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She wanted one night. It cost her eternity.
Some things are worth the risk. 
Like risking her heart for one reckless night with a mysterious stranger after a lifetime of playing it safe.
And some only seem worth it until the next morning arrives with a hangover from hell, regrets… and a sun allergy.
Myla Shaw made it to her twenty-first birthday ready to celebrate like it might be her last - because it might be. They all might be. 
Born with a rare heart defect that’s affected her whole life, Myla is determined to cram as much life as she can into whatever time she’s got. 
But the morning after her overly celebrated night, she finds that her tiny lapse in judgement has derailed her plan to live life to its fullest. 
The living part in particular. 
Myla’s no stranger to making the most of a situation, but the local vampire coven is a hard sell. Unsanctioned fledglings are strictly forbidden and no one seems to care that it was more their fault than hers. 
If she’s going to get her second chance at life, she’ll have to find a way to survive the brooding vampires just dying to revoke it. Not to mention an annoying werewolf with a debt to settle, and the judgy hunter who’s determined to kill her just for what she is.
Can’t a girl just live her undead life?




1
Rule #1: Life is short. Live it while you can



“I’M GOING TO KILL YOU!” 
Myla deflated a little at the threat. Not because she hadn’t earned the man's irritation, but because the timing was all wrong. 
“Dammit, Myla! Why the hell would you send me a glitter bomb invite to your birthday?” 
She let out a snort and clapped a hand over her mouth far too late to muffle the sound. She could practically see Wes rolling his eyes through the phone. 
“I’m glad one of us finds this funny.”
Her chuckles broke free and her driver shot her an annoyed glance in the rearview mirror as he pulled up to the curb.
"It’s my big day, Wes! It deserves a celebration complete with dancing, and flirting, and fancy drinks with little umbrellas. You know as well as I that no celebration is complete without glitter.” 
Wes sighed in that way that only she could provoke. And she did it often. “Yeah, well, I’m going to be late. I was about to walk out the door and now I have to take another shower.” 
Myla groaned as she closed out her ride app and stepped out onto the busy sidewalk. “I underestimated the mailing time, it was supposed to get to you yesterday. And who opens their mail this late in the day?"
"Yes, clearly my mail habits are the issue here. Didn't exactly plan for getting attacked by a random act of glitter."
"Well, let that be a lesson for you, always plan for glitter. Make it quick, I’ll start on those fancy drinks and we can do the wing man thing once you get here.”
Her best friend was barely listening. “Ugh, I don’t even want to know where I have powdered pink and purple glitter creeping to right now. I’m not picking up anyone if I look like a freaking pixie. Do you know how hard it is to scrub glitter off?” 
Wes sounded annoyed again, and Myla bit her lip. “Indeed I do, Wes. How do you know how difficult it is to scrub glitter off?” 
There was a brief moment of silence and then a mumbled “Whatever. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Be careful, La.”
“Nope! We’re not doing that today. I made it to twenty-one, Wes! Today is a gift and I am opening it!”
Another sigh came over the line. “Just keep the celebrating to a minimum until I get there please? If there’s trouble in that bar it’s guaranteed you’ll find it. Especially if he has tattoos.“
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’ll hold off on dancing on the bar till you get there, if you hurry the hell up! I’ll see ya soon, sugar!” 
She hung up before Wes could throw any more rules her way. It was her night, and she was going to be reckless for once in her overly cautious life.
The line ahead of her moved and Myla fluffed her newly pink curls, strolling up to the doorman and flashing her ID as she was ushered past along with another group. The girls she’d followed in headed straight for the dance floor, and as fun as that sounded, she needed to pace herself. Breaking away, Myla found a couple of empty stools at the shiny wood-topped bar and perched on the padded black seat. Within moments, a bartender approached and she ordered a cosmopolitan. 
While she waited on her drink, her eyes wandered the trendy club she’d chosen based on reputation alone. The transformed warehouse was dark, but almost elegant. Modern and industrial, but with an odd mix of dramatic elements like the Victorian-era lanterns that hung throughout the place, along with crystal chandeliers and vintage velvet sofas. Wall sconces lined the black walls, adding even more drama, but most of the light came from the bar itself. The entire back wall was covered in shelves of liquor lit up with rows of lights, glittering off the glass bottles, colored liquids, and a metal back splash. 
It was eye catching, but a little strange. Almost like a nineteenth century royal picked the brain of a hipster when it came time to design the place. Or vice versa. Given the fact that they weren’t in nineteenth century England, the latter was probably more likely.
A glass appeared in front of her and Myla’s sipped the pink concoction as her attention was dragged away to the center of the space. The dance floor was dimly lit. Blue beams of light from the DJ booth cut through the dark, dancing with the music and flowing over the grinding and swaying bodies in an almost mesmerizing way. 
The group of women she’d come in with drew the eyes of everyone around them as they bounced and moved to the fast beat. Their bodies glistened with sweat from the exertion, and somehow it only made them sexier. 
A twinge of envy tightened her chest. Not only would the prolonged excitement and activity be a bad idea for her, but she most certainly didn’t glisten when she over did it. Nope, she’d have been panting and sweating after fifteen minutes. Not sexy.
As quickly as the jealousy came on, she forced herself to let it go. Myla had learned at an early age that life was too short to focus on the negatives. Too precious to waste time wishing for things that would never be. 
Ever the optimist, she fell back on her rules for life whenever she derailed into self-pity station, and they’d never steered her wrong. And right then, rule number one reminded her that she was there to celebrate life, not wallow in envy and regret. Maybe she couldn’t down shots with those girls and dance the hours away, but she would make the best of every moment she got.
The bartender tapped the bar in front of her now empty glass, pulling her attention from the riveting display. 
“A tequila sunrise, please."
Myla had done some research before going out and had a few drinks in mind. Since her ability to let loose was limited, she hadn’t wanted to waste the opportunity to try the best drinks. Or at least the prettiest. So far so good. The man placed a beautiful drink in front of her and she handed over cash before resuming her people watching. 
Her eyes snagged on one breathtakingly beautiful man and she knew instantly that Wes would have been drooling over him. Better yet, his eyes seemed to be lingering on the men in the club more than the women. His long blond hair just brushed his broad shoulders and some trick of the lighting made his blue eyes seem to almost glow in the dark. Discreetly snapping a picture and sending a text, she urged Wesley to hurry the hell up. 
By the time she’d sucked down the rest of the drink, a response had appeared, cursing her for the glitter that would apparently take paint-thinner, bleach, and ten pounds of explosives to remove from his hair. So over-dramatic. She quickly sent back a text of her own.
Just come anyway, you can totally rock the stripper dust. Maybe he’ll put a dollar in your g-string.
The phone lit up with a string of curse words as she ordered a Long Island Iced Tea and she burst into a fit of giggles. The drinks were working their magic faster than she’d expected. Her body was buzzing, and a pleasant fog edged her wandering thoughts. So much for pacing herself. But if she avoided every little thing that might kill her, she’d never get to live. And that was the one thing she couldn’t accept.
Myla sipped her tea and swayed to the music on her stool, wishing Wes would appear and dance with her already. Then again, why the hell was she letting that hold her back? 
Her gaze drifted over the crowd again, this time catching the dark eyes of a stranger staring back. His black hair swept down over his forehead, not quite long enough to hide his black lined eyes. He wore black jeans and a black t-shirt and had a tattoo sleeve running down one arm. The goth look wasn’t usually her thing, but she had to admit he was cute. And tattoos were definitely her thing. Wes had called that weakness accurately.  
After a long moment of blatant ogling by both parties, her emo admirer made his way over. 
“Hi! I’m Myla,” she chirped happily. Or drunkenly. Whatever.
His eyes roved over her again. “Gavin,” he murmured low enough that she could barely hear it.
“Wanna dance, Gavin?” 
Myla slid off the stool, but the floor was further away than she’d remembered and she managed to stumble into his chest rather than the floor. Gavin was quick to wrap his arms around her, saving her from an even more embarrassing face plant. 
“Thanks,” she breathed, blinking up at her savior and finding herself caught in his intense stare.
The beat of the music was thumping so loud she could feel it through her whole body and she swayed against him. Gavin leaned in to her as well and buried his face in her neck, inhaling deeply, which was a little weird but she wasn’t going to complain. His breath was cool against her heated skin, causing tingles to rush across her bare shoulders. Her eyes fell closed as she savored the sensations.
“Dance with me,” she asked again, too buzzed to be embarrassed by her breathless tone. 
Gavin pulled back and Myla frowned as he sized her up. She was half sure she should be insulted, but his expression was less judgy and more… hungry? Before she could make heads or tails of his strange behavior, he was pulling her out to the dance floor. 
Their bodies merged with the crowd, moving and grinding, swaying to the beat as the energy and music ran through her. Sweaty bodies surrounded them, writhing and moving in sync. Heavy, emotional beats that could be felt as much as heard filled the room. It was intoxicating. 
Gavin shifted closer, his palm sliding over her lower back to hold her small, thin frame against his taller, athletic build. Their bodies slid against each other with every movement. Myla grew hot with exertion and lust, but she had no interest in stopping. Not when she wouldn’t get this chance again. 
Gavin buried his face in her neck again, and this time his tongue followed the path of his nose. Shivers ran down her spine, and she tilted her head back to give him better access. He groaned into her neck and thrust his hips against her belly. 
Goosebumps broke out over her sweaty body and she needed more. Just this once. Just this night, she wanted to experience everything that she might not get to spend a lifetime enjoying. 
Myla ran her hands up the back of his shirt, scraping her polished fingernails down his skin as she pulled him closer. He shivered and palmed her ass, grinding her hips against his. A needy whimper escaped her as sweat dripped down her back. 
Her breaths grew heavier as they moved to the increasingly rapid beats. Her racing pulse warned her to slow down. And she would, but not yet. Not while her body was ready to explode with all the things she never let herself have. 
Finally, after an eternity of teasing lips and frantic touches, his mouth found hers and she thought her heart would give out right there on the dance floor. She needed more, but she was too far gone to ask for it. Her foggy brain wouldn’t even form words. Which sucked, because it might be her only opportunity to so recklessly experience a drunken, lust-filled night with a hot stranger.
Fortunately words weren’t needed because Gavin was one step ahead of her. He grabbed her hand and pulled her through the writhing bodies. Myla sent off a one-handed text to Wes as they slipped out into the humid night. 
They’d barely made it a few steps out of the club before she was swept up in his arms again. His lips met hers, and her legs wrapped around his waist. His strong hands slid under her ass and tucked under her thighs. She shifted in his grip, desperately needing more. Grinding against him. A moan escaped her throat and a responding growl vibrated his chest, but she was too caught up in the kisses he was trailing down her neck to care about anything at all. 
Gavin was walking, that much she could tell. Still, she was a little surprised when he swiped a key card with one hand while the other held her up by her ass. Her eyes opened to see the little motel that sat a block from the bar. Gavin already had a room, and in that moment, she was more than okay with that. 
As soon as the door closed, he was on her again. They landed on the bed in a flurry of touches, lips, and tongues and all she could think as their clothes were torn off was that she had so made the right decision throwing caution to the wind tonight. 
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Rule #2: Don’t waste time wallowing in regrets, you have a life to live. 



So this is what death feels like. 
There was no way it was possible to feel this awful and not be dying. This was it. She’d managed to dodge her fate for twenty-one years, but death had finally caught up to her.  
That over the top celebration was hands down the dumbest thing Myla had ever done. Jesus, who let her make decisions? 
The incessant chirping of her phone was making her nauseous. She hadn’t even known that sounds could make a girl want to hurl before, but you learn something new every day. Cracking one eye open just a pinch, because it felt like the safest plan of action somehow, she took in the unfamiliar room, locating her phone on the nightstand. 
Thirty-eight texts and seventeen voicemails. Wow. He’d really restrained himself. She sent a simple text letting Wes know she was alive and then tried to work up the courage to sit up. Aside from her barely functioning body, the bed was empty. 
From the looks of things Gavin was long gone. Which was fine. She wasn’t really in a position to sign up for a long term gym membership, let alone a relationship. 
The evil chirping notification went off again and she prepared herself for the angry message. Sure enough, Wes had busted out the caps lock. 
WHERE ARE YOU??!!??
Calm down. I’m at the motel by the bar. Come get me. Bring pain reliever and all the water
Myla didn’t even need to check the response to know he was on his way. It was what they did for each other. She had nursed him though his first hangover, counseled him through his first crush on a girl, his first crush on a boy, and his first heartbreak. He was the only person she trusted to treat her the same when she told him about her heart defect and the fact that she would quite possibly be living a short life. 
They had both been there for each other through endless incidents of bullying growing up. Both of them had been the small, weak kids in the eyes of their classmates and that had painted the target. At least until Wes hit a hell of a growth spurt junior year in high school, then they’d stopped tormenting him to his face. Both Wes and Myla were mostly immune to the nasty comments and rumors by that point. 
She’d never let the haters stop stop her then, and she sure as hell didn’t now. If Wes was the only friend she ever got to have in this life, she’d still hit the jackpot. 
In true Myla fashion, never wanting to leave things unsaid, she texted that very thing to him as soon as she’d had the thought. She never missed an opportunity if she could help it. Every moment was an experience she couldn’t afford to regret. Even her killer hangover. 
Forcing herself out of the bed sucked. The dash for the bathroom was worse. And the stress on her already weakened body as she heaved technicolor drinks into the toilet was concerning. Never. Drinking. Again.
[image: image-placeholder]Even the dreary, overcast sky had been too bright for her sensitive eyes and throbbing head. Wes had given Myla his sunglasses and wrapped her in his oversized hoodie before ushering her into his apartment. He tucked her in on his couch with a mug of caffeine-free herbal tea and pulled the curtains closed against the cloudy sky. 
Myla snorted at the glitter stuck in the carpet near his door and snuggled deeper into his hoodie, needing the warmth for some reason, even though it was the middle of summer. 
“I love you,” she murmured groggily, already passing back out. 
Wes set a little garbage can on the ground next to the couch and brushed the hair out of her face. “I love you too, babe. I’ll love you even more if you manage to not puke on my couch.” Myla smiled and Wes placed a kiss on her forehead. “Sleep it off. You’ll feel better when you wake up and you can tell me all about your night.” 
She managed a nod as she drifted off, miserable yet incredibly happy. A night of new experiences and still alive the next day to tell her best friend all about it. Couldn’t ask for more than that.  
[image: image-placeholder]Myla didn’t feel better when she woke up. In fact, she felt worse. Everything hurt, chills racked her body and she couldn’t seem to get warm enough. She felt like she’d been hit by a truck and every shiver made the body aches worse. 
The door cracked open and Wes sat on the side of the bed, which she was now tucked into. Though she had no memory of how she’d gotten there. 
“Hey, you’re up. How are you feeling?”
“I think I’m getting sick,” she whined. 
Wes held his hand to her forehead and frowned. “You don’t have a fever. Do you want to try eating something?”
Her stomach revolted at the idea. “No. I’m too cold.” 
Wes pulled the blanket from the foot of the bed up over her. “You looked cold in your sleep, that’s why I moved you to the bedroom and turned down the air conditioner. Maybe we should call your doctor and your dad?”
Which would mean a trip to the hospital listening to her father arguing with the doctors about moving her up on the transplant list. She wasn’t a higher priority in their eyes because they felt that her condition could be managed by locking her in a bubble and not letting her experience anything at all. Her father would accept that in a heartbeat. But Myla didn’t see the difference between that and dying young. She refused to live in fear of death. That would be a waste of her life. But not living while she was alive? A wasted existence doing nothing but playing it safe? That terrified her.
When Myla was thirteen she’d found an old journal that had belonged to her mom just before she was born. Her mother talked about all the things she hadn’t had a chance to do before the unexpected pregnancy. She wasn’t resentful. Her words were nothing but loving, changing her plans for her post college years from exploring the world with her boyfriend, to sharing experiences with her child. 
Her mother had lived a quiet life. She’d done everything right. And she had plans. Her future was mapped out right there in the journal. Everything she’d worked so hard for, from her degree, to the time she envisioned to finally get out and live. Only she never got any of it. 
She’d spend her life working for a payoff that never came. She never got the degree. Never got the time to see the world. Never got to hold her child before she died of a genetic heart problem she didn’t know she had. And to Myla, that journal was the most tragic part. All of the life her mother never lived. The someday she never got.     
Still, Myla was all her father had left, so she compromised. She was careful. She worked a boring computer job from home and she generally avoided caffeine, alcohol (usually), overly strenuous physical activity, and anything more exciting than museums and music festivals. But she refused to die without ever living. 
“Wes, please. I can’t deal with the doctor and my dad arguing because I got a cold. I’ll be fine.”
Wes signed heavily but didn’t argue. In fact, he took care of her for days without complaint. She was going to owe him big time when she finally dragged her ass out of his bed. Maybe she could track down that bar hottie he never got to meet and play matchmaker when she was better. All would be forgiven once he laid eyes on that walking work of art in person. 
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Rule #3:Whatever doesn’t kill you, only makes you stronger



