said. Sarah nodded. Alice sighed then continued, “He just knows exactly how to get under my skin!”
“He sounds like a jerk,” Sarah said. She fidgeted in her seat. She was trying to appear comfortable, but she clearly was not. Sarah tucked her fist under her chin while she wrapped her other arm around her middle. Next, she sat back and let her arm droop over the arm of the chair while crossing her ankles. Alice had a hard time watching her mother squirm, but she appreciated that her mom was cool enough to roll with these new experiences. Like they were normal when they were anything but.
Alice smiled. “Well, he is. He totally is, but honestly, there are worse vampires out there.” She paused, “Like Adam.” The anger from the woods came rushing back to her and flushed her cheeks. “He makes you think he’s a good guy, but really, he’s just a manipulative, controlling jerk.”
Sarah nodded stiffly. Alice noted the hesitation in her mother’s movements and wondered what she knew or didn’t know about Adam. Surely, her mother didn’t think he was one of the good guys?
“Anyway,” Alice continued, “I think we’ve got a problem.”
“It’s okay, honey, we can deal with whatever it is, don’t worry.” Sarah patted her daughter’s hand.
“We’re going to need to leave here. As soon as possible. At least, you are. I don’t want you here when they show up.”
Sarah’s eyes grew wide at this announcement. “What do you mean? When who shows up? Leo and Adam? Why would they come here?”
“And Drew, Jake, and Eliza, probably.” Alice stood up. The air rushed by her face as she rose, and she had to stand still to orient herself before moving again. God, am I ever going to get used to this? She inched over to the big picture window. A futile search of her immediate surroundings offered nothing but a dead and dried wintry scene when she pulled back the curtains. She squinted and brought her hand up to cover her eyes as a beam of soft yellow light from the early morning sun pierced the room.
“Ha!” she laughed aloud and turned to face her mother. “We’ve got time!” she said, light returning to her eyes.
Sarah remained seated on the overstuffed chair but the confusion in her eyes mingled with excitement. “Time?”
“Yes! Vampires have to sleep during the day. That’s why it took us so long to travel from here to New York. We had to stop so they could find somewhere safe to sleep while the sun was out.”
Sarah shook her head slowly as she listened to Alice. “Honey, I—”
“Mom! We’ve gotta go. You’ve gotta go. Pack a bag or two and drive. As far as you can, away from here and away from New York, drive until just before sunset. Then find somewhere to stop, and don’t call me. I don’t want to know where you are. If I know where you are, they’ll be able to find out, and I don’t want them coming after you.”
“Honey, you—”
“Mom! Please! Trust me! You’ve got to go. Now. While you can still get a jump on them.” Alice fixated on how to protect her mother from the influx of vampires and forgot entirely about her difficulties with moving too quickly and the nausea that was sure to follow. She rapidly turned from the window and rushed across to her mother to urge her to go upstairs and pack.
“Alice!” Sarah jumped back, grabbing at her chest and stumbling. Alice stopped abruptly while her mother struggled to catch her breath. Alice didn’t understand. She stepped forward to help and Sarah held her hand up to stop her.
“Alice! How did you—? What are you do—? Stop! Alice, what’s going on? Slow down!” Sarah frantically backed away from her daughter, toward the staircase. Alice stood slack-jawed as her mother appeared to flee from something that wasn’t there.
Sarah blinked rapidly and fumbled for the banister, shaking and not able to grab hold of anything. She tripped backward up the first few stairs but kept her eyes on Alice the entire time. Her whole body shook. Her hands finally gained purchase on the banister with her fingernails gouging the shiny wooden surface.
Alice couldn’t figure out what was terrifying her mother. She moved toward the stairs to help her. And then, time slowed down.
Alice stopped. Absolutely motionless. Her eyes were open, but not seeing, not moving, not even to blink. Her breaths were shallow, so shallow that to anyone else she wouldn’t appear to be breathing at all. The air around her crackled and sparks appeared, emanating from her skin before winking into oblivion. Her hair lifted on invisible currents, and her irises switched from warm hazel to pure black, the stark monochrome coloring of her eyes the first physical sign that Alice was no longer her mother’s little girl.
The change was rapid. From the outside, Alice appeared to stand still as her newly forming powers roared to life. On the inside, she had retreated to a safe corner where there were no sparks and no monochrome eyes and no winds of change. Surrounded by frightening physical transformations and unable to have an effect on any of them, she cowered inwardly like a scared animal. Walls of thought loomed large like a dark cave surrounding her mind and trapping her there, helpless and alone.
Though unable to move she could see her mother’s reaction: tears running down a face twisted by fear and confusion. Alice squeezed her black eyes shut and projected her thoughts toward her mother. ‘It’s okay, Mom.’ Her mother showed no reaction and when a mental wall shot up, Alice knew the message didn’t make it through. This was a different kind of wall from the one she experienced when Leo shut down her conversations with Adam earlier. This one came from within her. As though whatever was happening to her physically demanded that she stay within and not make any external connections. She wanted to cry, but she was unable to. She wanted to reach out to her mother, but her body would not obey. She was trapped inside her own mind and body. A prisoner of some new creation.
◆◆◆
 
The whirlwind whipped in a frenzy around Alice and through the room before making a swift exit. The air seemed to fall, like gravity had been reinstated. All the life and energy had been sucked out on the wind with only emptiness remaining.
She looked around with new eyes. Even though her vision had already improved since her reappearance, now, everything glowed. Every object had a halo or an aura of its own. The slightest movement caught Alice’s attention—even solid objects appeared to be vibrating. The light broke apart and washed the space in a fractured rainbow. Not daring to move any muscles aside from her eyes, she scanned the room until she spotted her mother cowering in a corner on the landing. A pit formed in Alice’s stomach as her mother shook with terror. What have I done? Alice only had her mother’s reaction to go by, she hadn’t seen herself. Have I taken on a new form? Do I look like a monster? It didn’t make sense to her that she could see so clearly yet not move or speak or even project her thoughts. Wasn’t that a new thing she could do now?
After what seemed an eternity of hiding away and viewing her own change through her mother’s reactions, Alice spoke.
“Mom!” Her booming voice filled the room and she cringed. She cleared her throat and attempted to adjust her volume, “Mom, are you okay?” In her mind, it had been a whisper, but Sarah covered her ears as though Alice had used a megaphone and screamed at the top of her lungs. Pain sliced through Alice as she realized she’d never reach her mother, not like this.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

Sarah

Huddled on the downstairs landing, Sarah brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them protectively. Tears streamed down her face, and her cheeks looked wind-burned. Breathing slowly, she pulled herself back from the edge of losing consciousness. Life as she had known it was over for her, and she would have to deal with that. Now. Pictures flashed through her mind of earlier, happier days when Alice was a baby and a young vibrant girl who loved to laugh, read, and run. Those days would never return for her, or her daughter. More tears fell down her face as she mourned her child’s innocence. Alice’s body remained, but Sarah didn’t think her sweet baby girl was in there anymore.
The corner of the landing provided Sarah with a modicum of comfort and control. Walls to her back allowed her to focus on the creature that used to be Alice. A thunderous sound erupted from the creature’s mouth, but the voice didn’t sound like it belonged to Alice. Scrutinizing the situation, Sarah stayed put. The creature that looked like Alice didn’t appear to want to harm her so she didn’t try to flee.
Finally forcing herself to look at the creature’s eyes, Sarah sat up straight and took a deep breath. If she could stand to look at those eyes for long enough, maybe she would find her daughter in there somewhere. Sarah searched, but Alice wasn’t home. Her mind made up, she cleared her throat and said, “You must leave.”
The creature who looked like Alice staggered back. Her black eyes flooded with tears, and her hands curled to tight fists. Sarah felt a brief sense of panic, as though she had poked the bear, and she turned her head away, afraid to see what would happen next. A moment later and without a sound, the creature that used to be Alice was gone.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

Jake

Jake and Leo rushed back upstairs as soon as they discovered where Alice was. Their thunderous footsteps echoed through the townhouse, sounding like a troop of kindergartners touring the place. It was otherwise quiet in the house, but they didn’t expect any of the vampires to have responded to the pull of the sun yet. Regardless, Leo’s conversation meant they knew where Alice was, and that meant she was still alive. And that meant they could get her back. All things they were ecstatic to share with Drew.
“Drew!” Jake raced down the hall. “Drew! We found her!”
Leo ambled along behind his partner and mumbled, “I found her, I think you mean.”
Jake ignored Leo except to share a not-so-friendly gesture expressing exactly how much he cared about the distinction, just before he rounded the corner outside Drew’s study.
Leo snickered and thought at Jake, ‘Bite me!’
Jake blew into the study and stumbled over Drew who was still in his chair. He apparently hadn’t moved since they’d left him earlier. He looked like a forgotten wax statue in a history museum, despondent, forlorn, and immobile.
“Drew! Leo got her! He found Alice! She’s—” Jake stopped shouting when Leo elbowed him in the gut. The look in Leo’s eyes told Jake the distinction did matter, and he backed off.
“She’s back in Albion,” Leo said without emotion. He didn’t add any information to the statement.
Jake knew his partner would be waiting for Drew to tell him what to do next. Leo’s MO was to do the job, report on the job, and wait for further instruction.
Drew nodded at the news, but he made no move to react or show that he understood—or cared. Jake paced and huffed. And paced. And huffed. And tapped his foot. He stared at Drew, eager to get going.
He should relax, but he had too much pent-up energy to stand around doing nothing.
Leo gave him a mental dressing down from the doorway, checking his fingernails and sucking his teeth. ‘Simmer down, man! You can’t pace Drew into answering you!’
Scowling at Leo, he stopped pacing.
‘That’s better,’ Leo thought and walked over to stand closer to Drew’s chair. Jake followed, hoping their proximity would encourage their leader to respond.
Once they were close to Drew, Jake cleared his throat. One final push. He pulled a face at Leo, daring him to say something. Holding his hands up, Leo shook his head and frowned in reply.
As if noticing them for the first time, Drew glanced up and said, “Oh, uh, thanks guys. You did… great.” His voice fell flat, and the air in the room became stale and unpleasant. Hands on his hips, Jake tutted in frustration and began pacing again. He hated waiting around for someone else to make a decision. Monotony ruled his life after death. Performing someone else’s mundane tasks. Wasn’t that what adolescence was for? The one who turned him promised luxury and freedom beyond his imagination. The reality proved to be much less exciting. But he chose this path, he would need to deal with it. For now.
After several stale and quiet moments, Jake and Leo looked at each other, not sure what to make of Drew’s lack of enthusiasm. Unable to endure the silence any longer, Jake spoke up animatedly, “Yeah, it is great. Now we can go and get her!” he glanced at Leo, hoping his partner would show similar levels of enthusiasm and that their energy would rub off on Drew. “I bet if we called the funeral home, they’d give us a casket and a hearse with a driver, so we could get a jump on daylight—she’d never expect us to arrive by nightfall!” Jake spoke rapidly in the hope that his energy would light a fire under Drew.
Leo shook his head at Jake, ‘Lay off, would ya!’
Jake cleared his throat in reply and bounced on the balls of his feet ready to launch as soon as Drew gave the signal.
Drew glanced at Jake and Leo and took a long, sobering breath. “No, no. Let’s rest today,” he said. Then added seemingly as an afterthought, “She won’t go far.”
“She won’t go far? What are you talking about, Drew? What’s gotten into you?” Jake bellowed. He was reeling from the energy that had been building up inside him since Alice disappeared. He felt something when she blinked out of that room. His heart tugged, and the air fizzled out of his chest; he thought she was gone forever. Now, he knew where she was, and he was damn sure he would get her back. He hearkened back to his days as a trader, working the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, edging out the guys who didn’t possess the bravado to get the job done. He had what it took, and he would stop at nothing to make the trade, just like he would stop at nothing to get Alice back. Even if that meant getting a price put on his head or getting kicked out of Drew’s crew.
“How can you sit there?” Jake spat the words out of his mouth. “Acting like you don’t care? We brought you big news, news that you wanted, and now you’re not the least bit interested that we actually made contact with her and that she still exists! Shit, man. For all we knew she blinked into oblivion a few hours ago… now you don’t want to hear what happened? Why the hell did you have us go all the way to Albion in the first place if you never intended to do anything with her? Jesus. What a ridiculous fucking mess.”
Leo hung back, watching Drew intently as his partner unleashed his fury on their leader. ‘Be careful, Jake. Drew’s still your superior. I got your back, man, but just be careful. I ain’t never seen ’im like this before.’
Jake kept pacing, but with less vigor, the wind out of his sails.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Drew