“Myla, I’m home. How are you feeling? You’ve been in bed for four days and if you are not feeling better today we’re calling your doctor.” 
The bed dipped under Wesley’s weight and he tried to tug the blanket off her head, but she held tight. 
“What time is it?” a muffled voice asked from within the pile of blankets. 
“It’s six, I just got home from work.” 
The blankets were silent and Wes knew her next question without her having to ask. 
“It’s Wednesday. I’m going to make dinner and you are going to eat today or I’m calling your dad.”
The blankets grumbled with disgruntled groan but the pile shifted and huffed. “Yeah okay, I’m getting up. I need to take a shower first.”
“Yeah, no kidding I’m going to have to burn those blankets,” he murmured. 
He received a sharp jab to his hip. “I heard that.”
“Yeah well, who will tell you the truth if not your best friend. Get showered and then get your ass to the kitchen.” He headed out of the room before she could argue.
[image: image-placeholder]Myla bolted to the bathroom and cranked the hot water up. As the water heated she took stock of her body. She was definitely feeling better. God, for a moment there she really thought she was dying. She stepped in front of the mirror and let out a relieved breath. 
“Still alive,” she murmured to her reflection. “But damn girl, you need some sun.” 
Steam filled the room and Myla hopped into the shower, sighing happily as she finally warmed up. She scrubbed herself clean twice over to make up for lost time and then slipped out to dry and dress in a clean t-shirt and sweats she stole from Wes. 
Feeling human again, Myla stepped out into the apartment and followed her nose to the kitchen. Her stomach ached with hunger for the first time in days and something smelled wonderful. 
“Whatchya making?” 
“I only have the potatoes cooking so far, I have the little grill heating on the balcony for the steaks,” he gestured at the raw steaks sitting on the counter and reached to grab seasoning. 
Myla’s stared at the steaks, sitting on the plate in a puddle of red. Her mouth watered, she hadn’t realized how hungry she was. 
“Hey, you’re looking better,” Wesley’s comment cut off with the clatter of the barbecue tongs hitting the floor. 
The panic in his eyes brought Myla out of her momentary break with reality, and she realized that she had a raw steak dangling from her fangs. 
As in fangs. What. The. Hell.
Wide eyed, Myla instinctively took one last suck of her steak, before pulling it off of her teeth. She licked the remaining blood off her lips and then ran her tongue over her teeth, noting the fangs that had definitely not been there fifteen minutes ago when she’d clearly seen her reflection in the mirror. 
“Um…” What the hell was she supposed to say? “This is probably not good.” 
That about summed it up. 
The fact that she’d nicked her lip with her fang while trying to talk and there was now blood dripping down her chin didn't help. Her tongue swiped out to lap it up and Wes tracked it with a horrified look on his face. 
She frowned. “What? Am I like a hideous monster now?” 
Rushing back to the mirror with a hint of panic finally brewing in her belly, she skidded to a stop in front of her wild-eyed reflection. She sagged in relief when her own face looked back at her. Well, her own face with fangs. 
Actually, she looked pretty good considering. The dark circles that usually took tons of make up to hide were non-existent, her blue eyes sparkled and her cheeks looked a little less hollow. She was still pale as ever, but all things considered… she looked healthy. 
She felt pretty damn good too. Huh. A smile spread across her face and she noticed that the fangs had disappeared again. Maybe they only came out when she smelled blood? She could totally work with that. 
“Wes!” 
Racing back to the kitchen, she found Wes frozen right where she’d left him. 
“Wes! Snap out of it!” 
Wes finally blinked and shook his head. “Please tell me I caught your cold and one of the symptoms is hallucinations.”
“I don’t think it was a cold, Wes.”
“What the hell happened Saturday night, Myla?” 
She told Wes every detail that she could remember. Some of it was a little fuzzy but she remembered thinking Gavin bit her on the thigh at some point during the night. She’d been too blissed out to pay it much attention at the time, and when she woke there were no marks, so she hadn’t thought anything of it. It certainly seemed like a more important detail now though. 
Wes was pacing the room by the time she was done with her story. 
“Jesus, La, you could have freaking died!” 
He was angry. Really angry. And there was nothing she could say to make him feel better. Because yeah, understatement.
“I’m sorry, Wes. I was just trying to live before I do.”
He deflated a little at that. “I know. Lets run by your place and get you changed and then we can head to the night club to see if we can find this Gavin guy and get some answers.” 
Nodding, she followed him to the door and stepped out so he could lock up. Before he’d even pulled the door closed behind him, she squealed and shoved him back inside, darting deep into the apartment. 
“What the hell was that?” 
Holding out her exposed arms she showed him the sunburn that had appeared when she'd neared the window. 
“The sunlight?” Wes ran his hands over his face. “God, this is crazy. Do you need burn cream?”
She gingerly touched the reddened skin. “No, I don’t think it’s that bad.”
“Okay, we’ll wait until the sun sets and then go. I’ll finish cooking and we can eat first.” He made it halfway to the kitchen before he turned. “You don’t want your steak raw do you?”
Myla wrinkled her nose. “No. I don’t think so.” 
He didn't didn't even attempt to hide his relief as he continued to the kitchen. 
Her heart fell a little as she turned her attention to the window on the other side of the room, watching the fading sunlight as reality set in. No more laying out in the sun. No more music festivals, or picnics in the park. She mourned the lost experiences. 
Of course, she would still find ways to enjoy life, just like she always had. She could still go to festivals and have picnics after dark. And she was feeling stronger than ever, maybe her heart wouldn’t hold her back as much. 
Could that bite have healed her heart? And if it did, would it be worth giving up the sun if she could run until her legs gave out, and have inhuman amounts of coffee and chocolate, and wild, acrobatic sex? If she wasn’t celebrating every birthday like it might be her last?
Yeah. That might be worth it. 
Myla picked at her food, the steak not really sating her hunger. Wes sighed when he set his fork down. 
“You need blood, don’t you? Do you want to drink from me?”
Myla’s eyes widened, even as her mouth watered at the thought. “No! That’s crazy! Right? Maybe? Besides, I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Gavin managed to drink from you without really hurting you. Mostly. It’s fine, you need to eat and people donate blood all the time, I’ll be okay.”
“You would do that?”
Wes rolled his eyes “If this is what it seems, you’re going to need to get blood from somewhere, I’m the obvious solution. You would do it for me.”
That was true enough, but it would need to wait. “I don’t want to accidentally hurt you. Lets try to find Gavin first and get some answers. It’s probably dark enough out there now.” 
He nodded reluctantly, clearly worried that she hadn't eaten. But Myla was a twenty-one year old woman with a heart issue that limited strenuous exercise. She was no stranger to a diet or depriving herself of the things she wanted so she could rock a cute outfit. This was no different. She had awesome willpower when it came to something she wanted. And not hurting Wes was at the top of that list. 
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Rule #4: Growth is often painful. Keep growing anyway.



The night club was busier than they’d expected for a Wednesday night, but Wes managed to grab a couple of seats at the bar. The same bartender from Saturday approached, but his fake smile faltered before he reached them. He tensed and his eyes narrowed, zeroing in on Myla. Did he recognize her? Could he tell she was different? 
Wes shot her a concerned glance and then settled a hand on top of hers. “Can we get a beer and ginger ale please?” 
The bartenders eyes locked on their hands before moving to Wes. His brow furrowed even as he nodded and turned to get the drinks. 
“That was a little weird. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea,” he whispered into her ear. 
Myla shrugged, wishing she hadn’t dragged Wes into her mess, but it was a little late to turn back. 
“It was, but what choice do we have at this point? Lets just find Gavin and get the hell out of here.” 
Two drinks were dropped in front of them and the bartender disappeared again without even asking for money. Wes shot her another look as he dropped a few bills on the bar top and took the beer. 
Myla’s eyes wandered over the place as she sipped her drink, but there was no sign of Gavin or that hottie she’d wanted to find for Wes. That was unfortunate. There was no way hot bar guy could turn Wes down, he was perfect. He might have been the skinny nerd growing up, but now he was the gorgeous boy next door. 
Wes had sprung up to a pinch under six feet tall and filled out a lot. Add that to his sparkling blue eyes, sandy blonde hair and killer smile, and he had boys and girls alike falling all over him. But having the childhood he did, he didn’t want someone to want him for his looks, he wanted someone to love him for the sweet skinny nerd he still was inside. The way Myla did, only in a romantic way.  
“We’ll have to try again this weekend,” Myla decided, sliding off her stool once they’d finished their drinks. 
Wes nodded and followed as she headed to the door. But as she walked past the dance floor, she caught sight of a familiar tattoo sleeve and grabbed on, not breaking her stride as she pulled him along out the door and around the corner of the brick building. Both men seemed startled by her ability to strongarm a full grown man, but Myla wasn’t messing around. She got right in Gavin’s face to show him just that. 
“Wanna tell me what you did to me?”
Gavin’s jaw was hanging open. There was no mistaking the shock and fear in his eyes. Whatever he’d done hadn’t been intentional. 
“H-how did this happen? I only fed from you! That can’t turn you. Unless… no that’s crazy. What the hell happened after I left?”
“I passed out and woke up the next morning with the hangover from hell. Then I got sick and didn’t get out of bed for days. Imagine my surprise when my recovery came with fangs and a sun allergy. Fangs, Gavin!"
Gavin looked seriously confused, he shook his head in denial. “This isn’t possible. Oh my god, they’re going to kill me!” Gavin raked both hands through his hair and looked around like he was about to bolt. Myla grabbed onto his arm again, just in case. 
“Unless, what?” Wes finally spoke.
Gavin and Myla both looked his way. “What?”
“You said, ‘that can’t turn you, unless…’ Unless, what?”
Gavin shook his head. “Unless you die. A vampire bite isn’t lethal unless they drain you to the point of death, which I didn’t do. It’s not necessary to feed that much unless we’re seriously injured, so it could only be done intentionally. Or by a vampire who’s been tortured and lost their mind, but they are always culled quickly. I didn’t do that to you! I fed a little and left as soon as you passed out. If you stayed in bed and then went home, it wouldn’t have turned you. Unless you went out and got murdered or hit by a bus or something within a few hours of being fed from, it shouldn’t be possible. 
"Jesus, some hunter is going to get wind of this and think I’ve lost it. I’m going to be killed. Wait! Did you leave the room and get murdered after I left?” He asked hopefully.
Myla shook her head distractedly. She met Wesley’s devastated eyes and her heart broke a little. She’d died. Her heart had given out after a single night of drinking, dancing, sex, danger, and excitement. One night. And it was too much. 
Gavin was pacing and muttering to himself, but no one was paying him any attention. Wes cleared his throat and blinked the moisture from his eyes. He latched on to Gavin’s arm and pulled him to a stop. 
“Crash course. What does she need to know besides no sunlight?”
Gavin blinked a few times before distractedly muttering a few rules. “Silver burns, wood stakes kill, so does beheading. Feeding heals most injuries. Crosses are bullshit, but some priests seem to know what we are, don’t know why. Do anything that exposes you or harms humans and you’ll have a hunter up your ass in a blink.” He’d said that last part mournfully as though he was seeing his own future. He shook his head. “You can’t just walk away. They’ll find you. There’s no hiding from the coven, they’ll find you eventually. And they’ll decide your fate when they do.”
Myla couldn’t help it, she snickered at his over dramatic, ominous message. “Okay, well you can let them know that an email invite works just as well as stalking from shadowed corners.” 
She grabbed Wes’s hand and pulled him away. Right now, he needed her. She would worry about the rest later.
The moment they were back inside Wes’s apartment, Myla was wrapped up in his arms as he cried into her shoulder. 
“Oh, Wes,” she whispered brokenly. 
She hated seeing him like this. She held on tight and let him squeeze the hell out of her while he got it all out. 
Eventually, Myla was able to calm him enough to take a shower while she changed the blankets on the bed. Once he was in pajamas and tucked in, she climbed into bed with him and let him smother her some more to reassure him that she was still there. Even if she was dead. 
“I’m still here, and I’m still me. Just a little less alive now. But that was bound to happen sooner or later anyway. At least this way I can still annoy you.”   
Wes groaned. “God, you’re so morbid.”
“You love me.”
He squeezed her tighter. “More than anything. What are we going to do about this coven, and the hunters?”
Myla shrugged. “We’ll deal with it when it comes. I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m not going to hurt anyone, and I didn’t change on purpose. Hopefully they won’t bother me. Either way, there’s no point in worrying about it now. Even if it’s something I’ll have to deal with down the road, I have a second chance right now. Time that I shouldn’t have gotten and I’m going to enjoy it. First thing tomorrow, I’m having a huge cup of coffee!” 
Wes sighed and offered his wrist. “You should drink now that we know you won’t kill me.” 
Myla felt her mouth fill with saliva as her fangs dropped. She carefully sank them into Wes’s wrist and moaned as the blood flowed into her mouth. Wes’s whole body relaxed and he closed his eyes as she fed. As soon as her immediate hunger was gone, she withdrew her teeth and licked away the blood droplets that formed on his wrist, surprised to see the bite mark closing quickly. 
Wes’s eyes opened slowly and then closed again, his words were slightly slurred. “I expected it to hurt but it didn’t, it felt… good. Like a buzz. Haven’t felt this relaxed in forever.” 
Relieved she hadn’t hurt him, she stayed quiet and let the effects of the bite lull him to sleep. But while Wes had no problem drifting off, Myla was up most of the night thinking about the crazy turn of events. She shed a few tears for the life she lost, and a couple more for the time she’d gained. 
There was no denying what she was anymore, and she had a feeling her second chance wasn’t going to be all rainbows and unicorns. Nothing in life came easy. She’d do what she could and make the best of it. Myla had been fighting her whole life for the chance to really live. And she’d keep fighting now that she was dead, if that was what she had to do.   
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Rule #5: You are a badass, don’t let anyone mess with you.



Myla found herself a new normal over the next few weeks. She tended to sleep until around three in the afternoon. She’d spend the next six hours completing her work projects while devouring ridiculous amounts of coffee and chocolate. And by the time her work was finished the sun was down and she was out exploring life and what her new body could do. 
She’d dragged Wes to every restaurant she could find that had amazing unhealthy foods and fancy drinks she’d previously avoided. They went to amusement parks and she hopped on ride after ride until she was dizzy. 
Wes took her to paintball and laser tag and she ran and jumped and hid and tracked until Wes was about to drop. It was amazing. Wes quickly learned that despite his expertise in strategy, gained from endless hours of military video games, he was no match for a natural predator. He started teaming up with her instead of trying to evade someone that could track him by scent alone. They were even more unstoppable together. 
Myla became obsessed with kickboxing and and MMA style workout videos that a couple girls she followed on Instagram posted about, simply for the fact that her body could finally keep up. More than keep up, actually. She was strong, and fast, and she couldn’t get enough of proving that to herself every day. She couldn’t say that she didn’t miss the sun, she really did. But she was no stranger to sacrifice, and she was determined to focus on the positive for as long as she could. 
[image: image-placeholder]“And let’s see what fun lies ahead for tomorrow,” Myla murmured sarcastically as she opened her work email account. 
She sent off her completed projects, just leaving the emails she needed to go through before she called it a day. Sipping her cup of coffee, she started sorting through new projects and status checks and a new email from the office of Mr. Remington Black caught her eye. It wasn’t a client name she recognized, but that wasn’t especially unusual. Her name sometimes got passed on and companies would reach out for a one time request. 
Skimming down to find the work details, it quickly became apparent that there were no work details. It was a simple message that she’d known was coming sooner or later.

Dear Ms. Shaw,
An associate of ours, Mr. Gavin Doyle, recommended that we get in touch with you via email regarding your recent meeting. We were pleased to find you so easy to locate. Unfortunately, Mr. Doyle is not at liberty to represent our interests to the degree that was requested and as such we will require a follow up meeting in person to discuss your future with our firm. 
We will expect your presence at 7166 West 10th Street at precisely 9:30 this evening. Please note that should you fail to attend, the meeting will proceed without representation in your interests. 
Sincerely, 
The Offices of Mr. Remington Black

Well, that was entirely pretentious and passive aggressive. ‘We were please to find you easy to locate’? Was that a threat? Myla pulled up a map on her phone and realized she had about twenty minutes to show up and this place was about 15 minutes away. 
“Shit!” 
She bolted to the bathroom and did a simple, natural makeup routine that went well with the cute, flowy, off the shoulder boho top she’d chosen earlier that afternoon. Luckily the braid she’d done earlier still looked good, just a few loose pieces around her face that totally looked intentional. 
She probably wouldn’t have picked out light blue skinny jeans after the tone of that email, but she didn’t have time to change and she sure as hell wasn’t giving them the opportunity to decide her fate without being there to stand up for herself. Slipping on sandals, Myla grabbed a purse and dashed to her car, pausing only to text Wes and let him know she had to run out.
Fifteen minutes later, Myla stared up at a nondescript building one street away from the nightclub where it all started. It was not quite what she was expecting. If she was being honest, it was a little anticlimactic after the letter she’d received. She’d been expecting something a little more other worldly. And a little less human. But she supposed a pain brick building was better than a creepy castle or a funeral home. Though she imagined their choice in coven lair might have something to do with availability and rent prices since either of those options were a little harder to come by. 
Myla pushed through the door and stepped into a small lobby area. Striding quietly over the fake wood floors, she approached the desk manned by a stern looking blonde woman in a black pants suit, who didn’t bother to look up from her computer. 
“Do you have an appointment?”
“I received an email from Mr. Remington Black’s office requesting my presence.”
“Name?”
“Myla Shaw.”
The woman’s pale green eyes finally came up, giving Myla a dismissive once over before returning to her computer. “Someone will be down to get you shortly.”
“Thanks.”
A huge antique mirror hung on the far wall and Myla made her way over to it since it was the only thing to look at in the room. A gasp escaped when she realized she had no reflection. A dry voice behind her — one that also had no reflection — had her spinning around. 
“It’s an antique. They’re made differently now.” 
The woman was beautiful but cold. Tall and thin, with gorgeous deep red hair and dark eyes. She wore black skinny jeans and a low-cut black blouse with a fitted black blazer over it. Myla glanced down at her outfit feeling even more out of place, but she quickly shook it off. If they’d wanted her to dress up they should have given her a little notice. 
“I’ll take you to see Mr. Black,” the woman added as she spun on her heeled ankle boots and strode away, clearly expecting Myla to follow like a lonely puppy. Which she did, but she didn’t bother to hide the eye roll. 
After several turns through identical bleak, gray halls, Myla was a little turned around. They finally came to an open area where her escort ignored the woman at small desk and instead approached a heavy wood door that didn’t match the rest of the building. The red head knocked and waited for a response before leading Myla through. 
The room was much bigger than an office should be. More like a board room, except there was no long table or chairs, just two rows of men and women, all of whom had a scowl or judgmental look of some sort directed her way. 
At the end of the room one man sat in a high-backed leather chair behind an expensive cherry wood desk. The man stood and stepped out from behind the desk, moving in front of it and perching against the edge. He looked young, but then, so did all of the vampires she’d met so far. His expensive black suit stood out against his light skin and neatly styled blond hair. He looked familiar, but Myla couldn’t place him and she doubted they ran in the same circles. 
When his eyes finally came up and settled on Myla she froze, but strangely, so did he. The man’s red eyes had definitely widened when he saw her but he recovered quickly, hiding his surprise. He cleared his throat. 
“And you are?”
Myla walked closer, through the two rows of vampires and toward the man that spoke to her. She assumed everyone was standing to intimidate her, but this wasn’t her first rodeo. Nor her second. If there was one thing she had too much experience with, it was bullies. Myla stopped a few feet from the man and extended her hand. 
“I’m Myla Shaw. Mr. Black, I presume? I received an email from your office requesting my presence.” 
Mr. Black seemed a little uneasy, and his eyes darted to their audience, but he reluctantly reached out to shake her hand anyway. Myla took the opportunity to step closer and really examine him. From the distinctive line of freckles just in front of his right earlobe, to the little cowlick defying the ample amount of hair product attempting to tame it.
“I know you,” she blurted. 
“I’m afraid you’re mistaken.”
“No, we totally know each other! We were in tenth grade science class together. Oh my god! I totally thought you were Mr. Black. It’s Lenny, right? Leonard Baslaki. You moved junior year, when did you get back? Wow, small world, huh? Why are your eyes red instead of brown? Are those contacts?” Myla leaned closer and saw the little ring of the contacts. “Oh, they are. They look cool, I dig it.” 
She didn’t really, but it couldn’t hurt to be nice. It wasn’t until she stopped talking that she noticed the tension in the other vampires. Lenny was now glaring daggers at her and the rest of the room looked supremely uncomfortable. 
“Um, sorry? I guess we should get to the reason I’m here?”
The redhead that had walked Myla into the room moved closer and a big man with a shaved head that had been standing along the side of the room came up on Lenny’s other side. Myla looked at Lenny again but it didn’t look like he was very inclined to help her. He straightened and stared her down, even as the redhead and bald man examined his face. Or his eyes to be more precise. 
“Lock her in the dungeon,” Lenny demanded.  
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Rule # 6:  Sometimes life knocks you on your ass. Get your ass back up and keep going.



Myla’s jaw dropped. “Lenny! What the hell?”
The redhead and bald man exchanged a glance that Myla did not like at all. 
“The holding space is occupied,” the redhead pointed out.
Lenny turned his furious red eyes her way and snarled. “Did I ask for your opinion, Ruby? Take her to the dungeon and leave her there!” 
Ruby’s eyes went cold and Myla couldn’t help thinking that Lenny has just made a big mistake getting on her bad side. 
“Yes, Mr. Black.” 
Ruby nodded to the man with the shaved head and he grabbed Myla by the arm while the pieces finally fell together.
“Mr. Black? Lenny, what the hell are you doing? Who cares if you changed your name, that’s not a reason to lock someone up! This is kidnapping!” she shrieked as the man dragged her from the room. “And why the hell would an office building have a dungeon?” 
Myla tried to tug her arm out of the big idiot's hand as he dragged her through the halls, but he turned out to be much stronger than Gavin. 
“Let me go! This is so illegal!”
“Vampires police their own,” the guy muttered.
“You’re letting some kid I went to school with police the vampires right now! The closest thing that dude has to any kind of knowledge about any of this comes from being the founding member of the Dungeons and Dragons club at our high school! And he didn’t even do that well! My best friend was in his club and they all bailed after a few weeks because he kept railroading the campaign and killing everyone. He is not someone that should be running things!”
The guy shrugged. “Not my call. Everyone thought Remington was old. If he was lying they’ll figure it out and then they’ll deal with you. If your new roommate doesn’t take care of you first.”
“What new roommate?”
“Like they said, the holding area is occupied.”
“And what does that mean?”
“I’ll show ya.” 
He escorted her down a dark flight of stairs to an even darker basement. Off to one end was a door, which he opened with a gloved hand.
 Myla eyed the stairs, wondering if she had any chance of making it out of there, but the grip on her arm tightened and she was shoved through and into the darkness beyond. The door slammed shut, locking her in her new jail cell. A storage room. Lenny always did have a flair for the dramatic. No wonder he fit in so well with these people. 
“You two play nice now.” The voice came through the door followed by the sound of him stomping back up the stairs.
“I didn’t do anything! This is insane!” 
She reached out to try to shake the door handle loose but, jerked back with a yelp when her skin burned instantly. The knob wasn’t the only thing glinting with metal. The entire door appeared to be covered in metal bars. Breaking the door down wasn’t an option.
“It’s silver,” a rough voice warned from the darkness. 
Thanks, Captain Obvious. 
Okay, so she was a little cranky, but she wasn’t going to take it out on her new roommate. No need to make a bad situation worse. 
“Yeah, I should have realized that. Not my brightest move.” Myla squinted into the darkness trying to see who she was talking to. Surprisingly, she could still see enough to know she wasn’t about to run into anything, but beyond that her night vision wasn’t great. The new senses had a bit of a learning curve and worked best right after a feeding. And of course, she hadn’t fed recently. Even sounds had a bit of an echoing effect in the basement. She wasn’t sure she was even looking in the right direction until a pair of eyes glinted oddly in the dark. Myla sucked in a breath. She really doubted contacts could do that. 
“Oh! I still have my purse, and my phone!” 
“You won’t have a signal down here.” The gravelly voice crushed her hopes only seconds before her phone managed to do the same. 
“Dammit. At least we have a little light.” She aimed the screen away from her and took in the large closet. It mostly looked to be storage for various office and bar equipment. “What the hell is all this junk?” she muttered as she looked through the random pieces. 
“This place backs directly up the their bar. Pretty sure this underground section is something they added years ago to smuggle drugs, blood, bodies, whatever vampires smuggle. From what I’ve heard, there’s a lot more to this underground section than storage. But that was all built by the previous coven that was taken out by the hunters. 
“The stories of their end are still whispered about to keep all the little non-humans in line, but the vamps deny them. Like this place, they prefer to keep the proof of their failures buried. The blood suckers tend to think their problems disappear when they toss them down here.”
Myla had a feeling they weren’t talking about the junk anymore. Her foot hit something heavy and she aimed her light at the floor to see a paint can. Grabbing the handle, she picked it up and carried it toward the voice. 
“How long have you been down here?” 
“If you’re thinking of killing me, it’s going to take a lot more than a paint can.”
Myla stoppped walking. “I was bringing it to sit on. Jesus, I’m not going to kill you.” 
Aiming the light at the floor, she scanned for a spot to set the paint can down. The light caught the label on the can and she paused at the familiar words. Nocturne Shade. 
She snorted, “Good lord, they named the club after the paint color.” 
Moving her phone toward her cellmate, she finally came across a pair of legs and moved the light up until she reached his face. The man was younger than she’d expected. Or at least he looked young, but his voice had sounded older, rougher. He was dirty and his hair and beard were long and scraggly. 
She aimed the light back at the ground not far from him, but not to close either, and she set the paint can down. A growl rumbled as soon as she’d sat. 
“You’re a vampire,” he accused.
She hesitated at the venom in his tone. “For a few weeks now. Aren’t you?” 
He snorted. “You don’t know what I am?”
“Human?” she guessed.
“No.”
Sighing, she aimed the phone light at herself. “I’m Myla. I was changed by accident a few weeks ago. Didn’t even know vampires were real until I woke up one day with fangs. So today they called me in to decide my fate - as if it was my fault they screwed up and changed me.
“They pulled me into this room full of people, all standing ‘cause it's more dramatic to not believe in chairs, or whatever, and I reach the end of the room and realize I know this guy. So, I’m thinking, great! I’ve got an ally here. Except no one let me in on the secret that Lenny Baslaki now goes by Remington Black. Or that I probably wasn’t supposed to mention that he was wearing contacts.”
A growling throaty noise startled Myla and she swung her phone over to her roommate to see if he was choking. He was kind of hunched over holding his stomach. 
“Are you okay?” she asked. 
When he finally sucked in a rattling breath and let out another noise, she realized he was laughing. She couldn’t help but snicker too. 
“Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. But now you’re stuck with a roommate because Lenny isn’t too happy that I let the cat out of the bag.”
When the wheezing finally stopped the gravelly voice spoke again. “Remington Black showed up in town a couple of years ago. He was supposedly some specialist from New Orleans that had been around since before the witch trials. 
“He came in and practically demanded his due respect and a high position within the coven. And clearly it worked. No doubt in part because blood suckers tend to get stuck in their ways. Most of them can’t work a computer, hell some of them are still writing with quills and ink. They probably never bothered checking his story and now they look like a bunch of idiots.” The gravelly wheezing laugh started up again. 
“Ohhhhh shit. I really messed up. No wonder he was so pissed.”
“He’s a sadistic asshole who treats everyone that enters his office like they’re worthless and owe him something just for being in his presence. I hope they rip him apart for what he’s done.”
“He’s the one that put you down here, isn’t he? How long ago was that?”
“Spring.”
“You’ve been down here for months? Oh my god! Why did he lock you away?” 
Her stomach twisted with worry for both herself and her new roommate.
“How much do you know about werewolves?”
“Uhhh. About as much as I knew about vampires before I spontaneously popped some fang. Are you saying werewolves are real?”
“You catch on quick. Weres and blood suckers are natural enemies. The animosity goes back for as long as anyone can remember. We stick to our own territories and we stay away from the places that the others tend to gather. 
“One of our young werewolves decided that she wanted to go to a bar with her human friends, and that bar happened to be blood sucker owned. Not wanting to be left out, she went, thinking she’d go unnoticed. She didn’t. She was brought to Black, who gleefully called the alpha of her pack and offered an exchange.”
“An exchange?”
“Me for her.”
“Why you?”
“Because a pack is weakened without it’s Alpha.”
“Not that I’m not happy you’re being kept alive, but they must be feeding you and keeping you alive down here, why?”
“If I die, the next in line becomes Alpha. If I’m alive, my pack will hold out hope that I’ll return.”
“I’m feeling better about outing Lenny now.” 
The Alpha snorted. 
“Do you have a name, or should I refer to you as Alpha?” 
“Stone.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Your name is Stone?”
“Last name. That’s what people call me.”
Myla decided it was best to preserve her battery, so she opened her purse and examined the contents for anything useful before she put the phone away. “I have a chocolate bar. Can you have chocolate? I mean, is it like a canine thing?”
A grumbled laugh sounded in the dark. “I’m not a dog, but keep your food, you might be down here a while.”
“Food won’t do anything for me. I buy them because I like the way it tastes, but it doesn’t have any real effect anymore. Take it.” 
Maybe if she could get him feeling better, they could find a way out together, but a candy bar wasn’t likely to do much for him. Lighting up the phone one more time, Myla slipped closer and handed Stone the bar. He lifted a shaking hand and took it from her, mumbling a reluctant thanks. 
She wished she could do more but it was all she carried on her anymore. She took another look at him and frowned. Damn he was wasting away in this place. “You need more than a candy bar. They’re really not feeding you well, huh?”
Stone shrugged a shoulder. “Wolves are pack animals, they don’t do well alone. We’re not meant to be isolated. Being separated from nature doesn’t help.”
“Aren’t there any lone wolves out there?”
“There are, but even they need touch, or some kind of bonding.”
Myla nodded and scooted closer, leaning back against the same wall Stone was propped against. She inched over until there was just a little space between them and then she offered her hand before turning the phone back off and slipping it into her purse. 
“Is it something a blood sucker can help with in a pinch?” 
Stone didn’t answer but after a few moments of hesitation, she felt his rough hand wrap around hers in the dark.    
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Rule #7 Those who make it through life battered and bruised aren’t broken. We’re the toughest people you’ll ever know.