Drew hung his head during the verbal lashing from Jake. Jake was right. They should be out there right now trying to find his daughter. Instead, his worst rival—his creator—took refuge in a light-tight bedroom upstairs. And Drew shut down. Part of him wanted to rush up the stairs, crash through the door and stake Adam. Drew left Albion to keep from doing someone else’s bidding. It took years, but he created a life and a name for himself in New York. His reputation wasn’t Adam’s to take.
But the moment Adam blew into the room, the equilibrium changed. Power leaked from Drew, puddling around him and fizzling at his feet. For years, he worked to get out from under the specter of Adam’s gaze. In the early days, Drew’s every action was fueled by revenge against his creator. Killing for sport. Attempting to create fledglings of his own. And failing. He ran New York like a mob boss – underlings doing his bidding, a hot woman by his side whenever he wanted her, making his own rules and damning the rest.
Or so he thought. Looking back on it, every powerful move he made had been at Eliza’s suggestion. If he dared to make his own choice, she would clean up after him. Countless mutant fledglings were put down at her hands. Jake and Leo always looked to Eliza for confirmation before he set them on a mission. Like always. Drew took a backseat in the design of his life. Sarah ran his life from New York to Albion, and he fucked that up. Adam ran him out of Albion. Eliza pushed him down until he fit neatly into her little box. And Alice—even she had more balls than he did. And poof. She was gone.
Poor Drew. Poor, miserable, fucking Drew.
“Do what you want. I don’t care,” he finally said out loud. He got up and unceremoniously left the room. Their eyes burned into him as he moved. Let ‘em stare. Let ‘em hate me. He heard scuffling and grunts that he assumed were Jake and Leo fussing over him, but again it didn’t matter. Heading to his room to mope before answering the call of the sun, he slowed down just in front of his doorway as his ears picked up the argument in the study.
“What the fuck was that?” Jake asked Leo.
“Beats me. Seems like a schmuck move if you ask me.”
Drew rolled his eyes but kept listening. Jake spoke up, “We gotta move on this. Today.”
“How you plannin’ to do that, Romeo?”
Romeo? What the hell does that mean? Drew turned around to make his way back to the study. That’s my daughter they’re talking about!
“Any way I can,” Jake said.
Leo grunted, “It ain’t your call.”
“What are you talking about, Leo? We did all this fucking work, and now we’re just supposed to drop it because Drew’s despondent?”
Their argument lit a fire under Drew as he barreled down the corridor. Don’t they know who’s in charge here? Hearing footsteps on the stairs above him, he froze in his tracks. The last thing he wanted was to have someone catch him eavesdropping like some schoolboy schmuck. Tiptoeing back to his room to hide from whoever was coming down the stairs, he groaned inwardly. So much for dignity. It had taken him years to build his reputation, his empire. Now, that was coming to an end. How could one person have so much power over another person’s life and not even know it? At his doorway, he paused to hear what was happening in the study.
As if on cue, Leo sucked his teeth, “Yup. Pretty much.”
“Seriously, Leo? You know what? I don’t fucking care if I’m the only one. I’m going to get her back. Today.”
“I wouldn’t.” Eliza’s voice cut through Jake’s angry tirade. Eliza to the rescue, as usual, Drew thought and quietly slid through the open door to his room.




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

Eliza

From the doorway, Eliza eyed up Jake. Riled up and shouting at Drew? Belittling the hand that feeds? Two weeks ago, he happily played video games all night and complained when it was time to hunt. No, something wasn’t right. Making rash decisions, personality turned upside down? She should’ve noticed earlier, but Jake was in love. With Alice. The boss’s daughter. Not very clever.
This revelation put strain on an already unstable set of circumstances. She would need to micromanage Jake’s every move until the Alice situation was resolved. She remembered the first time she fell in love after becoming a vampire. Poor choices led to several dead, actually dead, bodies. Vampires experienced everything in high definition, including their emotions. Love, the most intense of all; followed closely by lust, but that caused its own set of problems. No, a vampire newly in love was not to be trusted. Unable to regulate his emotions, he posed a significant threat—not only to those who blocked him from the object of his desire, but also to himself.
The sun had fully risen. Eliza fought against its pull because she would have to be the strong one. Drew sulked in his room, Adam did whatever Adam wanted to do while Jake was seriously considering going out the front door and into the sun to track down Alice. At least Leo hasn’t lost his mind. Eliza would be the voice of reason. She couldn’t let Jake rush outside to meet certain death.
“You can’t stop me, Eliza. You have no control over me.”
“Oh, I know. You remind me all the time, Jake. Yet here you are.”
Agitated and obviously still contemplating bolting for the door, Jake paced in front of Eliza. An angry animal in its cage, waiting for someone to stick their arm through so he could take his vengeance out on them.
“Jake,” Eliza said, projecting comfort in her voice. “Jake, think about what you’re proposing.”
“Stop it, Eliza. I know what you’re doing. I’m not Drew. I don’t need to be molly-coddled.”
“Oh, I see. Okay. Go out that door then. Good luck to you, but you won’t last thirty seconds.”
“She’s right, man,” Leo cut in. “We need to wait ’til tonight. But we’ll go the second the sun goes down. I swear.”
Jake stopped to make eye contact with Leo. They shared an unbreakable bond; common for vampires who spent decades together. She hoped the bond was strong enough to help Jake come to his senses before it was too late. Narrowing his eyes at Leo, Jake nodded, the storm over.
Jake released the breath he had been holding. “Shit!” he pulled at his hair.
Leo grimaced, but his face softened as it became obvious that his friend was back and wouldn’t be risking his life for this girl, at least not today. “C’mon, man, let’s go answer the sun’s call. As soon as she’s down, we’ll be out the door and on our way.”
Eliza left the room. She had nothing to add. Leo and Jake would handle it. They would stop at nothing to get Alice back. But what the hell was wrong with Drew? Hiding in his room while Jake and Leo battle it out? While she came to talk sense into them? This was a new level of apathy, and Eliza was determined to find out what was fueling it.
◆◆◆
 
The door to Drew’s room was shut tight, a clear signal he didn’t want to be disturbed. Disregarding his wishes, Eliza twisted the knob and pushed hard only to find her body folding into her shoulder as the door stayed fast.
“Ouch!” She rubbed her shoulder. Drew never locked her out. Even when he was angry, he’d always let her in to talk him through it or comfort him. Their physical chemistry had been the one aspect of their relationship they could rely on. If something couldn’t be fixed, at least it could be forgotten about after grinding, sweating, and smashing themselves into each other for a couple hours.
“You know what, Drew? You’re on your own with this one,” Eliza muttered through the door. “I’m with the guys. They’re right. We leave at sunset. With or without you.” Pressing her palm to the door, she waited for him to respond. After no response, mental or otherwise, she turned and let her fingers trail along the wall as she walked down the corridor.
When Eliza reached her room, she found Adam propped on her bed waiting for her like they were old friends and his being there was an everyday occurrence. Without thinking, she lunged. The look on Adam’s face as she sent him flying across the room almost made up for the cold-shoulder she received from Drew.
“Whoa!” After crashing into the wall, Adam was forced to pick himself up off the floor. “Hey,” he pleaded, “I’m just here to talk. I—”
“You’re going to leave my room. Now.” When Adam didn’t budge, she added, “I thought the throwing thing would’ve made it pretty clear you’re unwelcome in here. For any reason.”
Adam’s shoulders sank, and he looked pitiful, but Eliza stood firm. Shooting daggers from her eyes, she crossed her arms over chest and looked from Adam to the door. Clearly dejected, he stalked away, stopping just before the threshold. “Fine. But you’re going to wish you had me with you when you get to Albion.” In a blink, he was gone.
Defiant, Eliza remained where she was, arms crossed and senses on alert, until she was certain her unwanted guest had gone. She let out a long sigh and walked over to her bed to straighten it. Adam had left impressions of himself in the covers, and she wanted no reminders of his existence. As if I’ll need his help in Albion. Pretty sure three strong vampires can find their way through a Podunk little backwoods town. Eliza grumbled and carried on taking out her frustration—with Adam and Drew—on the pillows, punching them a little harder than necessary to fluff them, and throwing them back into position. Wait, she thought, and paused mid-toss, not three vampires, four. Drew’s coming too. This is his mess, he’s got to be there.
The bed looked worse than before she straightened it. She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Ugh!” How could she have let both Drew and Adam get under her skin like this? She’d fought tougher battles and kept her cool. “Dammit, he’s going. They both are,” she announced to the empty room. She straightened her bed again before breezing out the door and down the hall to Adam’s room.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