The basement was cold and eerily quiet except for the raspy breaths of the man next to her. Despite the fact that he was half dead, Stone was still radiating heat, so Myla inched closer until her shoulder touched his. She sighed at the warmth even if her toes were still frozen. If it had been Wes she was snuggled up against, she would have tucked her cold toes under his thighs, but she didn’t think Stone would appreciate that. 
It was one of the down sides to being a vampire, body heat wasn’t as stable between feedings unless you bundled up against the cold. Which she hadn’t done since it was the middle of summer. At least the cold wouldn’t harm her. It just felt nicer to be warm. Sighing, she tilted her head to lean against his bony, but warm shoulder. 
She’d been down there for hours and her cell mate spent most of that time out cold. To be fair, they were probably on different sleep schedules and he would probably be better able to help her come up with an escape plan once he was well rested. Myla closed her eyes and tried to relax while she could. She had a feeling she was going to need her energy.
A rough voice broke the silence hours later. “Full moon’s coming. My wolf can feel it.”
“Okay. He’s not going to bite me or anything, right?” The responding silence took the humor right out of her joke. “Seriously? You can’t control your wolf? How could you live in packs if you attack each other every time there’s a full moon?”
“Pack he knows and trusts. Wolves don’t attack their own pack unless there’s a reason for it.”
“But I’m not pack,” she concluded. More silence. Super reassuring. “Okay well it’s no problem. I’m fast and strong and I have opposable thumbs. I should be able to avoid a wolf for, what, like a few hours?” Locked in a closet with a wild animal trying to eat her. Sure, no sweat.
“Yeah. A few hours.”
His tone wasn't promising, but she let it go. Once Stone’s breathing evened out again, Myla turned her phone back on, aiming the light at the piles of junk surrounding them. At least she had something to work with. 
She pulled a pen from her purse, used it to pin her hair up in a messy bun, and got to work. By the time Myla was done, every piece of heavy furniture had been moved to the back corner of their jail. 
Once Stone started to turn, she would climb to the top and slide behind the heavy boards she wedged up there. She would just have to hope like hell that the wolf wouldn’t be able to climb her little mountain. She did not want to know what happened when a vampire got bit by a were. Would she turn into some weird combination of the two? She had enough damn problems with one supernatural species, adding a second was not in the game plan. 
Those bastards had to know they’d locked her in there on a full moon. But the more she thought of it, the more sure she was that she was down there for the night. Having a wolf eat their unsanctioned baby vamp solved all of their problems. She was on her own.
Brushing her filthy hands off on her filthy jeans, Myla settled in next to Stone again. They’d make it through his change, and then find a way out. There was a concert coming up that she had no intention of missing. She’d be drinking over-priced beer and dancing her ass off in no time. 
[image: image-placeholder] Myla woke with a start. That raspy breathing she’d grown accustomed to had turned into a deep rumbling growl that no human throat could have made. One moment she’d been asleep on the most uncomfortable pillow ever, the next she was on her back with a pair of glowing eyes hovering over her face. Eerie as hell. Bracing her hands against a furry chest, she forced herself to keep her voice calm. 
“Stone? Please tell me you’re still in there.”
The growling increased and the wolf lunged forward with a snap, catching nothing but air thanks to her strength and speed. Myla had definitely over-estimated the amount of time it took a shifter to change into a wolf. Doesn’t anyone look into this stuff before they just put it in movies? Note to self, fantasy movies are not accurate research material.
“Okay, don’t eat me. You’re going to be a good puppy and I’m going to go hide in my corner, Okay?” 
Stone snarled in response as she forced him back enough that she could get her legs under her. His wolf was every bit as big as the man himself, and she was going to need every bit of her vampire strength to make it to the top of that pile without getting bit. And without hurting him in the process. He didn't need another reason to hate her, and she could never hurt an animal, anyway. 
Stone didn't have the same reservations. He lunged and tried to wiggle out of her grip but she didn’t let him go. When he damn near got a taste of her arm she yanked them back and ran. The pile shook with the impact of the wolf jumping after her as she slid into her hiding spot. The rattling repeated as he made several attempts to climb or jump up after her. Half of the junk fell with his attempts to climb higher. He came damn close, too, almost catching the hand that was holding the board in place at one point. 
After a few failed attempts, the wolf paced at the bottom of the pile, only making an occasional attempt to find a different way up before returning to pacing. Myla took a deep breath and settled in for an uncomfortable night of crouching with her head pressed against a nasty ceiling. 
Being in the dark storage closet with no windows, Myla had no sense of time left. It felt like days had passed since her roommate went Pet Cemetery on her. The room had fallen quiet, so she slid the board aside for a peek. 
He lunged the moment she was exposed, using the junk pile for leverage. He would have gotten her, too, if she hadn’t jumped back just in time. Instead of her hand, his claws and teeth bit into the board and pulled it down with him like a sled. An out-of-control sled that took the path of least resistance and knocked down most of the pile along the way with a deafening crash. Right into the silver bars on the door. 
Stone’s pained yelp made her stomach drop and she was halfway down before the rest of the pile had stopped sliding across the floor. The smell of burning flesh and hair hit her nose as she stumbled through the debris to unbury her new friend. 
When she finally flipped the board off Stone and saw the source of his pain, she nearly cried. His arm had gotten shoved between the bars and was wedged between the metal and a blender base. The fur was completely gone from his shoulder and his struggles were digging the bar further into his wound. 
“Stop struggling!” 
She crushed the blender base and tossed it aside, then carefully lifted his arm free, burning the hell out of her own in the process. At least she healed quickly. A deep growl rumbled as she rolled him away from the bars and onto the board. 
“Save it, Spot. If you bite me and turn me into a were-vamp while I’m trying to help you, I’m never sharing my chocolate with you again.”
Myla dragged the board over to the middle of the room and powered on her phone once more. Stone’s pathetic whine made her heart ache. She had such a soft spot for animals, even the growly, snappy ones. 
Bracing one hand on the side of his head, both to keep him from biting her and block his view, she examined the injury. The burn was bad, and her only ideas were admittedly not great. Stone seemed to agree, he struggled under her hands.
Holding her face over his shoulder where the scent of blood was the strongest, her mouth watered and her fangs dropped. She let the saliva that flooded her mouth drool out into the wound, hoping that was what healed the bite marks so quickly and caused the drugged sensation. This was so not how she pictured her week going. 
Stone’s shoulder looked slightly better after a few minutes. It definitely wasn’t healing the way the bite marks did, but there was also no way in hell she was biting him. For all she knew, it would do more harm than good on a wolf. Sighing, Myla tried rubbing a little saliva into her own burn but as she’d expected, that had no effect. 
“Don’t suppose you want to lend some of your dog saliva to this experiment?” Stone growled in response. “Ungrateful mutt,” she mumbled. 
Remembering what Stone had said about wolves needing touch, she scooted closer on the board and snuggled up next to his side. “I better not wake up to find you snarling in my face again, Sparky.” Another irritated growl made her chuckle. Hopefully he’d be less cranky when he woke up. 
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Myla woke up this time playing big spoon to a whole lot of naked man. Better than snappy Fido, for sure, but a little awkward. She felt Stone’s body tense when he came to a moment later as she pulled her arm away. 
“Okay, this was much less weird when I was cuddled up to a wolf.” 
She stood and moved over to straighten out the tumbled pile of junk so her back would be to Stone while he dressed. 
“How's your shoulder? I didn't do that by the way, you fell into the bars when you were trying to eat me.”
“I know.”
Myla spun to face him, luckily his torn jeans had been pulled up and he was stiffly slipping a dirty tattered shirt over his too prominent ribs. 
“You do? Do remember everything that happens when you’re a wolf?”
His normally dull hazel eyes sparked with a hint of amusement, but he just shrugged. 
“Mostly.”
Apparently he found the fact that his wolf nearly ate her funny. Myla shook her head and went back to picking up the debris just to have something to do.
“At least I got a roommate that keeps up with the chores. Wouldn't want to live in a shithole.”
Myla snorted. “At least my roommate has a sense of humor. Makes up for violating the no pets policy.”
She was surprised to hear his deep chuckle in response. Smiling at the budding friendship, Myla grabbed the broken shelving she'd wedged above the section of damaged bar that had been the base of her mountain. Apparently she'd done a good job jamming it up there, because it was really stuck. 
Giving it a good shake, she examined the ceiling where it was caught. More specifically, the board that was cracking where the end of the shelving dug into it. Shoving the metal deeper into the crack instead of trying to wiggle it free, a plan started to form. 
“Stone. The board up there is cracking.” 
His warmth was against her back a moment later, his hands wrapping around the shelving. 
“You're lighter, I'll hold it, you climb back up and see if it'll break.”
Not needing to be told twice, she clamored to the top of the bent metal shelving and prodded at the opening. Deciding it was better to be quiet than fast, she dug her fingers into the cracks and pried the board apart piece by piece, careful not to hit the surrounding pipes. Her fingers met a rubbery foam, which she ripped through to a rough mesh. 
“I'll need something sharp, it's carpet backing.”
“Switch, I'll use my claws.”
Myla didn't even try to hide her excitement. As Stone ripped through the carpet and peeked through. 
He shook his head. “Too dark to see much.” 
He dropped back down, letting Myla take the lead again. It surprised her until she noticed he was shaking with the effort it had taken him to climb up there and back. She took a chance to stick her arm through the opening to feel around. She immediately hit cold metal on one side. Shoving at it had no effect, so either incredibly heavy or bolted down. A huge safe maybe. Feeling the other sides she found the problem. 
“The hole is too small.”
“So make it bigger.”
“The support beams, pipes, a wall, and a huge safe are in the way. I can make a hole but not a big one, I'll be lucky if I don't get my head stuck.”
“Do it.”
She glared down at the bossy wolf. “Listen Lassie, you better find a way to pry my head out of this hole if I get stuck.”
“Sorry Morticia, I’m not domesticated. I don't obey commands.” 
“Morticia wasn’t a vampire. Also, not an insult, she’s freaking fabulous.” 
Ignoring his eye roll, she made the hole as big as she could get it and poked her head through, between the pipes and safe. Her head popped up into the tiny space. Shimmying awkwardly, she squeezed one arm and half a shoulder through. Reaching past the safe she felt along the floor, sweeping her hand out toward the opposite wall. 
Not only would she have to squeeze into the tiny space she'd also have to find a way over the safe or pray she didn't get stuck squeezing past the front of it. And even if she could, which she'd be willing to try, there was no way Stone would fit. He was severely underweight, but still a big framed guy. 
Sighing in disappointment, she carefully backed out of the hole, scraping several layers of skin off of her arm and face.
“What is it?” Stone asked as he helped her down
“There's inches of space between the safe and a wall, possibly less in between the wall in front of it.”
“You had your head and shoulders through, you were halfway out. If that big head fit, the rest of you should.” 
He eyed her hips, as if trying to determine which was bigger, her head or her ass. Myla planted her hands on said hips and glared at Stone until he finally met her eyes and shrugged. Shaking her head, she paced to the middle of the room. 
“First of all, it wouldn't do any good to go off half-cocked just to get caught anyway. Second, even if I did manage to squirm through, it would be just barely. And if I can't fit, then there's no way you’re getting through there.”
The hope in Stone’s eyes shuttered so fast her heart fell. She didn't want him to lose hope, she wanted to get him home to his pack. And that was the other issue, even once she got him out the door he was in no shape to outrun vampires. She needed a damn getaway car too. 
Maybe she could get out and call for help. And then take on a coven of vampires by herself with a half-dead werewolf. Okay, that was maybe not the most solid plan. 
“You should go.” His voice was empty. He thought she'd leave him there. “Get out while you can.” He slid down the wall to sit in his usual spot.
“Sorry Sparky, you're not getting rid of me that easy. We’ll come up with a plan that gets us both out of here. I’ve got a concert coming up and I have no intention of missing it.” He reclined against the wall and raised an eyebrow at her. “What?”
“I'm waiting to hear the brilliant plan of yours,” he responded dryly.
Brilliant. Right. 
She huffed. “I'm the one who came up with the ceiling hole, don't you think it's your turn to contribute a plan?”
“So you've got jack shit then, huh bloodsucker?”
She glared, mostly stalling and trying to come up with something. Then deflated. “We could try breaking through the ceiling in a different place?”
“Good plan. I’m sure they’ll never notice us punching multiple holes in the floor. Here's the plan, you squeeze your ass through the hole we already made.”
“And then?”
“Then you go home and hope the other bloodsuckers forgot about you in the Remington mess.”
“Nope. From this moment on, any plans that do not result in both of us getting out of here are automatically vetoed.”
Stone dropped his head back against the wall muttering something about hair dye affecting her brain cells. Myla ignored him, trying to think of some way to get the door open. And then... and then, what? Call for a ride? She couldn't put Wes in danger helping her.
“Can the police help?”
Stone looked at her like she was an idiot. “Human police? Because you figured ordering in a meal for the bloodsuckers would get you on their good side?” 
So that sounded like a no then. 
“You slip out through the hole, get out however you can and go to my pack. Get them to bring back a car and someone to help break back in to get me. Best case scenario, you're able to sneak me out and they get us a place to hide for a while. Worst case scenario we get caught and start another war between the vamps and weres.”
Myla stared blankly at Stone for several long moments. “That is the worst freaking plan I’ve ever heard! Start a war? Are you crazy?”
Stone shrugged. “You got a better plan?”
“No. I'll do it, but I want it on the record that I thought this was a bad idea.”
Stone shook his head. “My pack lives outside town. They run the wildlife sanctuary and own the land behind it. You would need to get Tori to believe you, she'd be in charge in my absence.” Stone's jaw clenched and he gave Myla a serious look. “If there's not a way to get me out that doesn't put my pack in danger, I need you to tell her that it's time to let go. She'll know what that means. If nothing else just deliver that message.” 
Myla wanted to argue that she would find a way to get him out, but she knew there were times when words would never be enough. And there were also times when you needed their reassurance. 
“I will, I promise.” 
“Mmm.” His tone conveyed everything. He didn’t believe for a moment that she would follow through with any of it. 
She held out her finger. “Really. Pinky promise.” When Stone just looked at her like she’d cracked, she grabbed his finger with her own. “Pinky promises can’t be broken. They're sacred.”
Stone rolled his eyes. “Is your phone still working?”
“It finally died. I tried turning it on when we woke.”
“Get as far from this place as quickly as you can. Think it's dark out yet?”
Myla was about to answer when she heard footsteps. “Someone's coming.” 
She moved away from the pile she'd made to avoid drawing attention to the hole in the ceiling. Stone was in his usual spot, so she settled in not far from him and dug around in her purse, trying to look natural. Stone startled when she gasped loudly.
“What is it?”
“I found mints in my purse!”
“Seriously?” He sounded irritated, but mints when you didn't have a toothbrush were kind of a big deal.
“Hell, yeah!” She popped one in her mouth and offered the last one to Stone, waving it around teasingly. “Are you saying you don’t want it?”
He hesitated for barely a second before accepting the mint. She grinned at him and he rolled his eyes.
The door at opened and baldy grinned at the two of them. “Thought for sure you two tore each other to pieces during the full moon last night. Sure was a lot of noise down here.”
Stone didn't speak so Myla followed suit.
Baldy gestured toward Myla. “Out with you, pinkie.”  
Myla stood. “What?”
“Black has been relieved of his station. They still need to decide what to do with you, but you'll get a new meeting with someone else. They'll decide what happens from there.”
“You're letting me go?”
He shrugged. “Till your new meeting is set up.”
She glanced over her shoulder at Stone. “What about him? Remington put him down here too.”
Baldy shook his head. “I was told to bring you.”
Stone wouldn't look at her and she didn't want to make baldy suspicious, so she turned and followed him out. It was more than clear Stone thought he'd never see her again, but she swore she'd find a way to free him. A pinky promise couldn’t be broken. 
Baldy led her to another office and knocked before entering. The dark-haired man sitting behind the desk looked vaguely familiar, she was pretty sure he’d been there when she accidentally outed Remington. He was slightly older in appearance than the rest of the vampires, mid to late thirties maybe, but she didn’t think that meant much among immortals. His dark eyes swept over her once and a tiny wrinkle formed between his brows, but he didn’t react otherwise. 
The room smelled of leather and paper. His desk, as well as an entire wall of shelves were over-filled with books. And while it was a good-sized office, it was much less impressive than Remington’s had been. That seemed to be the standard, Lenny had made himself top dog. 
The new vampire had that same foreboding look that made her feel like she was heading to her death, and Myla had figured this would be the man that finally revealed her fate. She held her breath, anticipating this meeting would go about as well as her encounter with Lenny. But instead of throwing her in another closet, he stood and nodded to baldy who made his exit. 
The vampire simply walked to the door and held it open for her. Without a word, she slipped into the hallway, following as he took her to an elevator. He led her up one level, into a whole different world. 
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Level two of the building was more like the night club than the offices below. Exposed brick and nearly black walls with sporadic gothic decor and odd mixes of modern and old Victorian. Now that she understood it was an attempt at modern decor, made by someone that was probably too old to fully grasp the concept, it made a lot more sense. The deeper they walked into the second level, the more the modern touches faded away completely. 
“Do any of the vampires own a funeral home?” She asked when her curiosity got the best of her.
He gave her a strange look but didn't answer. 
“Oh like a funeral home owned by vampires is such a strange thought,” she muttered. “What's your name?” 
Again the man didn't answer and Myla rolled her eyes. “Really? I'll just make one up for you if you won't tell me.” She tipped her head in contemplation. “You look kinda like a Cody. How long have you been a vampire Cody?”
“Orion.”
“Huh?”
“My name is Orion.”
Myla stopped walking. “Oh, come on! Did I miss the ‘change your name to something mysterious or dramatic upon becoming undead’ memo? Cause so far I've met like three vampires and seriously - Ruby, Remington and Orion? I'm calling bullshit. 
“Do you guys have some exclusive little welcome packet or training video or something that goes over all this stuff? Like a ‘Welcome to the afterlife, watch out for that nasty sunburn, and don't forget to choose your new name. Some helpful suggestions are Lucifer, Vlad, Ambien, and Belladonna. Don't forget to see our helpful hints for picking out your fist coffin.’” 
A snicker escaped Orion before he could replace his look of indifference. 
“Oohhh, too late, I saw that. And I must say, I’m disappointed. Now everyone will think you’re still capable of humor. Just wait till that gets around. It’ll be quite the scandal.” She shook her head. “I was starting to wonder if I was truly the only one who's sense of humor survived death. I realize you guys have an abundance of life and all, but its still kinda sad how much is wasted.”
Orion looked at her in question. “Wasted?”
She nodded. “Look at Remington. All that effort putting up a front, working to make people believe his lies and fear him. He threw away all the good parts of himself for appearances that truly meant nothing in the end. All of you around here with all of your focus on being all serious and intimidating. Like, really, what is going to happen if you’re not all constantly playing this part? Do you guys like actually tear each other apart if you see someone not taking everything so seriously, or God forbid, if someone laughs? 
“Is it like extreme high school? There’s definitely some kind of pecking order here, and I’m gathering that age plays a factor. And if so, cracking a smile once in a while won’t change your age. So I guess I just don’t get the theatrics. Don’t get me wrong, it’s all kind of funny, but it’s also exhausting to watch.” 
Orion looked like he was actually considering her words. Since the other vampires completely dismissed anything she had to say, she was surprised this one was actually listening. 
“The highest-ranking vampires are the oldest, but there’s actually not a lot of really old vampires in these parts, so there’s a power struggle among the rest. There’s not much difference between a vampire that’s ninety and one that’s fifty, so it becomes a show of who’s stronger. And no one wants to look weak when it’s time to move up in the ranks.”
“And smiling or laughing makes you weak?”
Orion shrugged. “It makes you less intimidating, makes others fear you less.”
“There are different kinds of strength, my dude. Intimidation and fear tactics are a weak man's imitation of strength. Those are not things that earn respect. If you make it to a position of power on nothing but intimidation and fear, you’re going to be looking over your shoulder the whole time, because there will always be someone waiting to stab you in the back.”
“There’s always someone waiting to stab you in the back regardless.”
Myla shrugged. “Maybe. But when people respect your strength and think you are deserving of your position, there will be people to watch your back too.” 
Orion was quiet while he considered her words. 
“How long do vampires live?” 
Orion looked at her curiously. “Forever. We’re already dead.”
“But you said there aren’t many older vampires. What happened to them?”
Orion subtly looked around before answering. “Hunters. Territory wars with the weres or with other covens. Turning new vamps seems to draw the hunters, so most covens have forbidden it except in pre-approved situations when the benefits outweigh the risk. 
“There was a time when vampires were everywhere. The numbers really started dwindling around the time of the witch trials when people started turning their neighbors in over much less than drinking blood. The population has dropped from there. 
“For a brief moment their numbers picked up again in the Victorian era. The hunters caught on and orchestrated a mass killing. It crippled many species. Vampires were one of the hardest hit, and it damn near wiped out magic users at a time when dark magic had caught a lot of interest. 
“A vampire coven in this area even gained some power not that long ago, and it was among the most brutally hit in history when they finally went down. At some point, the vampires noticed that every time they tried to replenish their numbers, the hunters showed up and it stalled their progress. A lot of the growth in a species that lives forever came from its fledglings. They incorporated a knowledge of technology, way of life, and blending in. When the hunters took out most of their species and then found a way to track the change…”
“What was left of the vampires got stuck in time,” she finished.
Orion nodded. “Now when they incorporate someone new into their ranks it’s done strategically. Those with money or influence.”
“Or knowledge,” she concluded again, looking up at him. 
Orion smiled and tipped his head in confirmation. “When it becomes necessary.”
They slowed to a stop in front of a heavy, ornate wooden door and Myla sucked in a steadying breath. “Before we go in, I just wanted to say thanks, professor, for talking to me like a person. Even if it was on the way to my death sentence.”
“Don’t worry. This is just the pre-death sentence meeting.” He pushed the door open and walked in with Myla trailing behind. “Viktor, good evening.”
Viktor was surprisingly an older looking man, maybe in his fifties, though probably much older, with graying blond hair and cold blue eyes. He was dressed in an all black suit - shocking, and sat at an antique desk with a row of cherry file cabinets lining the walls behind him. 
“This is her?”
“Elvyra Nightstalker, nice to meet you!” Myla cut in, reaching out a hand and hoping the old-fashioned gesture would be well received in someone as old as this dude.
Vik eyed her hand and looked to Orion without returning the gesture. 
The professor cleared his throat. “This is her.”
“Just trying it out,” she muttered as she dropped her hand and stood awkwardly in front of the desk. 
Viktor pulled out some papers with scrolling black calligraphy and turned them her way. 
“This states that you will abide by all of the rules of the coven, most importantly no harming humans, exposing yourself to humans, or doing anything that would draw the attention of the hunters. You are, at present, unassociated, yet still bound by the rules of the coven. Should you happen to find yourself in the hands of the hunters, magic users, weres, or any other sect at any point during the time between now and your meeting with the coven head, you are for all intents and purposes at their mercy and not under the protection of the coven. 
“This status will be reviewed in a few weeks when the coven convenes to decide your fate as an unsponsored and unsanctioned fledgling. Signing here states that you will appear in person when summoned and that you will not violate these conditions under penalty of death.”
“I’m guessing that signing is not optional?”
“Not if you want to be allowed to leave.” Viktor reached for the bottom for the document and pressed a finger to the paper.  
Myla gasped as his signature burned across the bottom of the document. “That is so cool! Is that like, an accelerant on the paper?” 
She lifted it to her nose and sure enough there was a trace chemical smell of some kind of lighter fluid or something. 
“It totally is! How’d you light it?” Myla eyed the hand he had pressed to the paper, a long, hinged silver-toned ring covered his entire middle finger. “Is there like a little device on your ring that makes the spark or something? Can I try?” 
Victor looked completely unamused, he stared coldly and crossed his arms. Myla snuck a glance at Orion who was pinching the bridge of his nose. She frowned and picked up the pen. 
“I’ll just… sign in pen.” 
Apparently some people never learned to share their toys.    
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Myla let herself into her apartment and made a beeline for the shower. She was absolutely covered in dust, dirt, and dog drool and she couldn’t wait to wash off the entire experience. 
Thirty minutes later she left the bathroom in a towel, knowing she'd have texts from Wes that needed answering. 
She made it two steps into her room before the phone was forgotten in favor of the crossbow aimed at her chest. The sharp scent of silver burned her nose. 
A tall man holding the weapon tracked her movements with sharp gray eyes. His glare raked over her once in a cursory assessment before darting back and settling on her dripping hair. The armed stranger's glare intensified as he became inexplicably irate. 
His hair was dark in a military cut, a scar bisected one eyebrow. Strange symbols were tattooed up both arms, hidden among patterns that disappeared beneath the sleeves of his black T-shirt. He wore black tactical pants and combat boots. And, most importantly, she had no clue who the fuck he was or how he got into her bedroom. 
Myla scuttled back a couple steps. “Don't shoot! I didn't do anything. I'm innocent.” 
He offered a humorless smile, drawing her attention to his strong, scruffy jaw. “Innocent. Right. That’s what all the hell spawn say.”
Myla glared right back. “Hell spawn? Screw you, pal. I’m not a demon!”
She heard the click of the trigger before she truly registered what it was, but with the distance between them and her unnaturally fast reflexes, she was able to swat the silver tipped arrow from the air before it hit her chest. She blinked down at the arrow in shock. He’d just tried to kill her!
“Are you insane? What the fuck is wrong with you?”
“Not a monster, eh?”
“No, you asshole! Out of the two of us, I’d say you have that title covered. I’m not the one breaking into people's homes and trying to kill innocent people!”
He snorted. “I don’t think you know what innocent means. I protect the innocent from creatures like you.”
“Innocent! As in without blame or guilt! As in not guilty of any offense. As in didn’t do a goddamn thing to warrant GI Jerk trying to shoot me in my own home!” 
“Bullshit. You’re a new lone vampire, working without the protection of a coven. You have to be feeding on innocents. How many have you killed?”
“That’d be zero. None. Never.”
“Fine! How many have you tricked into being your own personal blood bank?”
“Again, none.”
Their conversation was interrupted when the front door slammed. “Goddammit, La! Your car is back so I know you’re alive, why they hell didn’t you text me back?”
“Who’s that?” he growled.
“My best friend. Don’t even think of hurting him, mister I protect the innocent but also shoot them without any facts,” she growled right back.
“Where the hell were… Who the fuck are you? Myla?” Wes questioned.
She shook her head. “I don’t know. I came out of the shower and Captain Asshat here got all trigger happy.”
“What the fuck, perv! I’m calling the cops.”
“It’s not like that,” he growled. “I am the cops for her kind.”
“Her kind?” 
“He had a silver tipped bolt, Wes.”
Wesley’s face flushed with rage. He stormed forward and planted himself in front of her. Myla’s heart fluttered in panic. 
“Wes, no! The guy is a crazy killer!” she shrieked, shoving him behind her. 
Wes finally sighed and stood next to her, which wasn’t ideal, but it was better than in front of her. 
“What do we do with him?” Wes asked her.
She looked the man up and down. He wasn’t a vampire. Didn’t have that wet dog smell that the werewolf had. He had a hot military-guy look going on, so she was willing to bet either hunter, or government. Neither of which were good.
“I don’t know.”
“You two do realize that I’m the one holding the weapon, right?”
Wes side eyed her and after so much time on the paintball field, she knew exactly what that look meant. He took his strategies way too seriously, but they worked. However they usually worked on inexperienced teens and twenty year olds, not trained military. Plus she had to eliminate any chance of Wes accidentally getting hit in this situation. Which meant she had to be a little craftier. 
“We could call the cops. Even if the government sent him, I doubt local cops would have that information.”
“I don’t work for the government! I wipe out the monsters that feed off of humanity. I am the police for your kind!”
“She would never hurt anyone unless it was in self-defense or to protect me. And the only police for my kind are the actual freaking police! As far as I can tell you’re just some creep who broke into her bedroom while she was showering. You know who handles shit like that? The police!” 
The guy hesitated and his crossbow lowered just slightly. Myla and Wes both saw the moment of distraction as their cue to move. In the blink of an eye she was behind the hunter, knocking the weapon from his hands. Wes dove the other way and snatched up the bow as she wrapped her towel around his face and yanked him backwards. He landed on his back with a loud thump and the air left his lungs in a groan. 
The hunter’s immediate instinct was to remove the towel and by the time he could see again, a crossbow was aimed at his chest and Myla was fishing through her drawers for clothes. Wes had seen her naked before, but she wasn’t too happy about pervy being in the room while she dressed. Or about exposing the scars down the center of her chest from the surgeries. Too many people saw it as a weakness. But she also wasn’t leaving Wes alone with him, so she quickly grabbed the first pair of underwear she touched. Which, of course, had Wonder Woman comics all over them. Real intimidating. She pulled them on anyway. Whatever. Wonder Woman was badass. She quickly tugged on a shirt and shorts and turned to deal with Commander Creeper. 
“Stand up, arms out. Try anything and he’ll shoot you. His aim is crazy accurate.” Not a lie, video games, laser tag, or paintball, Wes almost never missed.
The guy glared but complied. Extending his arms out. Myla ran her hands over his body, pulling weapons from pouches and harnesses. Careful to grab by the handles, avoiding the silver blades and bullets, she pulled several weapons before she realized she needed somewhere to put them. 
Myla dumped the contents of her nightstand drawer onto the bed and started loading the weapons into the drawer. The man made a strangled sound in his throat and Myla looked up to see his eyes locked on her bed. On the purple dildo she’d tossed there to be exact. She rolled her eyes. 
“That’s nothing. You should see Wesley’s.”
“Myla!”
“What? It’s impressive! I think you’re setting your standards a little high, but there’s nothing wrong with that! I’m sure your dream hottie will have a big dick.”
“Myla!”
“Okay, okay,” she grumbled as she finished pulling all the weapons she could find. 
She did one more sweep, checking everywhere before she was satisfied that she got everything. 
“Alright, let's take this party to the dining room,” Myla said, swiping the handcuffs she’d dumped from her nightstand off the bed. 
The man eyed her but she shrugged and nudged him forward. She wasn’t going to explain herself to a peeping Tom. 
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Myla wove the handcuffs through the center support on her dining room chair and clasped them around his wrists. The moment they clicked shut she realized she wasn’t positive where the key was. Oops. Hopefully it was still in the mess of things on her bed. 
“Is he secure?” 
Myla shrugged. “I mean, he’s handcuffed. His violent behavior would lead me to think there’s a bit of an insecurity issue lurking in there somewhere, though. How’s your relationship with your parents?” She asked her house guest as she rounded the chair to stand in front of him with Wes. 
“If I don’t check in you’re going to have a much bigger problem tearing this town apart looking for me.”
“I’ll add it to the list. Who are you? What do you want?”
“Go ahead, kill me, torture me. You’ll only prove that you’re exactly the monster I know you are.”
Wes shot Myla a worried look, because he kind of had them there. But Wes was forgetting one very important detail. Myla had plenty of non-violent tricks up her sleeve. She smiled sweetly. 
“You’re right, hunter. I’m not the type of person that could harm a defenseless man. But I’m sure I can come up with something, I’ll just put on some music while I think it over.” 
Wes immediately wilted and their guest perked up, trying to figure out what was going on. Myla grinned as she set up the portable speaker and queued up her most annoying playlist. 
Wes slumped into a chair at the table and settled in to be tortured along with their captive. The look of distaste crossed the man’s face as Barbie Girl started playing.
“Just wait, my man, it gets worse. So much worse.” Wes’ tone was downright haunted and the man actually looked a little nervous.
Sure enough the second the singing started Myla was belting out the lyrics. While she knew every damn word, she was horribly tone deaf. The hunter winced and watched in horror as the pink-haired nut job danced around the living room as she sang. One song transitioned to the next and she seamlessly moved to The Spice Girls, various boy bands, Taylor Swift, Ace of Base. Her knowledge of songs that should be long forgotten was astounding. 
Every once in a while she would dance closer to Wes so he could twirl her or be a prop for her to dance on, which he obliged in resignation. Myla was just finishing up Let it Go when she finally paused the music and dropped into Wesley’s lap. 
“How ya holding up?”
Wes groaned. “I’m ready to give you whatever you want. My car, my first born. Anything. Please make it stop.” 
Myla chuckled. “I figured you guys might be hungry. I'll put some Nickelback on while we take a break. Once you eat, I have plenty more songs. We haven't even gotten to Britney.”
“You could do Justin Bieber,” Wes offered.
Myla grimaced. “Damn, Wes. And you thought I was being ruthless." She pointed a finger at their trigger-happy friend. "But just know that it's on the table if things need to escalate here."
“Jesus Christ! You cannot keep this up,” The man complained.
“The fuck she can’t,” Wes argued. “She sang Let it Go on repeat for a week straight to get me to go to prom without her when she couldn't make it.”
The hunter didn’t bother to hide his horror. Myla shook her head. “Because I love you and didn’t want you to miss out on anything. And you had fun, so you should be thanking me.”
“I still have flashbacks whenever I hear that song.”
“You’re welcome.” She kissed him on the cheek and moved to the kitchen, singing along to the playlist as she cooked. 
[image: image-placeholder]Myla brought three plates to the table and plopped them in front of everyone before sitting next to her guest with a happy sigh. The smell of garlic filled the room as she and Wes dug into pasta and garlic bread. 
The man stared her down as she shoveled a hearty bite of pasta into her mouth. 
“What? Do I have sauce on my face?”
“You still eat normal food?”
Wes snorted and Myla shot a glare his way. “Uh, yeah. Pasta is life, son. I’m not giving up food.”
“It does nothing for you. You don’t need it anymore.”
“I beg to differ. Food is tradition. Its heritage and culture. It’s social. It’s expression. It’s recipes passed down from a grandmother lost. A meal cooked can be an I love you between spouses. A favorite recipe made with your child is a bonding moment. Baking cookies at Christmas, sharing a Thanksgiving meal with family, food is ingrained in everything. What’s a trip to Philly without a cheesesteak, or New York without Pizza? It’s one of life’s pleasures and I don’t let those pass me by.” 
The man looked thoroughly confused. “But you shouldn’t be craving food anymore.”
Myla shrugged and held a forkful of pasta up to the man’s mouth, which he ignored. “I’ll admit that. I don’t get cravings for real food anymore, but I still enjoy it. It’s not about the sustenance, it’s about the experience.”
“Is that how you feel about feeding on humans?”
“She doesn’t feed on other humans,” Wes interjected.
Understanding lit in the man’s face. “You got yourself a blood slave.”
Wes rolled his eyes. “I donate a pint every eight weeks. Same as blood donors for the red cross. Are they blood slaves too?”
“They are saving lives.”
“So am I.”
“A pint every two months isn’t enough to sate your hunger. Who else are you feeding from?”
Wes shot Myla a hurt look and she shook her head. “I don’t feed from anyone else. It’s more than enough to keep me alive.”
“You would be in a constant state of hunger. No other vamp maintains that state for long. Most definitely not a new one.”
“Dammit Myla, if you need more you should have said something. I’ll give you more.”
Mylas shook her head adamantly. “No, Wes! I don’t need more. You would drain yourself dry if you thought it would help me and it’s not happening. Those guidelines are put in place by professionals for a reason. It may be slightly uncomfortable, but It’s nothing I’m not used to. I’m no stranger to discomfort or diet restrictions. I’ve practically been prepared for this my whole life. And you.” She turned her attention back to their prisoner. “Unless you have something useful to say, shut up!”
“Will it harm her to feed at the rate she does?” Wes asked.
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Yes it does, Myla!”
She signed and shot the man a warning look. 
His eyes darted between them repeatedly. “The short answer is no. It’s more than we provide our captures and it can keep her alive indefinitely. Her strength, speed, and senses would be subpar as a result though.” 
Myla rolled her eyes. “Can’t imagine what that must be like.”
“You’ve never bitten anyone else?”
“Never.”
“Release me. I’ll call someone that will be able to verify. They can detect innocence. If you are, in fact, clear. I can’t kill you until you mess up.”
Myla looked to Wes. “What do you think?” 
Wes crossed his arms. “I want answers first. Who the fuck are you?” 
“I think we've established he’s a hunter.”
“And how would you know that? Already been warned to watch your back?” The man taunted.
Myla shrugged. “The guy that accidentally changed me was freaking out over getting a hunter on his ass.”
The hunter smiled. “I already found him. And you weren’t changed by accident. Are you so gullible that you think it can be done accidentally?”
Myla tugged the collar of her shirt down to expose the top of her scars. “I was born with a heart defect. Inherited from my mother who died at twenty while giving birth to me. I made it to twenty-one, went out for my birthday and took one too many risks."
Her eyes were glued to her fork as it raked through her food. "After a lifetime of playing it safe, I wanted to live. I got this instead. Irony is a bitch.” She shrugged. “But you can’t have a rainbow without rain. I may be on borrowed time, and I now have everyone I meet ready to take my head, feed me to a wolf, or drive a silver tipped arrow through my heart, but at least I’m here. Whether it be for one more meal, one more dance, one more concert, or one more latte, it doesn’t matter. Lamenting what happened won’t make now better. It’ll just make me lose the time I have. So yeah, it was an accident and I’m doing the best I can with it.”    
“Are you saying he bit you and you died a natural death?”
“That’s what I’m saying. I’m guilty of bad taste in men, I’ll give you that. But neither of us intended for this to happen. I didn’t even know about vampires or anything else until I was already changed.”
“Feeling better about trying to kill an innocent woman yet?” Wes taunted pulling his phone from his pocket. “What were we on? Ready to bust out the Bieber yet?”
The man sighed. “Alright! Yes, I’m a hunter. We’re tasked with protecting humans from supernatural creatures.”
“Who do you answer to? The government?”
He snorted. “No. We answer to a higher authority on humanity.”
“What does that mean?” Wes asked. 
Pounding on the door froze them in their tracks. 
“Looks like you’re about to find out.”
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Rule # 12: Judge with caution. Things are not always as they appear.