Adam

Lying on the cold, hard floor in the lonely upstairs room, Adam closed his eyes to give in to the sun for the day when he felt a presence standing over him. He opened one eye to see Eliza leaning forward, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, waiting for him to wake up.
“I’m pretty sure that’s the last look you gave me as I was leaving your room. Only now, you’re here in my room.” Adam sat upright, bending at the waist, and glared at his uninvited guest. “I feel as though I am supposed to throw you across the room now. That’s the way we greet people here, right?”
“Funny,” Eliza said and rolled her eyes.
“I love that you get my humor,” Adam replied as he stood and made his way to the door. Leaning back against it, he placed both hands on the doorknob, ready to escort Eliza out. “But really, why are you here?”
“I need you in Albion.”
“What was that? I’m afraid my vampire hearing isn’t working too well. Did you just say you need me?” Adam let go of the door and strode toward Eliza. “Perhaps you said you need shoes in Albion. And, I dare say you’re right. Maybe even boots. It’s cold and slushy this time of year.” Adam arched his eyebrow at her. He loved being a jackass.
“Drew was right. You’re an asshole.”
“I aim to please.”
“It was a mistake to come in here.”
“But you’re not moving toward the door, so I’m thinking you want me to tell you something else? Like, ‘No, no, Eliza, I’m here to help you in any way I can. Stay. Please. Let’s work this out.’” Adam folded his hands together and over-enthusiastically kneeled in front of her. “Something like that?”
“Fine. You don’t want to help. I’ll go. Never mind.” Eliza stepped around Adam on her way to the door. Adam made it there before she did, keeping her in the room, and in his presence, for a little while longer.
Eliza stopped just before bumping into him and let out a chirp of surprise. “Make up your bloody mind, man!” she huffed and strutted over to the metal chair. Lowering herself onto the cold seat, she slowly crossed one leg over the other and looked haughtily at Adam. “What’s it going to be?”
Adam stayed by the door. He couldn’t help letting his eyes wander over Eliza’s enticing silhouette as she leaned back in the chair. He cleared his throat when he realized his eyes had lingered too long and he hadn’t spoken yet. Feeling compelled to do so, Adam moved toward her, his physical interest in her growing with each step, even as she sat there apparently unaware of what was happening. He knew full well that to attempt to touch Eliza would tip the already precarious situation with Drew into an unmanageable one, and one that would not favor him.
As Adam approached, Eliza shook her hair. To Adam it was a slow-motion movement; her hair flowed delicately over her shoulders and softly framed her face, intensifying the fiery blue of her eyes and the fullness of her vibrant red lips. His mind flashed to images of Eliza moaning, her legs and arms wrapped around him, holding onto him as fiercely as he held onto her, crushing his body into hers, a tangled mess of limbs and hair and—
“Hey lover boy, snap out of it.” Eliza ordered and tucked one foot under her as she waited for Adam to come around.
He cleared his throat again, realizing he had stopped a couple paces before reaching the chair and had just stood there looking foolish and acting like a high school boy who was unable to control his nascent and burgeoning hormonal desires. To force himself back to the present, he rubbed his hands down his pant-legs, smoothing them out. “Yes, right. Back to business.” Putting space between himself and Eliza, he asked, “How do you do that? I’m genuinely curious.” In the middle of the room and several feet away from her, he stopped and wrapped his arms around his body. He pinched his triceps to keep himself in the moment. “I’ve never lost control of my mind, or my body, in that way before. I’m rather particular about how I behave, seductively speaking. But, just now, I had no control.” He paused and rubbed his chin. “That was you. Wasn’t it?”
Eliza sat forward, her bosom leading the way, and tipped her head up toward Adam, “If I told you all my secrets, they wouldn’t be secrets.”
“Clever, clever girl. That’s how you do it. That’s how you’ve been able to get Drew to do your bidding.”
Eliza shrugged.
Adam clapped his hands together and let out a bark, “I love it! Yes. This is going to be great! Ha!”
A look of confusion crossed Eliza’s face.
“Don’t you see?” Adam rushed over and knelt in front of her. “Surely, you’ve utilized this skill before?”
Demure, she looked away.
“You have. And you will use it to our advantage in Albion. Tonight.”
“I aim to please,” she finally replied, with a smirk.
“Great. Now, get out.”
In a blink, Eliza was gone, and Adam was back on the floor ready to respond to the pull of the sun.




CHAPTER FIFTY

Leo

The sun dropped below the horizon at 6:35 p.m. Within seconds, Leo and Jake were out the door and headed toward the Hudson River. Ever the pragmatists, they headed straight to Battery Park. Even this early in the evening they were sure to find those who wouldn’t be missed. There would be a few commuters and joggers out, but most people would be where they wanted to be for dinner or on their way there. The casual tourist had no business being in Battery Park after dark.
Wasting no time with their usual pre-feed cat and mouse dance, they zeroed in on two junkies looking to score. The kill, and only the kill, drove their actions. The night ahead would be long and possibly dangerous; they’d need a full feeding to power them through. That meant draining their victims completely. No questions, no sympathies, only blood. Any less and they may fall prey to someone else’s will.
Since businessfolk were still milling about, efficiency and stealth were of the highest priority. Practiced and expert at their jobs, this expedition should give them no trouble as long as each partner played their role. As lookout, Leo hung back several yards while Jake approached the two street dwellers on their bench. He flashed what appeared to be a bag of heroin in their direction and gave them the follow-me-for-your-fix face. They followed Jake, the pull the drugs had on them as difficult to ignore as the pull of the sun for any vampire. I feel ya, Leo thought as he waited for the signal from Jake. It would be his turn to join in the kill soon enough.
Jake led them behind a large statue near the water. Not exactly private, but close enough for their purposes. He threw a quick glance toward Leo as they walked—the humans would’ve missed it—and spoke to him telepathically. ‘Cover me?’
Leo nodded and kept a lookout with his vampire eyes and ears. Tonight’s feast needed to go smoothly. No time for charming police officers or wayward tourists. The cops usually hung around Battery Park after the sun set, but so far, Leo didn’t see any uniforms. The occasional street performer, sure, but coppers, no. Pretending to be awed by the 9-11 Sphere, Leo kept tabs on the humans in the park, paying close attention to Jake and the junkies. If officers got in the way, Leo would charm them, but that would trigger a long messy trail that nobody had time to deal with. Plus, he didn’t like dealing with law enforcement–in any decade. If he kept the NYPD away the rest would fall into place.
The junkies followed Jake eagerly and paid no attention to Leo in the distance. That suited him just fine. He enjoyed catching his victims off guard and going in for the kill. None of this mind-games mumbo jumbo. He relished the look on their faces as they realized their fate. If only he could keep a scrapbook with all their shocked expressions.
Before being turned, Leo was feared and respected in the Organization, and Chicago in the 1920s would’ve looked very different without his presence. But he kept to himself, so most people never knew he carried out the most gruesome killings of their time. Most people only met Leo once because once you met Leo, your time was up.
Part of him felt bad for the junkies chasing their next fix. Life didn’t always work out the best for everyone. But at the end of the day, Leo needed blood, and even filled with smack their blood would satiate him and extend his life.
Jake kept his bag of goodies in view, but just out of reach, as the addicts came closer, their arms outstretched like the zombies they were. Leo crept closer, ready to jump when Jake gave the signal.
Without fanfare, Jake pounced on one of the now very sorry delinquents. This prompted Leo to jump in, and the two vampires feasted in unison. They tore at their victims with fierceness and speed that would rival the most macabre horror scene, but they had work to do, so efficiency was key.
They fed on their victims until the very last heartbeat. As he was finishing his feast, Leo recalled having to convince Jake that overfeeding was a myth. Having read too much vampire fiction before being turned, he was convinced pulling blood from his victims after their hearts stopped beating and their circulatory systems failed would kill him. It was gross, like eating a strawberry that had withered and died in your mouth, but it wasn’t fatal.
Once they finished, they threw the corpses into the Hudson River for the current to take them out under the Verrazano and into the ocean. If nature didn’t help them, Eliza would pick up the pieces. Tonight was important to all of them—including Drew. Even though he didn’t show it. At all.
“You ready?” Leo asked Jake as the bodies bobbed and drifted away in the dull, frigid water below.
Jake nodded then looked at Leo. “What if she’s gone?”
“We’ll deal with that if we have to. Right now, we gotta get to the airport.”
They took off at vampire speed in the direction of the Lincoln Tunnel, easily outpacing any vehicular mode of transport. A guy with a plane waited for them at Teterboro Airport. Eliza had a guy for everything, and she easily convinced this one to take her friends to the Mitten State for little more than a thank you.
Technically, they could’ve run all the way to Albion, but after a while, their speed and energy would’ve petered out making driving faster, but still slower than flying. The airport was only about fifteen miles from Battery Park, and they could run that distance in a matter of minutes without using too much energy. Leo wasn’t keen on air travel, but Alice might be in trouble. Flying was worth the risk to reach her in time.
At the airport, Leo and Jake found the hangar and boarded the plane without issue. Their guy was ready to go and asked zero questions. And who could blame him, really.
Once in the air, Leo relaxed a bit, but Jake was still on edge. “Why does it feel like we’re going to war?”
“As if a pretty boy like you would know what going to war feels like,” Leo said, ribbing his friend to ease his nerves.
“Fuck you, Leo.”
That didn’t work. He looked out the window, purposely avoiding eye contact, and said, “Lighten up, Romeo. I’m on your side. Let’s just see what happens when we get there.”
Jake shifted in his seat and groaned, “I thought private planes were supposed to be comfortable.”
“I’m feelin’ pretty good right about now.” Leo looked at Jake and waggled the bottle of beer in his hand.
Jake sighed and looked out the window, Leo’s attempts at humor and goodwill falling on deaf ears.
They sat in silence watching the clouds below and contemplating their situation.
“But what the hell happened to her? How did she just disappear? Have you ever heard of anything like this happening?”
Leo kept watch on the clouds and finally replied, “I have.”
“I mean, basic laws of space and time – wait. What?” Jake twisted in his seat and reached across the aisle to grab Leo by the arm. “What do you mean you have? Why didn’t you say anything before? Jesus, Leo. If you know what we’re getting into, you’ve gotta tell me!”
“Cool your jets, man. What I meant was, strange things sometimes happen to vampires, but nothing exactly like this.” Leo swigged the last sip of his beer and let the bottle dangle and twist in his hand.
“Alice isn’t a vampire,” Jake said.
“Hmmm,” was all Leo said.
“What do you know that I don’t? Is that why you can talk with her telepathically?”
“Just a theory I have.”
“Care to share it?”
“I think Adam’s her second daddy.”
“I think he thinks he’s got some hold over her, but I don’t see how that’s possible. Hasn’t he been undead for like five-hundred years?”
Leo nodded and got up to grab another beer. “Yup.”
“So…?”
Leo heard the lingering question mark but took his time getting his beer. He wasn’t aware of anything like this happening and had zero evidence to base his theory on, but he couldn’t shake the feeling in his gut. His gut didn’t lie. He returned from the plane’s pantry with two fresh cold ones, twisted the tops off and handed one to his partner before sitting down. “So, I think Adam somehow got mixed up in things before Alice was born.”
“You think he had sex with Alice’s mom without her knowing and she somehow conceived Alice? I didn’t think we could reproduce, being undead and all.”
“Like I said, strange things,” Leo shifted in his seat. These fancy airplane seats are not comfortable.
“I’m not buying it. Alice didn’t have any idea about Adam before now.”
“You have your theories, I have mine,” Leo said, his voice suggesting that Jake, in fact, did not actually have any theories.
“No. You’re wrong. I know we can’t reproduce. I can feel it. Can’t you feel it?”
“I haven’t felt anything like that in a long time, pal.”
Jake snickered at Leo’s admission. “Yeah, I didn’t realize being undead would be so… celibate. In the movies, the vampires are always suave and getting all the action they could ever want.”
“Yup,” Leo took another swig. “Now look at us. On a plane, not a single piece of tail in sight.”
“That’s just poor planning on our part, man.”
“You’re telling me.”
The conversation stalled, and Jake went back to watching the world drift by below.
“I think we should be prepared for her to be different,” Leo said. He’d been thinking about it for a while, but he hadn’t been sure how to articulate his thoughts, so he just came out and said what he was thinking.
“I know. You’re right. But different, how?”
“Different like she might not find you so cute now.”
Jake’s shoulders sagged at that news. He looked hard at Leo, tipped up his bottle and turned his head to resume looking out the window. A few minutes later, the plane touched down in Marshall, just minutes outside Albion.
◆◆◆
 