“Wes, keep an eye on him,” Myla hissed as she went for the door. 
She opened it a crack and stuck her head out, giving her a view of a muscular chest standing way too close. Her head tilted back and her eyes moved up to silky shoulder length blond hair, a strong smooth jaw, perfectly straight nose and the brightest blue eyes she’d ever seen. Except she had seen them before. 
“Hot bar guy? What are you doing here?”
A confused look crossed his face. “I believe my associate is here. This is a conversation better held behind closed doors. Don’t you agree?”
Myla frowned. Hot bar guy worked with the hunter? Damn. She sulked back into the apartment, letting the big man behind her follow. 
“Bad news, Wes. Hot bar guy is a hunter.”
Wes's eyes widened with every inch of the hottie he took in. A smug smile lifted her lips. She knew her friend well. Too bad the guy she picked turned out to be a hunter.  
“Hot bar guy, this is Wes. Wes, bar hottie.”
The tall man cleared his throat. “I am Caliel.”
“Nice to meet you Cali. At least you didn't sneak in while I was naked and start shooting.”
Cali raised an eyebrow at the hunter. Then scrunched up his face as he took in his friends precarious position. “What are you doing?”
The hunter shrugged and flexed his impressive tattooed arms. The sound of splintering wood filled the room as he broke apart the back of her chair and stood. “Gathering information.”
Wes snatched up the crossbow and Myla planted her fists on her hips. 
“Rude!”
The hunter shot her a look, his hands still cuffed behind his back. “Rude was you singing in the vicinity of anything with ears for the past four hours!”
Myla frowned. “We didn't even get to Brittney yet. I was gonna twerk.”
The man shuddered. “This vampire claims she's never harmed a human. I need you to read her soul.”
Wes raised the crossbow and moved in front of Myla. “What the hell does that mean?”
She put a hand on his arm, trying to move around him, but Wes nudged her back. She was reluctant to use her new strength with him. Not only was she still figuring it out, but it was hard to gauge what would hurt him.
Myla watched as the two men closed in. Grumpy hunter flexed his arms with much more effort this time. The symbols on his arms glimmered as he mouthed words too quietly for even her to hear. The metal cuffs snapped with a loud clink. 
Myla's jaw dropped. “I would have gotten the key if you'd just stop trying to…”
Her words were cut off when he pulled a gun from Cal's waist. Myla jumped in front of Wes in the blink of an eye. Trapped between a crossbow and a gun, she squeezed her eyes closed and prayed that neither pulled the trigger. 
“Myla!” Wes roared. “What the hell are you thinking!” 
Myla opened her eyes as Wes snaked a shaking arm around her waist and pulled her back. The gun was still raised in front of her face, but Caliel had wrapped a hand around it, staying her execution.
Her throat was dry. Tears burned her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. Wes squeezed her tighter, trembling as he tried to regain control.
“I almost fucking shot you.” He straightened and moved the crossbow over shoulder at the hunter. “Don't ever do that again,” he grumbled. Myla knew he was talking to her. Just like Wes knew he was wasting his breath.
Cali gave the other hunter a stern look. “The human must be protected. Stand down, Xander.” 
Myla let out a shaky breath as Xander lowered the gun.
“Who is in charge of you hunters?” Wes demanded. “If you are truly protectors of the innocent, you've fucked up! If you want to harass someone, go after the coven that threatened her. Oh, but I bet that's much harder, isn't it? Much easier to just take out the innocent lone girl. Impressive group you all are.”
Xander glared as Cali stepped forward. “I am in charge of the hunters. I called on them to protect humanity from those they do not know about. We do not wipe entire races from existence, but we do watch the population. Being significantly outnumbered is one of the things that keeps the supernatural races from trying to take over. It forces then to remain hidden. 
“Humans have become aware of that which walks the earth with them on a few occasions, and they always react the same way, with violence and hysteria. Unfortunately, they are often not rational enough to direct their violence at their true enemies, so the hunters are necessary. We do our job to keep the peace, to establish balance.”
“That's great, but Myla did nothing wrong. She was an innocent human that knew nothing about any of this until she died after being fed from. Trigger over there refuses to see the truth.”
Xander rolled his eyes. “New vamps are reborn with hunger and abilities they never had. Their first reaction is usually revenge or taking advantage of being at the top of the food chain.”
Wes looked at Myla. She shrugged. “I mean yeah, I was hungry, but my first reaction was to try all the things I never got to enjoy before. Obscene amounts of caffeine, roller coasters, raves, and drinks with fancy umbrellas.”
“Myla would never hurt anyone.”
Xander snorted. “I can't decide if you're an idiot, or just trying to earn her favor so she'll turn you too.” He shook his head. “Fucking blood slaves.”
Cali stepped closer to Wes. “No. The human is pure.” Cali's skin almost illuminated and his eyes glowed impossibly brighter as he took in Wes. “Extremely pure,” he added with a touch of wonder in his voice.
Aww. Myla swooned a little over someone else thinking her Wesley was as amazing as she did. Wes's eyes ran over the man’s form. “Not that pure,” he mumbled under his breath. 
Myla let out a chuckle and the hunter seemed to remember himself, stepping back to give Wes more space.
Cali cleared his throat again. “Be that as it may. We were never here to judge the human. And Xander is correct in his statements that unaffiliated new vampires are most often those that require culling.”
Myla shook her head. “Revenge and hurting people didn't enter my radar. I think that might say something about the type of people they've been changing, not necessarily about new vamps. Correlation does not necessarily equal causation.”
Cali stepped closer again. “I will need to touch you to confirm. Vampirism taints the soul. I will need to look deeper to confirm your innocence.”
Wes edged closer, ready to jump in again, but Myla was ready to take a risk to get rid of all the judgement and drama. She held out her arm to Cali and glared at Xander.
“Myla,” Wes warned.
“I'm doing it Wes. If it's a trap and they kill me instead of reading me, you're free to avenge me. Start with the premature detonator over there.”
Instead, Wes faced off with Cali and aimed the crossbow at him. “Don't even try anything other than reading her.”
The big man glanced at the bow and back to Wes. “Your protectiveness is noble, but that won't kill me.”
“It'll make me feel better,” he grunted.
Myla bit her lip. Wes couldn't quite pull off the tough guy thing when he tried. In many ways he was a total badass, but he just didn't have the look or the attitude. Still, she appreciated his protectiveness and refused to laugh and belittle his efforts in front of their guests.
Cali's large hand wrapped around her forearm and he did his glowy thing again. Myla felt warmth rush through her and held back a wince when an odd ache formed, rubbing against her bones like sandpaper. Cali poked around in her soul, or whatever was left of it, and she ignored the discomfort, watching his ethereal glow with wonder. She wasn't his only admirer, Wes damn near drooled next to her. 
The light dimmed and Myla turned her attention back to the other hunter. “Can you glow too, or do you just do the sparkly thing?” She gestured to his tattoos. Not surprisingly, he ignored her.
Cali said nothing until Xander grew impatient. 
“Well?” he barked. 
He shook his head. “She’s telling the truth.”
“What?” Disbelief lined his tone.
“She’s harmed no humans. This one is not ours.”
“That can’t be right!”
Cali raised an eyebrow at his hunter. A look was exchanged but no words. Finally, Xander broke the stare off, opting to get into Myla’s face instead. His cheeks flushed red with fury and her brows drew together at his unreasonable anger.
“This isn’t over. You will mess up. It’s only a matter of when. And I will be there when you do. I promise you that.”
The hunter stormed out, slamming the door on his way and leaving the rest of them in an awkward three way silence. 
“Soooo, he’s pissed that she didn’t kill anyone?”
“Xander prefers it when things are black and white. In his mind, all vampires are evil. And in his defense, the ones he’s met in his lifetime have been truly vile creatures. He has reason to see things the way he does. I hope for his sake, that he is wrong about you.”
Myla frowned. “I’m not even sure what that means.”
“I believe he is.”
The man had a strange glint in his eye that confused the hell out of Myla. Something she didn’t understand was going on and Cali didn’t seem keen on elaborating.
“Um, thanks?”
“We will be watching.”
Wes opened his mouth to protest, but between one moment and the next, the man was gone. 
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Rule # 13: Pinky Promises are sacred - honor them always.



The second the magician hunter was gone, Myla rushed to the door. Wes watched her like she was crazy as she checked the hall for stray hunters.
“What are you doing?” 
“Making sure they’re gone. I’ve gotta go.”
“What? Where? Why? And while you're taking questions, how about you tell me where the hell you've been for the last ENTIRE DAY YOU DIDN'T SPEAK WITH YOUR BEST FRIEND!”
“That's not a question,” she pointed out.
If his thunderous expression was anything the go by, Wes was not amused. 
“Okay, chill, but we're on a time crunch here so I'll tell you on the way.”
“Where are we going?”
“The sanctuary on the edge of town.” Wes hopped in the passenger side of her little hybrid and she sped off toward the werewolf farm. “So. Do you remember Lenny Baslaki?”
“Yeah, why? He's not creeping on you is he?”
“No. It's a little worse than that.”
Wes shot her a wary look. “Worse how?” 
“I made, like, the tiniest mistake. It was almost funny, really. Except... I may have pissed off the upper rungs of the vampire hierarchy in the process.”
“Please tell me you're joking.”
He sounded so desperate for her to just laugh it off as a joke, but they didn't lie to each other. Ever. 
“Oops?”
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You are a magnet for trouble. I don't even know how you've survived this long.”
“I didn't,” she snorted. 
Wes didn't laugh. 
“Okay, too soon. Anywhozies, you know how Lenny can be when things don't go his way.” Wes grimaced. “Exactly. So, he decided to toss me in 'the dungeon',” she lowered her voice for dramatic effect but Wes didn't even crack a smile. Such a killjoy. “Also known as the big storage closet in the basement which was already occupied by some half-dead guy with an attitude problem. Long story short, we're on our way to rescue a werewolf.”
Wes sucked in a breath and promptly started choking. “I feel like you may have left a few things out of that story.”
“Mmm, I think I got the important parts. I mean they were all 'we're big intimidating vampires, we eat death for breakfast, fear us or feel our wrath.' And I was like 'I lived through ten years of torment by Britlee fucking Robins, she ate souls and weakness for breakfast. I know how to handle a bully.’ Then there was like one dude who was kinda cool, and a big ominous 'if you survive the next few weeks you probably won't survive the one after that'. They're big on the dramatics. I think they're bored. Immortality probably gets monotonous after a while.”
“Then they should definitely keep you around. Do you wanna explain the werewolf situation?”
“My cellmate. I promised I'd help get him out.”
“Myla!” Wes groaned. “The vampires already want you dead. The hunters want you dead. You've pissed off the coven that's yet to decide your fate and now you want to stage a prison break and piss them off even more? Do you have a death wish?”
She sighed. “It's the right thing to do.”
“Not if your life is the price. Let's just turn around and go home. No one would blame you.”
“Wes, I can't. And if you'd been there you'd have done the same, so don't give me shit. I pinky promised.”
He groaned and slumped down in his seat, but he stopped arguing, so Myla counted that as a win.
“So are werewolves at least better than the vampires or are we walking into another group of super human creatures that would be happy to see your head removed?”
“Eh. Stone's okay. Little grumpy in pup form but we got along in the end. The rest of ‘em are a bit of an unknown, but once I tell them why I'm there we should be good. They'll want him back more than they'll have an issue with me.”
“Just don't sign up for anything crazy, please. For the sake of my sanity.”
“No worries, Wes. I've got a plan.” 
“As team captain, I get the final say in any strategy. I'm sure the wolves can handle this.”
“This isn't paintball, Wes.”
He shrugged stubbornly. “Strategy is strategy.”
She rolled her eyes but let it drop as she turned off onto a long rough dirt road. The steering wheel vibrated under her hands and she winced. 
“My poor car!” She stuck her head out the window, eyeing the gravel pinging against her sparkly blue paint. “That won't chip, right? Like, car paint is pretty sturdy, I think." She slowed, barely rolling over the gravel."I think we're good as long as I drive slow.” 
The words were barely out of her mouth before the entire car rocked under the weight of the wolf that landed heavily on the hood. The high-pitched scream the scare had elicited out of both her and Wes had not been the first impression she'd wanted to make, but seriously, who greeted guests that way?
Wes was still mid freak-out so it was up to her to handle the ill-mannered dog. She popped open the door and Wes latched on to her arm before she could exit the vehicle. 
“Just chill here while I explain what's going on. I got this, Wes.”
He reluctantly let her go and she slipped out of the car, coming face to face with a snarling wolf. A damn big one. Stone's wolf was malnourished and skinny and it was still insanely strong. There was no doubt this one could crush her. Maybe she didn't have this.
No. A pinky promise was sacred. And Myla didn't let people bully her anymore. Not even giant hungry wolves that had backup lurking in the trees. She straightened her spine, lifted her chin and faced down the snarling beast. 
“Get off my car before you scratch the paint!” She demanded.
The wolf... smiled? Every sharp tooth in his mouth was visible, but that wasn't what she was looking at. His claws extended into the hood of her car.
“Don't you dare, you over grown Pomeranian! I have a message from Stone but if you aren't interested I'll just get back in my car and go.” 
She pulled her door back open, following through with her bluff when another wolf approached. This one wasn't looking at her, but at the first wolf. Staring, actually. For an oddly long time. The fur along their massive backs was standing on end as they seemed to challenge each other. 
Myla shot Wes a look. “Awkward,” she muttered out of the side of her mouth.
Finally the wolf on her car snarled and jumped down, scratching her paint in the process. 
She gasped as the damage. “Jerk! You're paying to fix that!”
He looked back, his eyes taking on a yellow glint in the dark as he loped toward the trees, flashing fang at her. She took it for the threat it was and turned to the other wolf.
“I’m looking for Tori.”
[image: image-placeholder]“How do I know this isn’t some trick to lure my wolves into a den of vampires waiting to attack?”
Myla huffed and leaned against the porch railing at her back. They’d been wasting over an hour trying to convince the wolves that she wasn’t a plant to get them to rush to their deaths.
“I guess you don’t. I don’t know what else I can tell you to get you to trust me.”
The big man with the long blond hair in the corner snarled just as much in human form as he did as a paint-scratching wolf. “We will never trust a vampire,” the words curled off his tongue like poison.
“Zip it, Jonas,” Tori snapped. She was a stern woman with short dark hair, and biceps that could crack walnuts. When she barked an order, even Myla listened.  
“Look, I’m newly turned. I don’t have any allegiance to a coven of vampires that would be happy to see me dead.”
“We have nothing but your word on any of that.”
Myla threw up her hands. “Okay. I promised Stone that I would deliver a message and I’ve done that. I’ve told you where he is. Here’s the last thing you’re getting from me, I’ll be visiting someone at that same building tonight just after sundown. There’s a door at the back of the building. I might accidentally break it, so it doesn’t latch shut. It’s not in a great spot, but if your wolves can manage any level of stealth it should be doable. Do you have something to mask your scent? Wolves seem to have a pretty distinctive smell.”
They glanced at each other. “We do.”
“Great. I need to get going, the sun will be up soon. If all goes well, I won’t see you tomorrow. Just give Stone a message from me once you have him.”
Tori tipped her head curiously. 
Myla smiled brightly. “Tell him I said pinky promises are sacred.” She grabbed Wes’ hand and dragged him off the porch the wolves had gathered around. “Tori, walk with me for a sec?”
The woman looked confused at the concept of being told what to do, but she eventually followed, catching up to them in a few long strides. Once she couldn’t hear the rest of the pack, she lowered her voice to a whisper. 
“There was one more thing Stone wanted me to tell you, but …”   
Myla nearly bit her tongue when Tori tugged her ahead. They finally came to a stop near the car. 
“Wolves have better hearing than vampires,” the woman explained. 
“Right. Anyway, I don’t trust that other guy not to take advantage of the situation, but I hope you’ll do the right thing with what I’m about to tell you. Stone also said to tell you that if there wasn’t a way to get him out without putting the pack in danger, then it was time to move on. But for what it’s worth, I don’t think you should do that. He needs his pack right now.”
“Stone is not expendable.” She eyed Myla, silently assessing her. “Do your part tomorrow. Don’t fuck it up.”
That was probably as close to trust as she was going to get. 
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Rule # 14: When you hit bottom, for the love of God, stop digging.