“Why didn’t we do this the first time we visited this dump?” Leo asked from the passenger seat of their rental car.
“Because it was supposed to be a routine trip and not cost an arm and a leg, not to mention all the charming Eliza has had to do this time around,” Jake said, his hands on the wheel and his eyes straight ahead. “So, what’s our game plan?”
“Go to Alice’s mom’s house. Snatch Alice. Come home.”
“Okay, so what’s Plan B?”
“Fuck if I know.” Leo rapped his knuckles on the window.
“Leo, man, what if—” Jake stopped himself and looked over at Leo. Looking straight ahead, Leo nodded but didn’t say anything. Jake tightened his grip on the steering wheel and continued driving, shaking his head.
Leo watched his friend out of the corner of his eye. Jake was taking this whole situation the hardest. He’d never seen Jake like this before. Rational and purposeful in his actions, Jake never went against Drew. Ever. He’d been the diplomat to Leo’s brute. Always the one to fix a hairy situation, Jake might get them into some difficult business if Leo didn’t nip this in the bud.
“Let’s not get too caught up in Plan B, all right? We don’t know nuthin’ other than Alice is alive and still feisty as ever.” Leo glanced over and noticed the corner of Jake’s mouth curled up slightly and his eye crinkled at the corner. Leo released the breath he’d been holding and continued. “We’ll just go to ’er mom’s house, and we’ll politely ask ’er to come with us. And she will. So, then we’ll take her home. Bam. Bob’s yer uncle!” Leo worked to keep a straight face and refused to look at his friend.
Jake laughed heartily after Leo laid out his fantasy story. “You’re funny when you want to be, Leo. Don’t let anyone tell you you’re not!” Leo shrugged in response. Jake continued, his tone serious, “Don’t worry, I’m not going to do anything stupid when we get there. If… if she’s dangerous, I’ll—” Jake cleared his throat and tried to keep speaking, “I’ll—”
“I’ll do it, if it comes to it,” Leo said, reading Jake’s thoughts.
Jake glanced over at Leo and gave him a crisp nod. No witty comeback, no accusations of Leo poking around inside his head again. His friend needed him, and Leo was certain to oblige.
They pulled off I-94 at exit 121 and made their way down the long and windy road toward campus. They would find Alice. They had to.




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

Sarah

The steaming mug of herbal tea felt good in Sarah’s hands and on her throat. Knotted with worry all day, she gripped the mug now, in her kitchen, and blew on the steam. Alice was gone, and Sarah had told her to go. I was afraid. What else could I have done? With no idea what would happen after the sun set, she forced herself to eat dinner. A full stomach made facing your fears a little easier, or so she used to tell Alice. Swallowing hard, Sarah closed her eyes and lifted her face toward the light in the kitchen. All those years parenting, doing her best to raise a good human – gone. Why? For what? Sarah blinked and a tear spilled onto her cheek. Using the side of her forefinger, she wiped the wetness from her face and flicked it away.
One moment, her beautiful baby girl was home with her and safe, and the next she turned into some kind of monster. Sarah winced when she thought about how she reacted to her daughter’s transformation. Disgusted and afraid, she hurt Alice by cowering like she did. But, humans did not experience these changes. Eyes going black, skin and hair paling, becoming nearly translucent, in a matter of seconds. Teeth extending into fangs. Fangs? Puberty she expected, but this…was something else entirely. These changes brought with them major implications in Sarah’s life. Was she still Alice’s mother? Could she just go back to work tomorrow, pretend everything was okay? Squeezing her eyes, Sarah tensed her whole body, hoping to push everything away, forcing it to not be true. Because this must be a dream. A nightmare.
Opening her eyes, Sarah surveyed her empty kitchen. Wide awake, gripping her mug of tea, she accepted the inevitable. It wasn’t a nightmare and everything had changed. As a strong, independent woman, Sarah would change, too. But how can you change a whole life, start over, do things differently? Does that take a day? A week? Can I ever really move on while I’m here? Albion was her home; she and Andrew started their lives here. It’s where she gave birth to her daughter. Her husband died here, and let’s face it, her husband was dead; even if Andrew, Drew, whatever he’s known as now, is still walking this earth, the man she swore her vows to no longer existed.
Lost in thought, Sarah drifted over to her picture window. She didn’t expect to see anything out there in the dark, but she couldn’t help wondering what was happening with her baby girl right now. The trees shook, like they knew something evil lurked nearby. Her skin prickled, agreeing with the trees. A group of angry and dangerous vampires was coming to Albion to look for her daughter. They would find an angry mother instead.
Sarah looked down. Her hand trembled. Fleetingly, she considered dropping her mug, grabbing her keys and running. Instead, she gulped her tea and plonked her mug onto the counter. They won’t know what’s hit them. She ran upstairs with renewed energy and sense of purpose. They’ll wish they had never messed with me and my family! At the top of the stairs, she zeroed in on the hall closet. Filled with crafts and stray decorations that never found their way into the attic, it held everything she needed to ward off evil.
She flung open the door and frantically dug through wrapping paper, light strings and mounds of Alice’s artwork. The corner of a picture drawn by five-year-old Alice caught Sarah’s eye. It depicted a stick-figure woman with brown hair holding the hand of a small stick-figure girl wearing a dress and a cape. We are superheroes, baby. Mom’ll never give up fighting for you. Folding the picture and placing it in her back pocket, Sarah searched until she found the box labeled “Gro More Herb Garden.” Rifling through its contents, she grabbed the pieces she would need to defend herself.




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

Jake

It had taken the duo virtually no time to drive from Marshall to Albion. The harder part was determining exactly how to find Sarah’s house. They had made their way down to campus and began trailing Alice’s scent. Though they picked her up a few days ago, her scent lingered, as unique and traceable as a fingerprint.
Jake inhaled deeply as he stepped off the curb and crossed the road toward the center of campus. He lingered in thought. Notes of lavender and cinnamon speckled the air, a clear sign that Alice had passed through recently. He closed his eyes and pictured her full chocolate brown hair, her warm hazel eyes, and the way her nose crinkled when she was deep in thought. It was a warm and welcome picture.
The picture morphed into Alice moving uncontrollably, with wild stringy hair flailing around, puffy bloodshot eyes throwing daggers everywhere she looked, and veins of rage popping out along her neck and forehead. The latter version of Alice, the last picture he had of her in his mind, was so full of heartbreak and anger, yet Alice wasn’t only these things. Her laughter made him blush, even as their prisoner. Her strength and sense of right and wrong shone through even during stressful times. It hadn’t been very long, but Jake felt an unshakable connection to her. She had to be brought back from wherever she had gone. He dared not think of the alternative.
“We’ll find her,” Leo said, breaking Jake out of his thoughts.
“Yeah, obviously. We will.” Jake’s reply came out testier than he wanted it to, but Leo would just have to deal with it. Jake didn’t have room in his brain to deal with Leo’s delicate feelings.
“Obviously.”
“Look, Leo—”
“We’re good. C’mon. Let’s check out this place, she’s smelling pretty ripe here.” Leo moved forward and through the big red door.
Jake followed Leo into the Keller and reminders of Alice popped up everywhere. Her scent circled the room and he swore he could hear her laughter. He closed his eyes, and scent signatures left behind pushed images into his mind. Groups of college kids meeting here prepping for a big night out, giggling together, lining their stomachs, spying who they wanted to go home with at the end of the night. He remembered those days, fueled by too much alcohol, too much sloppy sex, and not enough common sense. He inhaled and smiled at the nostalgia.
Leo nudged his partner and sniffed the air. Startled, Jake nodded back, confirming what they’d both assumed: Alice had been in the Keller, but not since the other day. They left and worked their way toward the quad. It was late, but the vigilant few remained out and about, returning from the library or late-night visits to the gym. Leo and Jake moved with purpose through campus but at human speed so as not to draw attention. Leo’s squat figure and flat cap didn’t blend in as well as Jake’s lean cut and more contemporary style, but neither was different enough to catch unwanted glances. The beauty of the liberal arts campus: freedom of expression, even in fashion.
The pair wandered through the quad and stopped to gaze at a giant graffiti-laden rock. Greek letters and inspirational quotes covered the monument, and it had many layers of similar designs.
“Who does this?” Leo asked. Jake chuckled when he noticed the rock and his partner cast similar silhouettes.
“What?” Leo asked, eyeing his partner suspiciously. “What’s so funny?”
“Nothing, man.” Jake patted Leo’s shoulder. “Let’s keep moving. I don’t pick up much scent here.”
Leo nodded his reply, and they carried on walking toward town. “Last place I saw her was that bar downtown. Maybe we should go there? Trace her steps backward?”
This time Jake nodded, a little disappointed he hadn’t thought of that first. “Good idea. Maybe something will come to us when we get there. Scent or otherwise.” The two vampires moved by foot toward town hoping to catch any olfactory cues along the way.
The streets between campus and town were residential. Jake and Leo moved swiftly through the dark and had just crossed the train tracks when Leo stopped short. ‘Jake—stop,’ he thought at his friend.
Jake froze in place and glanced at Leo, awaiting more information.
‘She’s been here. Today. Can you sense it?’
Jake stood still and focused intently on his surroundings. He closed his eyes and sent out feelers to pick up any vibrations in the area. After a moment, a soft buzzing penetrated his mind. His fingertips got all tingly, and the buzzing intensified as he looked around. He moved slowly and deliberately across the street. He moved as if in a trance. The buzzing pulled him, and he allowed himself to be led. A few moments later, he found himself standing in a pile of leaves.
“She was here, man. Recently, too.” Leo looked around as he spoke, spying nothing on the sidewalks or moving around the nearby yards, save a raccoon and some other small vermin.
Jake nodded. “Yeah, all that buzzing? Did it pull you, too?”
Leo raised an eyebrow at his friend. “Nah, that was apparently special. Just for you.”
Jake turned around where he stood and nodded slowly. “But why?”
“Beats me, man. I guess even her aura has a hard on for you.”
“Not funny, Leo.”
“C’mon, man. Lighten up. We got a long night ahead. I’m not gonna deal with you being all morose and shit.”
“Look at the big brain on Leo!” Jake retorted and stepped out of the pile of leaves. As he moved away from the pile, he slipped, wet leaves sticking to the bottom of his shoes and causing him to lose traction. “Whoa!” he said, then righted himself. “Those leaves are wet, Leo.”
“I know. I just thought of that.”
“Do you really think she just appeared here, out of thin air?”
“It ain’t like she flew.” Leo bent down to take a closer look at the leaves. “Anything’s possible. These past few days have shown me that. I mean, I always knew strange stuff went down in this world—even before I was turned, you shoulda seen some of the things I seen back in the day. Man, I tell—”
“Leo. Tangent.”
“Right. Sorry. So, anyways, yeah. I think that’s exactly what happened. She popped out of the room and landed here. But why here?”
Just then, a flicker of blue light caught Jake’s eye. Someone’s television was playing in their front room. “Leo, look.” Jake pointed to the house with the television on.
“What am I lookin’ at? Is there a game on I don’t know about?”
“No. Leo. Look up.”
Leo looked again, this time focusing his energies in the direction his friend was pointing. Then he saw her, standing in front of the hall window upstairs, her arms swinging as though she were swimming. Or driving a stake into an invisible person’s heart. The gesture unmistakable. The resemblance uncanny.
“Sarah.” Drew said, from behind Leo.
“Holy shit, man! What the hell!” Leo jumped.
Jake jumped back as well, nearly stepping on Eliza. “What the fuck! How did you guys get here so fast?”
“I know more than one guy,” Eliza said. She moved closer to Drew.
“Where’s the other one? I thought you patched things up?” Leo asked.
“He doesn’t know any guys. Not in New York, anyway,” Eliza answered, then draped her arm over Drew’s shoulder. Drew shrugged her off and started walking toward Sarah’s house. “Asshole,” Eliza muttered.
“Wait. Drew. Don’t go up there yet,” Jake called after Drew and jogged to catch up with him.
Drew scowled at Jake. “Why not?” He took pointed steps closer to Jake as he spoke. “This is my house. Regardless of how long I’ve been away or what happened in the meantime. It’s. My. House.” Drew jabbed a finger into Jake’s chest at the last three words.
Jake stepped back, his hands raised in surrender. “Okay, okay. But what if Sarah is expecting you—”
“What if she is?” Drew interrupted.
“You didn’t let me finish,” Jake said and traced his steps back closer to Drew. “What if she’s expecting you, and she’s not happy about it? Like, wooden stake at the ready not happy.”
Drew didn’t say anything to that, and Leo stepped forward to throw his two cents in. “Jake’s right. He and I should go to the door first. She won’t know who we are, and even if she’s expecting vampires, we’re older and faster than you are, Drew.” Drew shook his head and was about to protest, but Leo held up his hands. “Yeah, you’re the king o’ Manhattan. I know, we know. We also know that we’re older and faster. Ain’t that right, Eliza?”
Eliza laughed. “Yeah.” Drew scowled at Eliza’s reply.
Leo looked away and covered his mouth, stifling a snicker.
Jake spoke up, eager to move things along. “Also, aren’t we technically your underlings, so shouldn’t we take the potential stake to the heart for you?” Jake played the hierarchy card hoping Drew would back off.
“Fine.” Drew looked at his crew, his hands firmly on his hips, displaying his best impression of how to be a leader, and continued, his voice booming. “Jake and Leo, you guys go up to the porch first and get the lay of the land, Eliza and I will hang back on the side of the house, out of view of the door and the road.”
“Those are some pretty big balls you just grew there,” Eliza remarked. “You think I’m going to stand around and let you tell me what to do? After all I’ve done to help you through this? After being there for you when you were sad or angry or horny or what the fuck ever. And then, once we get back to your precious widow, I’m second fiddle? Sorry buddy, but you’re on your own. I hope you know a guy, ‘cuz I’m taking the plane.” Eliza stormed off a few paces, then in a blink she was gone.
“Hell hath no fury,” Leo said and chuckled under his breath.
“Well, that…seems about right. Shall we get this over with, Leo?” Jake looked at his friend, knowing Leo would have his back no matter what.
“We shall,” Leo said, and the two left Drew staring down the road after Eliza.