“Going somewhere?” 
The deep voice emanated from a dark alley on her way to the door of the vampire building. Myla let out a squeak and spun to find the grumpy hunter leaning against the side of the building. 
She glanced toward the door to make sure no one had spotted her yet and then slipped around the corner. “What are you doing here?” She hissed. “Do you know what this place is?”
Xander snorted, twirling a small knife through his fingers and the slight scent of silver made her nose wrinkle. “I figured it out. Thought you didn’t have anything to do with the rest of the blood suckers? Kind of a strange place to be if that’s true.”
Myla gritted her teeth, her attention darting toward the door once more. Sargent Smartass was going to mess everything up. “I don’t have anything to do with them. I’m doing a favor for a friend.”
“A vampire friend?”
“Not that it’s any of your business, but no.”
“Hmm. I don’t believe you.”
“I don’t care if you don’t believe me! Hottie hunter said you aren’t allowed to kill me. So move along!” She made a shooing motion with her hand, but the infuriating man didn’t budge.
Xander’s eyes narrowed. “Hottie hunter? What are you twelve?”
“Jealous?”
“That must be it.”
She rolled her eyes. “Go away. Or stay here. Or whatever, I don’t care, I have things to do.”
Myla stormed around the corner and up to the door, tugging it open before she realized she wasn’t alone. Her eyes widened when she realized Xander had followed her in. 
“What are you doing?”
“I decided to come with you. You said you didn’t care.” 
Dear lord he was insane. At least he didn’t smell like silver anymore. More like warm leather and sandalwood, maybe a slight hint of bergamot. She leaned in a little closer, just to be sure.
 “Can I help you,” a decidedly irritated voice asked.
Myla cringed and turned to face the same vampire that had been working for her first visit. 
"Hi! I'm here to see Orion," she chirped brightly to the unamused woman at the desk.  
The vampire pursed her dark red lips together as her eyes ran down Myla's off the shoulder white crop top and high-waisted flowery skirt. 
Myla tugged the hem of her skirt down a little at the woman's obvious judgment, but quickly chastised herself and stood straighter. She looked adorable. It was the perfect summery outfit from her pink beachy waves to the white Chuck Taylors on her feet. All she needed was a tan. But the pale woman in red and black, which totally washed her out even more, could hardly judge on that.
The woman’s judgy eyes moved to Xander and narrowed. “And you?”
“My cousin,” Myla jumped in at the same time Xander told the woman he was a hunter. “Ha! Yes, he visits this time of year to get some hunting in. You know, like, er… turkeys. It’s actually a little-known fact that the turkey hunting is good in these parts. Well, not these parts. Cause… city. But like, the nearby parts. Nice hearty turkeys out there. Anyway! Orion. I’m here to see him.”
“And you are?”
“Myla. We’ve met,” she responded dryly.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“Uh, no. But if you tell him I’m here, I’m sure he’ll see me.”
The woman stared blankly for a moment before picking up the phone and pressing a button. “Miss Shaw is here to see you. Would you like me to have her make an appointment?” She huffed in apparent displeasure and hung up the phone. “He’ll make time for you now. I’ll call an escort.”
“Not necessary! I know the way, thanks!”
Myla slipped past the receptionist-slash-bouncer and took a little detour to the door she’d seen last time. 
“Keep a look out,” she whispered to Xander. If he was going to tag along he could at least be useful.
He raised an eyebrow at her as she pulled her extra strength nail glue from her purse. “For?”
She rolled her eyes, prying the door open just a touch and coating the moving latch part with nail glue. “Vampires. Duh.” 
Once the latch was coated in glue, she pushed it inside the door, holding it there until the glue held on its own. When the door closed again, she gave it a little nudge to make sure it opened without needing to use the handle. And then she got the hell out of there. She could already hear others in the halls and she couldn’t be caught anywhere near the door. 
They made it half way back when they ran into the big bald guy that had locked her in the closet. 
“Hey again, locked any innocent women in closets lately?” So not the time for grudges. “I’m looking for Orion, but I’m a little turned around. Can you point me in the right direction?”
The vampire narrowed his eyes, but pointed a meaty finger in the direction she’d already been heading. 
“Thanks! I knew it was somewhere around here.”
Myla tapped on the office door and turned to Xander. “Keep quiet while we’re in here. I have actual important things to discuss.”
“Come in, Myla,” Orion called from inside. 
“Hey! You guys should really hang some paintings or something in these halls. Everything looks the same out there. And really, there’s only so much gray you can throw around before it goes from sophisticated to drab, you know?”
The look on the confused vampire’s face implied that he really didn’t know. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“So nice of you to ask. Yes, Orion, there is.” Myla took one of the chairs in front of his desk and leaned forward, ignoring the hunter who plopped into the other. “I want to know what to expect with this looming trial thingy. Like how bad is it really? Skip the drama and give it to me straight.”
Orion raised an eyebrow, then shifted his attention to the grump next to her. “Who’s this?”
“My cousin. Ignore him. So, the trial?”
“Does your cousin know about… you?”
She waved a dismissive hand. “He already knew about this stuff. Seriously, just pretend he’s not there. That’s what I do.”
Orion sighed and leaned back in his seat. “I’ll be honest, it’s not good. Vampires in general are very stuck in their ways and they don’t like it when anything strays from their expectations. Their immediate reaction is always to get rid of the problem as quickly as possible. Usually literally. With a body count.”
“Okay, but they must make exceptions now and then, right? I mean how could they be so unbending about this? It wasn’t my fault! I mean, it wasn’t my smartest moment, but I didn’t ask for this.”
“I wish I had something better to tell you.”
“Isn’t there anything you can do? Can’t you convince them that I’m perfectly lovely and totally worth keeping around?”
The pity in his eyes did not bode well. “I’ll put in a good word. They value my opinion because of the position I’m in, but I’m still fairly young so I don’t have any pull with them.”
Myla pushed away the fear that was threatening to take over. She refused to waste whatever time she had left worrying about something she had no control over. “But you’ll try?”
Orion pressed his lips together. “I’ll do what I can. But stay out of trouble. I can’t stress enough that they won’t even consider letting you live if you're a risk to their safety.”
Myla chewed her lip and nodded somberly. “Okay. I promise, I’ll totally stay out of trouble.”
She could feel Xander staring a hole through her head, but she refused to acknowledge him. 
“Good. I mean it, Myla. Any slight offense will only convince them that you’re not worth the risk.”
She nodded and placed a hand over her dead, defective heart. “Got it. Best behavior.”
Orion didn’t look convinced and it might have had something to do with the growing commotion out in the halls. His brow crinkled. 
“You wouldn’t happen to know whats going on out there, would you?”
She shook her head. “I’m in here with you. Maybe they’re having office chair races in the hall.”
He was not amused. 
“Well this is an office. What’s the point in working in an office if you’re not having chair races?”
“Somehow, I doubt that’s what’s going on.”
“You should wheel out there in your chair just in case. Wouldn’t want to show up to the chair races with no chair. That would be embarrassing.”
“I bet.”
“Do you want me to push you out there?”
"I think I’ll walk.”
“Fine. But when you’re the only one with no chair to race, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“I’m getting the feeling you’re stalling.”
Her eyes widened, the picture of innocence. “Why would I stall? I offered to wheel you to the starting line because that’s what friends do, Orion.”
He pursed his lips and strode around the desk. 
Orion opened the door just as baldy was rushing past. The big man paused to narrow his eyes at Myla but she didn't react.
“What's going on?” Orion asked him.
“Axe said he smelled wolves but no one can trace it. We're searching the building and the perimeter.” 
“Do you want me to help?” Myla offered.
Baldy glared. “Coven business stays in the coven. For all we know you had something to do with this.”
Myla glared right back, it was almost instinctual when it came to bullies. “I'm here trying to find out what I can do to keep my head attached. That's kinda my first priority.”
He grinned. “Don’t need to worry about that. Simply removing your head would be a waste, vampire executions are a little more old school. And much more entertaining”
Myla wrinkled her nose. “What's that mean? Like iron maiden? Drawn and quartered” Why the hell did she watch those stupid movies? 
Baldy just grinned wider in a way that she did not like. At. All. 
“Orion?” She couldn't help the hysterical edge her voice took on. It was one thing to face her end. It was a whole different thing to face a violent and painful death.
Orion wouldn't meet her eye, which only made her panic more. Instead he moved out into the hall. “I better help with the search. I'll see what I can do for you.” 
And then he was gone. 
Myla was frozen, staring after him while icy tendrils of fear pricked her belly. Remembering her audience, she schooled her expression. She could have a meltdown later, when it was just her and Wes. 
“Well that sucks.” Her voice came out strained betraying the casual words and she covered a grimace with a fake smile. “Guess I better make right now extra enjoyable.”
Xander didn't seem convinced my her act and she didn't blame him, but she kept it up just the same. 
“Let's go get ice cream,” she decided, looping her arm through his and tugging him forward.
“What?”
“Ice cream. You've heard of it, right? People who don't hate happiness eat it. With all the sprinkles. You look like a sprinkles kinda guy.”
“What?”
The truth was, she was straddling a dangerous line between meltdown and eating her feelings. At the moment, the latter seemed like the safer option. 
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Rule # 15: Nothing cures a bad day like extra caramel sauce.



Xander had been right beside her one minute and gone the next. Or he’d simply walked away and Myla had been too distracted to notice. She wasn’t the best company at the moment anyway. A turtle sundae with extra caramel sauce was all the company she needed.
The ice cream shop was a few blocks away and it was a lovely night if she ignored the cursing and bickering of the local vampire coven being led on a wild goose chase. Part of Myla wanted to make sure Stone was okay. But the smart part knew that there was nothing more she could do for him. It was best for both of them if she kept her distance. Orion had given her a warning and she intended to take it seriously. Starting now.
So she put her focus on ice cream. Ice cream was safe. The werewolves had seen the last of her. 
Myla let out a squeak as she was snatched by the arm and yanked between the buildings. While she was stronger and faster, she was careful not to overreact in case it was a simple human mugger. She didn’t want to hurt a human by accident and have Xander giving her the ‘I told you so’ speech before he killed her. She could just picture him being all smug and gloaty. No way was she giving him that kind of satisfaction. 
Except the man that faced her wasn’t human. She narrowed her eyes at the blond wolf. 
“You could have just mailed a check for the paint job, this didn’t need to be done in person.”
The guy snarled and clutched her arm tighter. “Your friends are out looking for wolves. Wonder what tipped them off.”
“Hmmm, that is a conundrum. Maybe it was the smell of wolf in a vampire coven. If only you had listened to the person who told you to mask your scent!” she hissed. “You caused your own problems and I can’t be seen with you, so if that’s all.”
She tugged her arm back but the wolf didn’t let go. Apparently they were much stronger than humans. Crap. She wondered if Xander’s rules about humans applied to wolves.
“I don’t believe you. Maybe I’ll just keep you as collateral. If they find one of ours, I’ll get one of theirs.”
“They really won’t give a shit. I’m not part of their coven. Collateral would be if you had something they actually wanted. Your plan sucks.”
“Maybe. But a new toy would make me feel better.”
“Why don’t you worry about getting your pack out of here safe instead of harassing me.”
Myla could hear baldy’s deep timbre rumbling in the distance. Getting caught with a wolf was the last thing she needed. She tugged her arm again and his sharp nails sank into her skin. Not deep enough to draw blood, but enough to threaten to shred her arm if she yanked again.
“Let go,” she gritted out.
He snapped his slightly too sharp to be human teeth in her face. “Sorry pretty bloodsucker, you belong to me now.”
Myla was short on options. Baldy was in the area, too much noise and he’d hear her as much as she heard him. She might be able to fight Jonas, but the vamps would come running and then what would she do? She’d either be handing another one of Stone’s wolves over to the vampires, or she’d be caught associating with a wolf she wasn’t intending to hand over. Those options sucked and she racked her brain for a third. 
“There are vampires close,” she whispered.
He smiled wickedly. “Then I guess you better come quietly.”
Myla tugged her arm again experimentally and his claws sank in deeper. Before she could panic, a single word was whispered into the dark.
“Luceo.”
The release of her arm should have been a good thing, but considering it was accompanied by a full-on assault of her senses, she wasn’t convinced that was the case. The bright flash of green-tinted light left her blind with the exception of colorful dots that danced in her vision. If there was a sound that had accompanied the blinding light, she hadn’t noticed it, but her hearing seemed just as affected as her eyes.  
Fearing that the vampires had found them and used some kind of flash bomb, she tried to escape. Three steps later her foot went out from under her and she landed hard on her back, smacking her skull into the pavement with a crack that she felt more than heard. 
The impact left her too stunned to immediately react, but her hands smacked down on the pavement at her sides and her fingers wrapped around something smooth and round on the ground next to her. Her disoriented brain didn’t immediately identify the object, but it had a nice warm hum to it, so she held on, even as she was pulled from the ground. 
This time claws didn’t dig into her arms, but she stumbled as she was pulled along. The scent of silver and leather tickled her nose as a strong arm slipped around her waist and ushered her further from Jonas. 
“Ow,” she finally muttered, blinking slowly as her vision started to clear and she tried to catch up with what was going on.
Xander looked over at her as they rushed down the street, cutting between buildings. “Yeah, that looked like it hurt. Probably gave yourself a concussion. You’ll be alright, walk it off.”
His words sounded muffled through the ringing in her head. Something wasn’t right about the situation, and it took several seconds for her to figure it out. 
Her brow furrowed. “Why?”
He barely spared her a glance. “Any way that played out wouldn’t have ended well. Just saving myself some future work. Either he would have pushed you over the edge and then we’d have a dead werewolf pack to clean up and a feral vampire to kill, or the vamps would have caught you and a war would have started between the species again. Getting you out of there was the simplest solution.”
Her head cleared as they walked. The healing made her stomach ache more than usual. She pulled away from the hunter, not quite sure why she was upset by his answer. 
Maybe she didn’t know how to handle any of what was going on in her life, but she did know deflection — they were old friends. Seeing the pink and purple neon sign across the street, she stopped short and changed directions.
“What are you doing?” 
“I’m getting ice cream.”
“You have a concussion. You need blood not ice cream!” 
Myla’s eyes darted around the not-empty street and then aimed a frigid glare at the idiot that should know better.
“I don’t have a concussion. I don’t need a doctor or anything else. I need ice cream. You can go now.”
Xander looked a little sheepish for barely a second, then redoubled his efforts to steer her away from the shop. 
“No. You’re going home,” he decided, finding his way back to her side.
Myla slowed to a stop just outside the shop door to meet Xander’s glare dead on. Holding eye contact, she reached for the handle, deliberately pulled it open, and purposefully stepped inside.
“Hey, Myla!” the girl behind the counter called.
“Hey Rach! The usual please. Double caramel.”
“Uh oh, bad day?” She asked as she started putting together her order.
“Ugh, the worst.”
And then the door chimed behind her making it even worse. 
Rachel’s eyes darted over her shoulder and she flashed a cheery smile. “Are you two together?” she asked. Most likely because Xander had never heard of personal space and he was breathing down her neck. 
Myla smiled. “He’ll have a unicorn dreams sundae with extra sprinkles.”
Rachel’s eyebrows disappeared behind her bangs, but she went to work making the over-the-top pink and blue sundae. When their order was finished Myla discreetly dropped the marble in her purse and paid for the ice cream while Xander carried them to a table at the back of the seating area. 
Myla sat across from him and snatched her ice cream back. Rachel had practically drowned it caramel sauce, the woman was her hero. It was almost enough to make her forget the man glaring at her from across the table. 
“Why are you still here?”
Xander crossed his arms over his chest behind his colorful treat. His scruffy jaw clenched. “You just expended more energy than usual healing. I need to make sure you get home safely without eating any of the pedestrians.”
She shook her head and focused on her ice cream. It would never matter what she said to him, he believed that all vampires were evil, that it was black and white. Not only would she never change his mind, it wasn’t her job to try.
After a few moments of silence, Xander started fiddling with the spoon in his ice cream. The corner of her mouth twitched but she kept her head down, focused on her own. Despite the fact that she’d ordered it just because the image of the gruff man sitting behind his rainbow treat was sure to cheer her up, the unicorn dreams was actually really good. But nothing cured a bad day like extra caramel sauce.
Xander took a reluctant bite of his sundae and she snorted at the surprise in his eyes. He glanced up realizing he’d been caught.
“Happy people food is pretty good, right? It’s okay to lose the grumpy hunter act every once in a while to enjoy sprinkles.”
“It’s not an act,” he grumbled stuffing another bite in his mouth.
“Believe me, I gathered that.” Five minutes ago she would have sworn that it was impossible to look pissed off while eating rainbow sprinkles, but she was starting to think that look didn’t actually come off his face. “So, did you create that flash of light?”
“It was a spell.”
“You can do magic? Like beyond your sparkly tattoos? Are you a witch?”
He rolled his eyes at her while shoveling another scoop of ice cream into his mouth. “I’m a hunter. Spelled object, plus incantation, equals magic reaction. It’s pretty simple.”
“So like, anyone could get spells? I could get some?”
Xander snorted. “Definitely not.”
Myla frowned. “Why not?”
He shrugged. “You can try. Good luck finding a witch willing to work with a vampire.”
She sank down into her chair, drowning her sorrows in caramel sauce and hot fudge. Looked like magic was not the answer to her vampire problems. 
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Rule # 16: Remember to enjoy the simple things