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

Sarah

Gripping a stake, Sarah tested the weight of it in her hand and practiced stabbing the air. As she became more confident with the motions, the doorbell rang.
She tucked two wooden garden stakes from the kit into the back of her jeans and kept one in her hand. Bouncing on the balls of her feet, she puffed out an anxious breath. Do I need garlic? That’s probably a myth. Shaking her arms to loosen her muscles she thought about Alice. They made me lose my daughter. They will not take me down, too. The fight built inside her and propelled her toward the stairs. Gripping the handrail, she crept down the stairs giving herself a mental pep talk with each step.
On the wall at the downstairs landing hung an old ironwork cross. Sarah’s mom had bought it for her after Andrew disappeared. To bring safety and peace to Sarah’s husbandless home. Sarah removed it from its spot and sighed as she held it. If she only knew how wrong she was.
Weapons at the ready, Sarah moved toward the door. A thought hit her and she froze: Telepathy. Is it simply reading thoughts or would they be able to control her movements, too? The more she wanted her mind to go blank the more she thought about what she was about to do. Are they listening to my thoughts right now? She craned her neck to look for some clue that they might be controlling her. Nothing appeared out of place, but she had no way of knowing if they were monitoring her movements. Thinking again of her daughter, she continued on her quest.
Tightening her grip on the cross, she checked her back for the extra stakes. Still there. When she reached the door, she squeezed her eyes shut and inhaled deeply. I hope that garlic thing is just a superstition.
Thinking back on the events of the morning, she hoped all along that Alice had been wrong. That her daughter’s transformation had been an illusion. That the strange and hazy memories that kept floating to the surface in recent days were only fiction. But she knew deep down her daughter wouldn’t lie, her eyes hadn’t deceived her, and her brain wasn’t making up stories. Vampires waited for her on her front porch. Maybe there were three or maybe just one. The number didn’t matter. They meant to do her harm and she would not allow that. With weapons in hand, she determined to face her demons head on. Decades had been wasted not dealing with the loss of her husband, and her little family suffered for it. That was the past. Now, she would stab the vile creatures through their undead unbeating hearts and she wouldn’t stop until her daughter was safe. No matter what.
Deep breath, Sarah. It was now or now. There was no other choice. She peeked through the curtain near the door. The porch light shined on two men waiting on her porch. One was long, lean, and attractive in a nostalgic eighties kind of way. The other was squat and rough looking. He almost looked like he belonged to another time. He probably does, Sarah! Vampires! Immortality! Rolling her eyes, she forced out a sigh and took a step back from the door to collect herself.
The vampires on the other side made no move to attack her or pierce her mind. At least, I don’t think they did. She shook off the feeling of being watched and braced herself for what would come next.
Before she opened the door, she ran through a mental inventory. Stakes, cross, no garlic—oh well. Two vampires on my porch. My daughter—gone. Her heart tore at the thought of losing Alice. Focus!
What am I forgetting? She looked around the room again. This might be the last time she saw anything from her normal life. What is normal? She sighed and let her past float away.
Digging deep, she found her conviction. Alice needs you to do this. Gripping the stake in her left hand, she held the cross in her right hand. She practiced slashing and stabbing with the stake and pushing the cross toward her would-be attackers, extending her arm as long as it would go. No reason for any of these beasts to get close enough to grab her. My house. My life. My revenge. Nervous energy coursed through her body, gearing her up and pushing her toward the fight. Trembling, she reached for the doorknob, turned it, and pulled open her front door.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

Leo

“Oh boy,” Leo sighed as Sarah threw open the door. He glanced at Jake. ‘Poor thing’s scared to death.’ Jake grimaced and looked away.
Sarah gripped a decorative cross in her right hand and a small garden stake in her left. She looked neither comfortable nor intimidating; though that garden stake might pose a threat if she decided to use it. Leo shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels.
“You won’t take me alive!” Sarah screamed. She kept her weapons raised; her body tensed and chest heaving as she defended herself and her home. When neither Leo nor Jake moved to attack her, she lowered her weapons, her shoulders drooping in defeat. “Why aren’t you trying to hurt me?”
“We can’t reach you.” Leo thrust his hand out to grab the cross, which Sarah held just inside the threshold, but it stopped as though it had smashed into an invisible wall.
Jumping back, Sarah slashed downward with the stake. She grunted and stumbled when she only managed to tear through the air.
“You gotta invite us in, or we’re stuck out here.” Leo shrugged, ignoring her attempt to slice his wrist, and put his hand back in his pocket, his Vampire 101 lesson complete.
Holding onto the door, Sarah puffed her chest out, trying to look brave. “I won’t invite you in,” she said, her voice and legs shaky.
“Figured,” Leo said, and he stepped back for the big reveal.
“Will you let me in, Sarah?” Drew said as he climbed the steps.
“Andrew?” Sarah gasped. The cross fell from her hand and the ironwork rattled as it hit the hardwood floor, the sound echoing through the house and out into the night. She wrapped her arms around herself and narrowed her eyes at him.
“Are you—” she began. She covered her mouth with the back of her hand, still holding the stake, “Is that—Is it really you?”
Drew nodded and stared at Sarah. “It is. Won’t you invite me in?” His gaze never left her face. Leo had never seen this side of Drew before: the wooer. How have we lived with this guy so long and not known about any of this? Leo thought, scuffing his foot along the floorboards.
Jake picked up the thought, even though Leo hadn’t thrown it to him, and replied, ‘He’s an enigma. A tall, aloof, misguided enigma.’ Leo glanced up at Jake and smirked.
Sarah shook her head at Drew, emphatically and repeatedly. Drew looked to Leo and Jake for backup. They both shrugged, so Drew turned back to Sarah.
“Sarah, we need to talk about Alice.”
Sarah’s gaze sharpened, but she was careful not to look Drew directly in the eye. “You know her name.” She shivered; it was a small motion, but Leo caught it.
‘Did you see that?’ Jake’s eyes met Leo’s.
‘I did.’
‘She’s nervous. Maybe we can use that to our advantage?’
‘Let’s see what our fearless leader does first, then jump in if he can’t close the deal.’
Jake nodded his agreement.
Leo returned his attention to Drew and Sarah. She looked horrified, a nervous wreck. He couldn’t stand to see a dame in such distress, but he couldn’t look away. His job was to help Drew. For now.
Drew nodded at Sarah, “I do.” He smiled, but its insincerity was obvious, even to Leo. Sarah didn’t fall for it either. She kept her eyes away from Drew’s.
“We finally met,” Drew continued. “But now she’s disappeared, and we need to find her. Have you seen her?”
Sarah gripped the doorknob, either she was about to run or slam the door in their faces. Leo and Jake were ready to grab her the second she crossed that line. Was she teasing them? They were the kittens, and she the string: in sight but just out of reach.
Sarah didn’t move, but her face twisted in pain and confusion, and desperation. If she looked toward Leo, he might be able to charm her into letting them in, though charming had never been his strong suit. Brute strength and threats, sure; subtlety and diplomacy, not so much. If Sarah bent to their will, one way or another, they would find Alice, and then maybe this all would be over, and Leo could go back to hunting the streets of lower Manhattan. Something told him that probably wouldn’t happen.
Sarah stepped forward, but as she opened her mouth to speak, she stopped. Frozen in place. Her eyes went wide, and her heartbeat sped up, igniting adrenaline and gearing up her fight or flight response. Leo sniffed the air and followed her gaze to figure out why she froze.
“Adam?” she said, her knuckles going white as she strengthened her grip on the stake.
Leo whirled around and lunged for the unwelcome visitor. Adam dodged Leo’s advance and threw him to the ground. Leo shook it off, got up and ran for him again, growling as he did. Again, Adam sidestepped and again, Leo found himself on the hard, snow-packed ground.
“Dammit! Stay still!” Leo shouted.
“I could do this all night. But I’d rather find Alice. So, if you’d kindly stop trying to do… whatever it is you’re trying to do, and let the grownups talk, that would be wonderful.”
Leo knew Adam could keep going all night, because Leo could, too. But that wouldn’t solve anything, and it would waste precious time, so he gave up. Practicality wins against an opponent with infinite stamina.
“They’re right. You’re an asshole,” he said and shook his head.
Adam tipped his chin and replied, “I like to live up to others’ expectations of me. It’s a thing.”
Leo perched on the porch railing, feigning indifference. For now, he and Jake would wait for Drew’s command. From his corner of the porch he eyed Drew, Adam and Sarah. A more obvious love triangle had never existed, and seeing it made Leo chuckle.
‘What’s so funny?’ Jake thought at Leo. He stood beside his partner, watching the scene play out.
‘Nuttin’, just this whole mess of a love triangle. I kinda wish one of ’em would be man enough to make a move and end this already.’
Jake nodded his agreement. ‘Yeah, clearly there’s some pent-up sexual tension there. Just get it on already!’
They glanced at each other and snickered.
Drew stared daggers at them. “Now is not the time.”
Clearing their throats, they straightened up as though they’d just been reprimanded by the school headmaster. They threw sheepish looks at Drew.
‘I’m right, though. Right?’ Jake looked straight ahead, his arms crossed in front of his chest, by all appearances sober and ready.
‘Totally,’ Leo nodded, smirking.
Drew strode toward Adam, meeting his adversary toe to toe. He squared his shoulders and projected confidence, but Leo still sensed weakness. If Leo sensed it, he knew Adam did, too. Drew leaned forward, nearly touching noses with Adam.
“You shouldn’t be here. This doesn’t concern you,” Drew growled.
“I’m afraid that’s where you’re wrong, Drew boy. Without me, there is no Alice, so I very much am concerned. Just like I was concerned when she was fourteen and didn’t come home when she said she would, and I suggested her mother go look in the library on campus. And, just like I was concerned when she was five, and the kids at school bullied her for not having a daddy. So I sat with her on her roof and helped her think of ways to make her life better than theirs. So, yes, indeed, Alice is very much a concern to me.”
As Adam talked, Sarah’s expression changed with every revelation. With her jaw hanging open, and her eyes shining from tears not quite formed, Sarah shrank into her house and closed the door on them all. They’d lost her.
“Shit,” Leo said.
“Did you really think she’d buy any of what we’re selling?” Jake said, “I don’t even buy it half the time and I wanted to be turned. I wanted it all to be real. I don’t blame her, man. I wouldn’t let us in either.”
“Nah, but a guy can hope. Now what?”




CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

Adam

Dejected, Adam remained on the stoop with the others. Lips tight, he stared at his shoes. How did this all go so wrong? He had her before. Sarah understood him, even wanted to be near him. What changed?
“This is all your fault!” Drew rushed him and shoved his shoulder.
Adam grabbed Drew’s wrist and wrenched his arm around his back before he had a chance to do anything else. Even with the advantage of size, Adam was faster and supernaturally stronger than Drew. “I am done being your scape goat. Your leaving is not my fault. Your inability to shoulder any responsibilities has nothing to do with me. Your wife won’t let you in because she knows you don’t deserve her. You’ll find a reason to leave again and frankly, I’m glad she won’t let you do it!” Adam’s voice grew louder and more frightening with each declaration. All pretenses of cool-headedness forgotten. He tightened his grip on Drew’s arm and wrenched higher until it popped out of its socket.
Drew screamed. His shoulder stuck out at an unnatural angle and his hand was so far up his back that it nearly rested on his other shoulder. “You’re a sadist!” Drew shouted. He turned his body to unwind his arm, but Adam moved with him, pulling harder until he pushed him to the floor. On his knees, Drew’s forehead touched the wooden planks of Sarah’s front porch. Adam kept pushing, forcing him to supplicate. “Stop! For Christ’s sake, stop!”
Leaning close to Drew’s ear Adam whispered, “I should’ve killed you that night. You were never good enough for Sarah, never good enough for Alice. Even your current mare has abandoned you. You’re worthless.” He spit and the glob landed next to Drew’s nose. One final push and Drew fell over onto his damaged shoulder, moaning and writhing in pain. Adam rose and turned to leave.
Without warning, Leo drove a stake through Adam’s chest. Gasping, Adam fell to his knees. Blood rushed out of the wound, a crimson poppy blooming in the center of his once white shirt. Instinctively, he grabbed at the stake. Blood flowed over his knuckles and dripped to the floor. Eyes wide, his face contorted in confusion as he looked from his bloody hands to the brutish vampire on the porch. “What? How…?”
“The branch I used the first time was too big. I learned.” Leo snickered and nodded at the now broken railing on Sarah’s front porch. “Whattaya think? Pretty smart, for a brute, right?”
Adam collapsed all the way to the floor, his hands clasped around the stake jutting from his chest. Strength poured out of him as fast as his blood did. Faces turned blurry. He tugged on the stake but it wouldn’t budge. He dared not twist it; he didn’t have the energy anyway. One final look at his adversary, rolled in a ball on the floor next to him, and he said, “I hope it was worth it.”
With that, Adam closed his eyes and stopped moving.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

Leo

“C’mon big guy,” Leo said as he pulled Drew to his feet. He swayed but stayed upright and wrapped his hand around his dangling arm. ‘Distract ‘em, wouldja?’
Jake nodded. “Drew, look at me. Drew, c’mon. I need your attention over here, man.”
Still swaying, Drew turned his head toward Jake.
“You won. Isn’t that great? You can finish what we came here to do. But first, we need—”
With a twist and a shove Leo crunched Drew’s shoulder back into place.
“Ahh! Fuck!” Drew shouted. Once his arm was in place he turned and pounced on Leo. “I should kill you!” His eyes were wild, his breathing erratic.
Leo crashed hard onto the porch, splintering boards beneath his weight. Rolling onto his back, he pulled Drew with him and used his weight and momentum to throw the crazed man off him while he regained his footing. “Dammit, Drew. You know I just fixed you.” Slapping his hands against each other, he continued, “You never shoulda jumped the Count. He’s oldern’ you and smarter, too. I’m surrounded by imbeciles, I swear.” He threw his hands up, exasperated. “I’m outta here.” He eyed his partner, “What say you? You stickin’ with these a-holes or what?”
“No way, man. I was ready to go a long time ago. I just stuck around because I thought you wanted to.”
“Me? I stuck around because I thought you needed to feel fulfilled or somethin’.”
“I’m sure I can find other more fulfilling work that doesn’t include doing the bidding of a manchild,” Jake said.
“Too right.”
◆◆◆
 
On the drive back to Marshall, Leo shifted in his seat as he stared out the passenger window. Barren fields passed by, the vegetation sleeping for the season. Soon, the fields would be full of corn or wheat—another season, yet another trip around the sun. Sometimes, all these trips around the sun hardly seemed worth it. For years, he’d cracked skulls and fanged innocent—and not so innocent—humans at the whims of other people. Sure, the occasional kill for sustenance, but kidnapping? Draining people and leaving them for dead? Maybe it was time for redemption. Or maybe this would be another bloody year.
“I know you don’t need the bathroom, old man. What’s goin’ on with you?”
“Hmmph. Old man.” Pulled out of his morose thoughts on life as the “hired muscle,” he rapped his knuckles on the window and glanced at Jake. “We’re gonna follow her, right?”
“Obviously.”
“Thought so. Were you planning on returning the car?”
“I don’t know. What are you suggesting?” Jake turned his head toward Leo.
“Maybe we hang around until Drew finally decides to do something…and then we fix it? If mommy’s still home, ain’t no way Alice’s gone too far away. I know she don’t trust Drew and no way she lets the Count run off and live happily ever after with her mom.”
Jake performed a three point turn on one of the farm roads west of Albion. Flooring it, they raced back to join the melee. Why did he care so much about this human? She got on his nerves, talked back all the time, Jake liked her. Potential. That’s why. He saw potential in her that he didn’t see with anyone else, except maybe Jake.
“It’s time isn’t it?” Leo said.
“To leave Drew and Eliza? Yeah.”
“Yeah. I feel a little bad about leaving Eliza, but she ran New York long before I got there. I think she’ll be fine without us.”
“It’s Drew she needs to drop,” Jake said.
“Yup.”
“Why did she even let him in in the first place?”
Leo made a rude gesture and sniggered.
“Of course. Why didn’t we benefit from that arrangement?” Jake scratched his head.
Leo shot him a look and snorted, “Have you seen me?”
“You’re handsome, Leo,” Jake said. Leo raised his eyebrows at him. “In a brutish way.”
“That’s what all the dames love… ‘handsome in a brutish way.’”




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

Drew

Frustrated and angry, Drew wandered around campus after being shunned by Sarah and losing the fight with Adam. If you could even call that a fight. He should’ve been the one to stake his maker. God, that would’ve been amazing. Instead, Leo swept in and saved the day–as usual.
Feeling sorry for himself, he brooded on the shit hand he’d been dealt. Eliza left him. Leo and Jake disappeared, though he kind of expected that. Alice was nowhere to be seen and Sarah wouldn’t have anything to do with him. Absent-mindedly rubbing at his arm, he growled into the dark. “God damnit!” A dog howled in the distance and Drew nodded in solidarity. “I know, buddy. I know.” He headed toward town. Trees lined the sidewalk, their bare branches like bony fingers pointing at him, mocking him. He snapped a twig off its branch and broke it into tiny pieces as he walked.
They were happy once, he and Sarah. In college, they were the “it” couple, the life of any party. All that changed when they left New York. He had floundered while Sarah flourished. Instead of being happy for her and benefitting from her success, he checked out. Gave up. Drank too much, pushed her away. All that before Adam showed up and wrecked everything.
Sarah was mine before she was his.
Fucking Adam. Like being undead gave him the right to go around wrecking lives? Playing God. Handing down the sentence for Drew to walk the earth undead. Making him an uninvolved shadow forced to watch his former life from the periphery. Sarah had moved on without him. Alice grew up without the influence of a father—a real father, not some manipulative bat-brained pseudo-dad. Adam’s lucky Leo took care of him. Drew would’ve left him to bleed out and bake in the sun.
But what about Sarah? How could she shut the door on him? On reuniting? Wasn’t he her first love? She would regret the choice she made tonight. It is not possible that Adam meant more to her than he did. As if she would’ve let Adam in. God, he was glad that asshole was gone.
Drew picked up his pace as thoughts of Sarah and Adam together ground up butterflies in his stomach. Sickening, infuriating thoughts. Had Adam been with Sarah, and charmed her into forgetting about it? The tiny stick remaining in his hand turned to dust as he squeezed until his knuckles blanched and his fingernails dug half-moon crevices in his palms. Faster, heavier steps propelled him to his old watering hole. A plan was forming and he needed a drink.
◆◆◆
 
At ’Relli’s. he perched on a stool at the end of the bar and surveyed the noisy room. The intentions of the sinners and scoundrels surrounding him bombarded his senses. The smoky desire of adulterers conspiring in the booths mingled with the sharp tang of an arguing couple at the back door. The most impressive, menacing odor oozed out of a disheveled young man trying to blend in near the restrooms. Try something, pal, please. Nerves on a hair trigger, and itching to cause havoc, one unexpected movement was all the encouragement he needed.
Cracking his neck, Drew nodded at the bartender, “Bottle of somethin’ cold?” The blue light of the fridge made the bottles look cooler, more enticing. Not that he needed the encouragement.
“Whatchya want?” the bartender asked. “We got like eight different domestics and some imports.” He scratched at his hairline causing his slouchy knit hat to slide to the side of his head. He turned to preen in the mirror ostensibly to let Drew choose his drink. Drew watched, a smirk curling on his lips, and waited. The bartender pulled a face in the mirror and huffed a sigh, mumbling about rich asshole college kids wasting his time. Drew’s face lit up with mischievous delight when the bartender jumped as he turned back around and realized Drew was still there.
The man let out a tight gasp and blurted out, “Shit, man! I didn’t—I—. Shit. You scared me, bruh.”
Drew winked at him. “I’m still here, man,” he said and captured the man’s gaze. “Now you’re going to get me a cold beer, you choose, I don’t care which one. Then, you’re going to continue giving me cold beers until I decide to leave. You’re not going to look in the mirror again. You’re not even going to realize you have a mirror in this bar—ever again. And take that hat off, you look ridiculous—bruh.” The bartender stood frozen, his eyes wide and unblinking. “Go!” Drew barked, and the bartender snatched his hat off his head and raced to get Drew’s beer.
Drew snickered under his breath and gave the bartender a tight grin when he returned. Drew grabbed the bottle, easily downing half the contents. He set it down and made a loud, smacking “ahh” sound as he looked at the label.
“Dark Horse Amber Ale? Not the same horse shit you used to sell here back in the day!” he laughed. “It’s good shit. Get me another!” He glanced up at the television. It was February, and Detroit wasn’t dominating the league like they used to. Maybe now he could actually enjoy hockey. “Hey bruh, put the game on, will ya.”
The bartender stopped mid-pour to grab the remote. “Redwings are on a streak,” he laughed nervously as he changed the channel.
“I hate the Redwings,” Drew said.
“Oh, uh, yeah. Uh, me, too. Fucking Redwings. Heh. Uh, but this is Michigan.” He scratched at his head, nerves directing his fingers. “There’s not much else on. Maybe State’s playing?” he turned back to Drew and awaited instruction.
Drew decided to play with his prey a little longer. “Hey, bruh. I fucking hate that word by the way. Never say that to anyone again.” He watched the barman nod rapidly. Satisfied that the man was still charmed, he continued, “I want to watch the Rangers. I need to you stop what you’re doing and only focus on finding me the Rangers game. As far as you’re concerned, I’m your only patron, and I’m Daddy Fuckin’ Warbucks, so you’re going to find me the Rangers game and you’re going to get me another beer. Now.”
Drew couldn’t help but laugh, watching the bartender rattle around the room doing only his bidding. This is how it should be. Tell people what you want, they get it for you. Easy. They don’t do it? They die. Also, easy.
Angry customers shouted at the bartender, and Drew dared them to turn their ire on him. Closing his eyes and inhaling, the bitter smell of aggression hit his nostrils and he smiled slowly, his plan working. Tonight, we dine, he thought and tipped up his bottle until he finished it.
As he set the bottle noisily on the bar, he felt a tap on his shoulder. He chuckled inwardly and paused to relish the moment before slowly turning around to face his aggressors. Throw the first punch, please, he thought as he exhaled, time slowing down and a crescendo of action movie music rising in his mind. He turned on the stool, eyes still closed, fully prepared to receive a fist to his jaw.
Instead of a fist, he was hit with the faintest whiff of lavender. That’s familiar. He screwed up his face, trying to recall why he knew that scent.
“I thought you might be here,” Sarah said.
Drew’s eyes flew open and his face fell. The crowd had dispersed. Seeing Sarah flooded his mind with memories he had long since packed away. Of course, that was
Sarah. The calming lavender had been Sarah’s scent all along, he had just never noticed it. Not like this, anyway. God, he missed her. His chest tightened as he thought about all the years he’d wasted.
“Hey, do they still sell Nat Light in cans?” Sarah asked as she slid onto the stool next to him.
Hearing her speak brought Drew back into the present. Sitting next to her, once a natural, normal thing to do, felt awkward. “Oh, uh, nah, not anymore,” Drew shook his head and tapped his bottle. “It’s all craft brew now. They probably have Bud Light, though. Hey bar guy…get the lady a Bud Light.” The bartender hopped to it and brought Sarah a cold bottle.
“Wow, that was fast,” Sarah remarked as she took a sip.
“Yeah, the bartender likes me.”
They sat on their stools, staring at their respective bottles, silence hanging between them.
“Andrew, is it safe for me to be here? For you to be out in public like this?”
Drew nodded. “It’s fine. I uh, I… ate already.” This was definitely not part of his plan.
Sarah winced. “Oh, right. Of course.” She looked away and rubbed her hand slowly down her neck.
Drew didn’t know what to say to her. How could he start a conversation two decades in the making? “Sarah, I—”
“Don’t.” Sarah put her hand up and shook her head. “Now’s not the time.”
Drew nodded slowly, “Okay. Of course, you’re right.” Drew shook his bottle at the bartender and looked at Sarah, “You ready for another?”
Sarah nodded, laced her fingers together on the edge of the bar, and faced Drew. “Do you know where she is? How I can get her back?”
Drew felt the sting of the word “I” instead of “we.” Intentional or not, it didn’t feel good. “I really don’t know, Sarah. This is new territory for all of us. I only discovered she was different when my guys picked her up last week. I just assumed she was a normal girl.” He took another swig before his next admission. “And I assumed me being there would complicate things, so I stayed away.”
Sarah nodded stiffly and blinked rapidly. “That makes a certain amount of sense, Andrew. But I just don’t know what to do now. I’m so scared. You should’ve seen the monster she turned into.” A teared escaped down her cheek, and Sarah blinked, ignoring it.
Drew knew he was a monster to her, but he hated hearing that word from someone he’d loved. Still loved. He didn’t know what to say.
Sarah finally wiped at her cheek, “Sorry, Andrew. I didn’t mean….”
“I know. It’s okay.” Drew ran his hands through his hair and tugged, not knowing how to proceed from here. He felt antsy. Like, now would be a great time to run away. Again. It’s what he did best. “Sarah, I can’t help you.”
Sarah’s face twisted in confusion. “What? What do you mean? Of course you can. She’s your daughter, Andrew. And she’s, well, she’s like you now.”
Drew squeezed his eyes tight and swallowed hard, a lump forming in his throat at the word “daughter,” but he didn’t want Sarah—or Alice—getting involved in his world. Sarah wouldn’t last. She was too kind, too giving. If killing people didn’t suck the life out of her, having to deal with his associates surely would.
He loved her too much to put her through that. He realized that now. That’s why he’d stayed away in the first place. He didn’t want her to see what he’d become, and he didn’t want her to get hurt, or worse, become like him. He had to get Sarah to leave. He had to make her want nothing more than to be far, far away, and never, ever want to get involved again. He knew what he had to do.
Drew rubbed his hands over his face, elongating and squishing his cheeks as he geared up to do the unthinkable. He placed his hands on his lap and leaned close to Sarah, his nose nearly touching hers. She smelled divine.
“Did you see where Adam went?” she asked, unaware of what he was about to do. “I heard fighting outside and once it went quiet, I went out to see what damage had been done. Thanks for breaking my railing, by the way.”
“What do you mean did I see where Adam went? Was he not shriveled and dead on your front porch?” She held such a sway over him, he completely forgot about Adam being left for dead on her porch.
Sarah grimaced when Drew mentioned that someone might be shriveled and dead on her property. Though he knew Adam was far from human, to Sarah, Adam must’ve seemed normal, if only nocturnally so. “There was…There was a blood stain, but Adam wasn’t there. Nobody was there.” She shifted slightly away from Drew. “What do you mean was he dead and shriveled? Did you kill him? Like, actually kill him, kill him?” Jumping off the stool, she took several steps back and bumped into a drunk frat boy. He pushed her in the back and stumbled forward falling into her. “Hey!” she shouted.
The powder keg that was Drew’s current state of mind exploded. He needed no more prompting to unleash terror in the small-town bar. Life as he knew it was over. Life as anyone in that town knew it, would never be the same. Drew flashed his fangs and hissed. “Get out of here, Sarah. You don’t want to be witness to this. And I can’t promise you’ll be safe.”
Sarah reared back and laid a steadying hand on the bar top. “Oh my god, Andrew!”
The look on her face told him all he needed to know. He was a monster. It was time to act like one. He hissed again and turned his sights to the frat boy. “You should watch where you’re going. It’s not polite to push a lady!” He sprang at the drunk man, shoving Sarah out of the way. In one swift motion, he yanked the man’s head to the side, ripping the skin and causing blood to pour out. Drew dove into the gaping wound and ravaged it. He laid it on thick, the whole beastly vampire thing, but then bloodlust took over and he found himself ravaging in earnest, feeling a freedom he hadn’t felt since that first night in lower Manhattan. He forced his breath to be ragged and flashed his fangs. Catching Sarah’s gaze, he steeled himself against her horrified stare.
He let go and indulged his vampire instincts. He was free, high, in control. In the distance, he heard screaming and scuffling. The sounds of terrified onlookers pushing and shoving to get away from the crazed killer in the bar. Good. All that was left was to bring it home. He didn’t want to hurt Sarah, not physically, and in his current state, she’d need to be gone to ensure that didn’t happen.
Blood soaked Drew’s clothes and painted his face. The bar was now empty, except for Sarah. She remained frozen next to the bar stool. His eyes twinkled, and he smiled wickedly. “You made me do this,” he hissed between breaths. “You rejected me. I came back to you and you rejected me. Closing the door on me was a big mistake.” Blood spilled from his mouth as he licked his lips. “I’m a killer. And you smell delicious.”
“What? No! No, Andrew! Oh, god.” Sarah stumbled back, losing her balance and sliding on the bloody floor. Drew laughed harshly as she hit the ground. She scrambled up and ran to the door, looking over her shoulder at Drew the whole time. Drew beat her to the door and hissed again. In that moment, she would know only fear, and that Drew was the force controlling it. It wasn’t an act any more. Drew could think only of killing and anyone who got in the way was fair game.
Sarah recoiled and stumbled into a tall table behind her. “You wouldn’t,” she said, her voice hoarse.
“You don’t know me anymore, Sarah,” he growled. He lunged for her and some tiny voice somewhere told him to hold back, let her go. He pulled the door open behind him as he reached for her. Sarah screamed and jumped out of the way. Drew turned around to grab her again, but Sarah ran through the door. He knew he’d never see her again. Good.
Sarah’s hoarse screams tore through the fabric of the night as she ran through the streets. He ran his hand down his face, pulling his chin down and rubbing at his neck. He skulked over to the bar and downed the rest of his beer. Still thirsty, he jumped over the bar and grabbed another beer from the fridge. He sucked it down in one long gulp and threw the bottle at the mirror, shattering it. The heavy glass rained down around him and settled to the floor immediately – no wind or fabricated hurricanes causing the particles to jump and scatter through the air. No meddling asshole rushing in to fuck things up any more. Adam was gone. And good riddance.
Drew hopped back over the bar to leave. The dead frat boy rested in a bloody clump on the floor. What a mess. And a waste. Sirens wailed in the distance. Didn’t matter, this wasn’t Drew’s home. He’d be halfway to Toledo by the time anyone who cared arrived. Drew sucked in a deep breath and walked out the door.
On the street, red and blue lights washed over buildings several blocks away, spinning closer as the sirens grew louder. Drew sensed there were people about, but he could see no one. Cowards. Hiding from a monster. No one would believe them. Vampires aren’t real. He should run. He should kill them all, then run. Or, maybe he could stay, kill off the police force and claim Albion as his own. Surely Leo and Jake would come back, work for him. Run the town.
Nah. He hated the Redwings too much to stay here out of spite. He’d kill off half the town before hockey season ended. Best to leave now and let someone else clean up the mess. That was his M.O. Why change now?
Several police cars arrived, skidding to a stop in the middle of road. Doors flung open and officers shot out of their vehicles. Using their doors as shields they crouched and pointed their guns. Sirens off, the officers shouted their demands to stop, put up his hands. Get on the ground. Cowards. Not one had the balls to approach the crazed monster in the road. Drew laughed. A roaring, maniacal laugh. The officers continued shouting and posturing while they hid.
“Hands up, asshole, or you’re dead!” one officer’s voice cut through the rest.
Chest heaving as adrenaline joined the fresh blood pumping through his veins, Drew charged the police officer and snapped his neck. Before anyone had registered movement, Drew returned to his position in the middle of the road. A ball of energy formed in his stomach. Dancing and spreading out to his limbs. He waited, eyes twinkling. “I’m already dead,” he whispered. A childlike laugh bubbled to his lips and released as the officers nearest their now dead comrade shouted.
“Officer down!” Bending to check for signs of life, one officer shouted, “Kill him! Shoot to kill! Shoot. To. Kill!” Bullets whizzed past Drew and he laughed at their futile attempts to kill a dead man. After several rounds failed to meet their target, the barrage stopped. Shouting and confusion continued as they huddled behind their cars. The initial high had worn off and Drew grew weary of their game. It was time to go.
“I’m already dead!” he roared, his voice booming and cutting through the chaos. The officers stopped their chatter and watched as the man in front them seemed to disappear into the night. Drew ran, his feet barely touching the ground, until he couldn’t run any more. Somewhere just over the border into Ohio, he stopped in a cornfield. It was quiet. The first chance he’d had to think in a long time.
“What have I done?”




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

Sarah

Sarah ran all the way home. The burning in her lungs and the fire in her legs couldn’t stop her. She hadn’t moved so fast in years and she was impressed her body could still move like that. At the top of the steps, she fumbled with the keys for what seemed an eternity before she succeeded in unlocking the door. She flew through it and slammed it solidly behind her. She leaned against it, gasping for breath and shaking.
It had been a mistake going to Cascarelli’s. What was she thinking? Reasoning with a man who had nothing to lose? She was smarter than that. Vampires were real, and she was surrounded by them. Adam. Her husband. Her daughter. There must’ve been others she never knew about. All those unsolved mysteries she’d heard about on tv over the years…were they from vampires? She shuddered to think. Not that she should believe anything Adam had said, but he did tell her Andrew was dangerous. She shrugged that off to jealousy, but after what she saw tonight, a deranged vampire on a rampage, it must’ve been more than that. How could Andrew kill that poor man? Did he do that because of me? These people—these monsters—were dangerous in the extreme.
Adrenaline coursed through Sarah’s body, rattling through her spine and shaking her extremities. Bending over, she rested her hands on her knees, and lowered her head to calm herself down. Fight or flight instinct had kicked in and likely saved her life, but it wasn’t loosening its grip on her even after the immediate threat had passed.
Deliberate breathing and focused thinking helped to calm her. You are safe. You are in control. Exhaling the negative energy out, she stood upright. It was time to move. Propelled by will, or maybe fear, she took the stairs two at a time. Once upstairs, she made a bee line to her closet and pulled her suitcase down from the upper shelf. Whirling through the room, she grabbed clothes and toiletries and threw them in the open case. On her nightstand, a photograph of Alice on Halloween caught her eye, from when she was seven and dressed as a sheep.
Pausing her packing, she walked over and picked up the picture. Where did you go, baby-girl? A lump formed in her throat. She shut her eyes tightly and pulled the picture close to her chest. She squeezed it as hard as she could, hoping she’d break the frame and shatter the glass. Wanting to damage that image, her memory. That little girl was gone. As far as Sarah was concerned, she’d never return. If Alice had become anything close to what these monsters were, Sarah couldn’t have her in her life.
Her stomach lurched, and she threw the unscathed picture frame on the bed and ran for the bathroom. She snapped the lid and seat up and retched into the toilet. Nothing came up, but not for lack of trying. Pushing herself away from the toilet, she pulled her knees up and leaned back against the wall. Sweat ran down the side of her face. Tears and snot battled for space on her cheeks. She used her sleeve to wipe her face and hocked a giant snot glob into the toilet.
“Disgusting.”
Groaning, she pushed herself to her feet and washed and dried her face. With a sense that this may be the last time, she methodically went through the room, turning off lights and making sure everything was secure and in its place. She grabbed her bag, leaving the picture on the bed, and walked calmly out of her room, down the stairs and out the front door. Locking the door, she placed the key under the mat and turned toward the street. The wood on her front porch was darker where blood had stained it. Lifting her head and steeling her nerves, she strode through it and straight to her car. She left Albion that night without looking back.




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

Leo

On arrival at Sarah’s house, the absence of a certain undead, supposed to be actually finally dead, specimen was evident.
“Looks like you missed, tough guy,” Jake said.
“I didn’t miss. I mean, I did, but I meant to,” Leo said. He walked over to the bloodstain on the porch and bent down to investigate.
“Anything?”
“Nope. Just a bunch of drying blood.” Leo shrugged, “he probably went home. Or maybe he found an unsuspecting dame to help him heal.”
Jake nodded. “Now what?” He walked over to the broken railing and kicked at the jagged piece leftover, breaking it out and making it look like the piece was missing, not broken.
“You think the coppers are gonna buy your fix? ‘Ain’t nuthin’ to see here, officer. Just a massive blood stain and a missing railing, probably not worth worryin’ about.’” Leo cackled at the scenario he’d created.
“Funny. No. I just didn’t like that stake-y bit hanging down. It wouldn’t take much for an angry human—or half-human—to grab that and that’s the end of one of us.”
“That’d be you. She ain’t mad at me.”
“Hmmph.”
The moon peeked through as the clouds separated and illuminated the area around the bloody stain on the porch. Footprints appeared. Someone had run through the stain and away from the house. The striped treads were obviously those of running shoes. Leo didn’t know any vampires who wore running shoes. Even his work boots, with diamond shapes in the middle of the treads, were fashionable back in his day.
“Looks like Mama Bear left.” Leo looked up at his partner.
“I don’t blame her,” Jake said with his hands on his hips, “But, should we be worried? The whole, ‘never leave ‘em living,’ thing?”
“Nah. Who’s gonna believe her? She don’t want to hurt nobody, anyway.”
Jake nodded.
Leo walked over to the door. A clean spot on the porch next to the doormat caught his eye. He lifted the mat and discovered the front door key. “I don’t think this was here earlier.” He stood and handed the key to Jake who had joined him near the door.
“Even if we have a key, it’s not our house.”
“It could be if she abandoned it,” Leo said with raised eyebrows.
Just then, the door opened.
“Well, would you look who it is! My favorite human. Well, half-human,” Leo said.
“You’re still here, I see,” Alice said. She looked at Jake and rolled her eyes, “you, too. Obviously.”
“Didja think we’d leave without you?”
“I was hoping you would.”
“I’m hurt. I thought you knew me better than that.”
“I was just leaving—alone. Mom’s gone. You won’t find her, so don’t try. I don’t even know where she went.” Alice remained inside the threshold. “I see something bad went down on the porch though.” She nodded toward the stain.
“Oh, that? Just a flesh wound.”
“Who’s flesh?”
“You mean which daddy was it?”
Alice threw him a look.
“Adam,” Jake said. “It was Adam. Leo nearly killed him.”
Alice stepped back, shocked by the news or upset by Jake speaking to her. Maybe both, Leo wasn’t sure.
“Don’t get your panties in a twist. He’s fine. He’ll walk it off and be right as rain in a couple days. Plenty of co-eds here to keep him going.” He snickered.
Sirens blared in the distance. “I guess your other daddy’s getting’ himself in trouble now.” Leo shook his head. “We don’t work for ‘im any more, by the way.”
“Great.” Alice crossed her arms. “Now go away.”
Jake took a cautious step forward. “Alice, we want to help. It’s hard out there when you’re first turned—”
“Like I’m going to trust you? The ‘good cop?’ No. You showed your true colors in the woods.”
“Alice,” Jake pleaded. “I didn’t have a choice then. You have to know that."
“I know you bit me. And I know you were only doing what you were told. And that’s what makes it worse.” She looked away and started to close the door.
Shit! Leo thought. They’d come too far to let her go now. ‘Hey, you know he feels like shit about all that.’ He projected this thought to Alice. They shared a connection. He didn’t understand it, and he didn’t know why, but her well-being was his responsibility now. Her life had changed completely, and nobody—not even Alice—knew what to expect for her future. Nobody should have to go that through alone.
Alice paused before the door was completely closed. ‘And?’ she thought at Leo.
‘And…you should hear him out. Let him make it up to you.’
‘I don’t think so, Leo. Not this time.’
The heavy door clicked as it connected with the frame, sealing them out of Alice’s house, and life, for as long as she stayed inside.
‘Do we wait ‘er out?’ Leo thought at Jake.
Shaking his head, Jake walked down the steps and got into the rental car.
It was over. Alice was big girl. The whole ordeal hadn’t lasted long, at least not for Leo. A small twinge of regret tightened his chest. But it was time to move on. To where, he wasn’t certain.
“C’mon, Loverboy.” He patted Jake’s shoulder. “You’ll get over ‘er. Let’s see what kinda trouble we can get into on the road.”
The duo pulled out of the driveway and headed west.
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Chapter Sixty

Alice

The bar was quiet, Monday nights usually were. Alice wiped down the bar for what must’ve been the fifteenth time in the last hour, and it wasn’t any cleaner than it had been the last fourteen times.
“Hey, Allie, you can go on home now, if ya want to,” Jim, the owner of The Crow Bar, called as he peeked his head around from the back office.
“Nah, Jimmie, I’m good. If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather stay.”
“I can’t pay—”
Alice held up her hands as she moved toward the time clock. “I know, Jim, you can’t pay me. I’ll clock out, don’t worry. Just, ya know, just let me hang out here for a bit. I don’t really feel like going home yet.” Alice batted her eyelashes and flashed her signature smile.
Jimmie’s face melted at the sight of her smile, and she knew she’d get her way. Even on the slowest night of the year.
“All right, Allie, you can chill here for a while. Let me pour ya one.” He ambled to the taps and pulled down her favorite, Dark Traveler. She felt a kinship with the name from the outset and fell in love with the flavor on the first sip.
Alice nodded as Jimmie set the beer down on the just-cleaned bar in front of her. “Thanks, Jimmie. I owe ya.”
“Nah, just keep doin’ what you do behind the bar. We haven’t seen numbers like these in years. It may not look like it right now, but you’ve been a big asset to The Crow Bar.” Jimmie blushed and turned away to go wipe down the tap.
Alice sat and scrolled through Facebook on her phone. She’d set up the account after landing the job, and gave herself the moniker, Dark Traveler. She smiled to herself every time she opened the app and saw the name. A few swipes in and Alice got a message of another sort.
‘Hey, Doll.’
‘Leo.’
Leo snickered at her and continued. ‘Chicago, eh? My old stompin’ grounds. I’m touched.’
Alice groaned aloud, and Jimmie looked up from his busywork. He cocked an eyebrow in her direction, but Alice waved him off.
‘Leo, I swear to god. Leave me alone. If you have the slightest shred of dignity, just keep driving.’
‘You know I can’t do that, Doll. Besides, you’re my favorite.’
‘Don’t make me cut you off, Leo.’
‘You can’t do that!’
‘Watch me!’ Alice shot up her own mental wall, steeling her mind to any invaders. She’d had enough of that life.
“Hey, Jimmie,” Alice called as she got up from her barstool. “I just realized, I gotta jet. I’ll see you tomorrow night.”
“Sure thing, kiddo. Get home safe. You need me to come with ya?”
Alice shook her head and tutted, “Now, Jimmie, you know I’m a big girl. Any goons out there oughtta be more afraid of runnin’ in to me.” She winked and breezed through the door.
<<<<>>>>
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