“Are you sure you’re okay? You seem a little off today,” Wes prompted from his spot next to her on the grass. 
They’d arrived at the music festival as soon as the sun had gone down, and right on cue he’d started the interrogation. But Myla didn’t want to let her upcoming demise, or the news that it would likely be violent or painful, ruin her night. There was no way to know how many enjoyable nights she had left, and she wanted to make the most of them. 
“Not tonight, Wes.” Her blue-green eyes met his beautiful denim blue ones and she let the pleading come through in her expression. “Please.”
If he’d looked concerned before it was twice as bad now. But he could read her better than anyone, and he knew what she needed. Wes pulled her into his side, for a one-armed hug and then stood. 
“I’m going to go get drinks, and a flower crown. Be right back.”
Myla grinned up at him. “You’re the best!” 
“I know,” he called over his shoulder as he wandered off to spoil her.
“I see you made it to your concert after all,” a strong deep voice said from behind her.
Myla looked over her shoulder to the man standing behind her. 
He was tall, broad shouldered, and radiated strength. He was a little on the thin side, but he more than made up for it with his presence. His brown hair was neatly trimmed around the sides but a little longer and messy on top, and his hazel eyes took her in with a familiarity that she didn’t understand.
Myla stood and turned to face the man. Her confusion must have shown on her face because he smiled. “I must have looked like death in that basement.”
She felt her jaw drop but she could do nothing about it. Her eyes ran over the man once more. 
“Sparky?” 
A choked sound drew her attention to Tori, who was approaching from behind him, but Myla’s attention quickly returned to the man in front of her. 
“My god, you look so much better!” She threw her arms around his waist in a hug, drawing a growl from the wolf at his back. Myla backed up quickly and shot a glare at Tori. “Remember who helped you save his ass.”
Tori glared right back and crossed her arms over her chest. Looked like that alliance was short lived. 
Stone shot Tori a look of his own before returning his attention to Myla. “They’re a little protective after everything that happened.”
“You shouldn’t be here,” Tori chided. “Any of the coven’s blood suckers could be here looking for you.”
“That’s actually a good point, you should stay on wolf territory for a while," Myla agreed, glancing around at the crowd.
He frowned. “Actually, I can’t. You helped save my life. Now I owe you.”
“You really don’t. I promised I would help, and I did. I didn’t do that so you would owe me.”
Stone cleared his throat looking a little uncomfortable. “My pack is not happy about the idea of owing a debt to a vampire. I need to clear this up before they kill each other.”
Orion’s warning rang in her head. After the suspicions the vampires already had, the last thing she needed was a wolf hanging around 
“Really, Stone. You and your pack owe me nothing. We’re square. It’s best for everyone involved if we aren’t seen near each other for a while.”
The wolves exchanged a look. “That’s not really how it works.”
“What does that mean? There’s no debt here. Seeing you doing so much better was all I wanted.” Stone stubbornly shook his head and she threw her hands up. “Is this some weird wolf thing?”
“It’s an honor thing.”
“There’s no dishonor in getting a little help now and then.”
“There’s no honor in owing a vampire,” Tori grumbled. 
Myla scoffed, but Stone stepped in before they could start an argument.
“I just came by to thank you and to tell you I’ll be around to make sure my debt is settled.”
Wes walked up wearing a daisy crown as Stone disappeared into the crowd. 
“Who was that?”
“Remember that pinky promise?”
“Yeah.”
“It may yet come back to bite me in the ass.”
Wes sighed and handed her a swirly rainbow slushy drink complete with souvenir cup and curly straw. Her eyes lit up and she immediately took a long sip as he placed a second, much more elaborate flower crown on her head. The overdone ribbons cascaded down her back and he flipped a tiny switch to make it light up with little twinkle lights. 
Myla bounced happily and re-took her seat. “You always know how to cheer me up.”
Wes snorted and plopped back down next to her. “Of course. Though, to be fair, it’s always the simplest things that make you happy.”
“Rule number sixteen, Wes. Remember to enjoy the simple things. I refuse to be so busy with life, that I forget to savor the little moments that bring joy. A beautiful night, under the stars,” she laid back and looked up at the smoggy, light-polluted night, spotting one stubbornly twinkling light. “Star,” she corrected. “A fancy rainbow drink, a light-up flower crown, a great song, and my amazing best friend. No matter how messy life is right now, no matter how uncertain the future, there’s nothing better than this moment.” 
Wes reclined back on the blanket next to her, his eyes searching until they found the one star refusing to give ground like the rest. “If anyone can get through this it’s you, La. You’re the most amazing person I know.”
The star grew blurry in her vision, but she blinked it away, seeking out his hand next to hers. Her fingers wrapped around his and squeezed. “It’s going to be okay, Wes.”
She stared down that lonely star and prayed with everything she had, that she hadn’t just told her first lie to her best friend. 
[image: image-placeholder]The scent of silver alerted her to his presence before she saw him, and her shoulders slumped. Was one day without supernatural interference too much to ask? 
Apparently it was, because she couldn’t seem to go anywhere without a vampire, werewolf, or hunter up her ass. 
Who knew how she’d offended him now, but she wasn’t in the mood to deal with it. She was on a tight schedule. Myla hastened her pace but didn’t acknowledge his presence. Hoping to avoid the interaction completely, she turned the corner and took off. 
Rushing ahead, she slipped into a huge glass building, hoping he’d take the hint and wander off rather than ruin her plans. Being so late in the day, there was no line to wait in. She paid for her ticket and disappeared inside. 
The crowd had thinned for the day, and at times it almost felt like she had the place to herself. She had limited time before they closed, but they stayed open late one day a week and she made the most of it. 
The botanical garden was one of her favorite places in the city. Normally she made a point to see a few different gardens each visit. But this time she made her way to her favorite with purpose and didn’t slow until the scent of lavender hit her nose.
Her fingers brushed the velvety petals as she passed and she let the beautifully tranquil place melt away her stress. Trees and plants filled the room, creating private little nooks with benches where she could sit and just be. 
She found a bench under a magnolia tree and sat, taking it all in. In here there were no vampires, no werewolves. No ticking time bomb over her head. In here there was peace, and beauty, and life. And she would surround herself with those things for as long as she could.  
Myla leaned back against the bench and closed her eyes. The only thing she was missing was the warmth of the sun on her face. The light breeze from the open areas blew strands of her hair into her face and ruffled her skirt against her legs. 
The sound of cascading water was interrupted only by the intrusion of another heartbeat, and the sharp scent of silver invaded the otherwise calming floral scents. 
She didn’t open her eyes. 
It was a risk maybe, but if the hunter had wanted her dead, the public garden was probably not the place to do it. Xander might be eager to see her gone, but at least he had rules to abide by. Maybe it wasn’t wise to lean on that small protection, but compared to her other problems, he wasn’t her biggest threat. Not yet anyway. If she didn’t compartmentalize her problems, she’d need a lot more than the botanical gardens to keep her sanity. 
Sooner or later the tension between her and the hunter would reach a point that could no longer be ignored. His feelings for her kind didn’t leave much question on how that interaction would go, but for the moment, she needed their tentative cease-fire to hold. 
One fight at a time. 
So she let the flowers and flowing water surround her and didn’t acknowledge his presence. Didn’t tell him to leave. And when she finally found enough peace to deal with the stalker in the room, she opened her eyes. And she was already alone.
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Rule # 17 :If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em



“Need a hand?”
Myla nearly dropped her bag as she spun to face the man that couldn’t take ‘go away’ for an answer. They’d passed polite and moved on to stalker territory about thirty chance meetings ago. 
“No! I don’t need a hand. I literally have one bag and more strength than a professional football player. I think I can handle it.” She turned to head for her car again, then paused. “If I let you carry the bag to the car will you stop showing up everywhere?”
“No, probably not.”
She huffed, dropping the bag on the passenger seat before rushing to the driver side. By the time she slid behind the wheel, Stone had already hopped into the passenger seat and dropped her grocery bag into the back. 
“Why are you here?”
“You know why. Sooner or later you’re going to need me.”
“Yeah, this drive home from the grocery store is hella dangerous. I don’t know what I would have done without you. Look! There’s someone walking their corgi right out in the open! Protect me from the little floof of death, Stone!” 
“This coming from the woman that managed to alienate the entire vampire race over one meeting with her chess club president.”
“Dungeon Master,” she grumbled. “Whatever. You’ve only been free for a few weeks, shouldn’t you be off making up for lost time with your pack? Like bonding and snuggling or something?”
Stone sighed and sank down into the seat. “They’re a little difficult to be around right now.”
“Why? Shouldn’t they be thrilled to have their Alpha back?”
“They are. They’re also readjusting to the pack dynamics now that I’m back. It wasn’t a weekend away, I was gone for months while they had to work out a temporary pecking order. Now I’m back and they have to adjust and do it all over again. Plus the full moon is coming and during that time every month, wolves get a little more…”
“Bitey?” she suggested remembering her encounter with Stone’s wolf.
“On edge,” he corrected, but it sounded like the same thing to her.
Myla frowned as she pulled into her apartment parking lot. “You’re not using this whole debt thing as some excuse to not be around your pack while they’re being moody, are you?”
Stone looked offended. “Of course not.” 
He grabbed the bag from the back and made his way to her apartment, not even bothering to wait for her. She didn’t even know how he knew where she lived, he just started showing up and letting himself in. Myla followed him inside and found a bemused Wes watching Stone unload her bag on the kitchen counter. 
“I picked up a stray,” she said dryly, dropping down on the couch next to Wes. 
“We still watching Alien?”
She snatched the controller from him and scrolled through their digital library options, making her new selection as Stone wandered in carrying three beers and the entire carton of cookie dough ice cream with three spoons sticking out of it. 
“I have bowls,” she scowled as he plopped down on the couch, passing out beers and shoving the ice cream carton in her lap. 
“That’s nice. What are we watching?” He plucked his spoon from the carton and shoved it in his mouth as the movie came up on the TV. “Cool. I love Meg Ryan.”
Myla snatched the remote back up and switched the movie back to Alien. Stone just shrugged and sank down into the couch, watching just as intently. She dropped her head back on the sofa, her face tipped to the sky as if asking the gods why they did this to her. One stupid night dragged her into this world and she would forever be haunted by the regrets of hangovers past.
“Rule number thirty-five,” Wes reminded her.
A crease formed between Myla’s brows. “What does salsa have to do with this situation?”
Wes wrinkled his nose. “That’s the wrong number. Rule number seventeen?”
Myla sighed and picked up her spoon. “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.” 
Wes raised his beer bottle and she clinked the neck of hers with his. Fair enough. They were inside her apartment, not in public where any vampire could see. 
The fight with Stone could wait another day.
[image: image-placeholder]“I will rip your hand off and use it to slap you if you do not put down my coffee right now,” she growled. 
Stone chuckled and took a sip of her coffee anyway. He made a face and immediately dropped the cup back into her cup holder. “Rough day?”
It was a rough day, actually. An awful one filled with nightmares of all the ways her imagination was running with Baldy’s warning about her death. She’d gotten a grand total of two hours of sleep and she needed her extra strong, extra sugary coffee to survive. But she wasn’t about to have that conversation with Stone. 
“I am a vampire you know. When I threaten physical harm you might want to listen.”
He snorted. “I’ll take my chances.”
“Vampire! Creatures of the night, harbingers of death. One bite and I could kill you.”
Stone shook his head. “More like one bite would kill you.”
“What? Would a werewolf bite kill me?”
Stone shrugged. “To be honest, I’m not sure what that would do. But draining a werewolf would kill you. Our blood is toxic to your kind. You’d get a power rush for a short time. Feel invincible, almost like a drug. When the rush wears off, the vampire will keep deteriorating until they die.”
“How do you know that?”
Stone raised an eyebrow at her. “Do you think your kind hasn’t thoroughly tried to find some way to take our power without the nasty side effects? Nowadays they’re too afraid of the hunters to do much. Few years back the blood suckers got into trafficking. Humans with a side of drugs. The hunters went on a killing spree, breaking up nests across America. If they sneeze wrong right now they’ll have a hunter up their ass.”
Myla nodded. That sounded about right.
“But for all their faults, vampires aren’t stupid. This isn’t their time, but that’s the one thing they have plenty of. They’ll hold off and they’ll try again in a few decades. Maybe a century. Just like they always have before. Right now there’s a stalemate, but the bad blood between our species isn’t new and it’s not without cause.” 
It was clear that the hatred ran deep on both sides. Whatever had happened over the centuries between the wolves and the vamps had to have been a bitter and violent history.
“And yet you keep hanging around.”
Stone shrugged. “Like I said, this debt is a source of stress on my pack. The sooner it’s paid, the sooner everything goes back to normal.” 
“Normal.” She snorted. What the hell was normal to a werewolf having a conversion with a vampire about an ancient war between their species. Myla couldn’t hold back the delirious laughter as she pulled the car in to her parking lot.
“Was that funny?”
“Normal,” she gasped again, breaking into a fit of hysterics.
“Are you okay?” he asked just in time for her laughter to turn to tears. “Whoa, what just happened?”
The stress of everything broke out of her in sobs she’d been holding back since she woke up with fangs. She hated that she was losing it in front of Stone, but she’d been trying so hard to be strong for Wes and it was all just finally boiling over.
The car door opened and Stone pulled her from the seat, grabbing the keys from the ignition and leading her into her apartment. He snatched the box of tissues off the end table and sat with her on the couch.
“Sorry,” she hiccuped as she wiped up the tears with her tissue. “I’m over tired.”
Stone’s hazel eyes examined her like he could take apart her brain and peek inside. “You were locked inside a supply closet with a starving wolf that would have been happy to make a meal out of you, and you never once broke. You never even stopped being annoyingly positive the entire time, so I’m calling bullshit. Whatever is going on with you now is a hell of a lot more than being over tired.”
She sniffled. “Little Spot isn’t really that scary.” Stone gave her a stern look and she rolled her eyes. “The vampires aren’t happy I was changed by accident, that part you know. The day you escaped I went to see the one vampire that doesn’t seem to want to remove my head every time he sees me and I asked him what my chances were. He didn’t seem to think they were so great.”
Understanding softened his face, but he wasn't remotely surprised. “Why don’t you run? I can help you get away.”
Myla shook her head. “What’s the difference between dying and living in a hole where I can’t show my face for fear of getting caught? They have eyes everywhere. Their covens might be small, but there’s enough of them that I’d always be looking over my shoulder. Probably the only place I’d be able to hide would be pack land, and I’m pretty sure any pack would sell me out for a candy bar. Probably less.”
The look on Stone’s face confirmed her assumption. 
Myla shrugged. “Its fine. I started this life with a timer on my head and I got to add a few extra weeks to what I was supposed to get. I was luckier than most.”
Stone pulled her into his chest and she sank into him, enjoying the warmth. His hand ran up and down her back in a soothing manner and her heavy, sandpaper lined eyelids fell closed, refusing to open again. He held her until her breathing evened out and then he settled her down on the couch and pulled her blanket over her. 
She felt him press a kiss to her forehead, and then just barely brush his warm lips to hers. Her eyes still wouldn’t open, she was drained to the core, but her heart gave one little warning before she drifted off. No matter what her future held, no matter how much comfort the gesture brought, the wolf was off limits.    
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Rule # 18: Don’t spend all your time wishing. You’ll miss all the amazing things right in front of you.



“You keep interesting company these days.”
Myla gripped the wheel until her knuckles turned white but forced herself to let go before she broke her car. Instead, she turned her ire toward her uninvited passenger and the sparkling gray eyes that found humor in her situation. 
“So do you. Stalk any other vampires lately, or am I special?”
“Its my job. Unlike your recent tendency to hang out with werewolves.”
“Not by choice. Are you getting out?” She started the car and waited for him to leave, grinding her teeth when he buckled the seatbelt instead. “Whatever. I’m not changing my plans for you so I hope you have a ride home.” 
“So what’s up with the wolf?”
“Why do you care?”
“I don’t. Curiosity.”
“He thinks he owes me for helping his pack get to him. I can’t get him to accept that I didn’t do it to get anything in return, but apparently it's a wolf thing.”
Xander snorted. “Watching over a vampire is definitely not a wolf thing.”
“He says they see it as a debt.”
The hunter rolled his eyes. “Awfully noble for a group that fights to the death whenever someone new wants to be in charge.”
“They do? To the death?”
He shrugged. “Usually. Unless the title of Alpha is handed down through a family. Even then though, there are challengers. Anytime they see weakness in their leader, there’s someone vying to take his place.”
“What kind of weakness?”
“Who knows, packs are weird. It could be the way they handle a particular situation. It could be their choice in mate. They act like everything is pack business.”
“Sounds kinda like a family.”
Xander said nothing. His eyes were fixed out the window as if he was looking for something, but the tension in his jaw told her she’d hit a nerve. Not quite sure why the conversation had suddenly upset him, she was glad to see her stop up ahead. When she pulled her car off the street and into the parking lot, he seemed to come back to himself.
“What is this?”
“What does it look like? I’m going in, enjoy your ride home.”
Myla made it all the way to the ticket line before he caught up to her.
“Why here?”
“Why not here? Wes is at his game night, Stone had a pack meeting and absolutely forbid me to leave the apartment, and I didn’t feel like wasting a night sulking at home. This seemed like a good place to not sulk.”
His eyes skimmed over the fair like he’d never seen one before. Music from the cover band was pumped throughout the fairgrounds, the smell of fatty fried foods drifted on the air, and the colorful lights of the games and rides flashed over his face as he took it all in.  
“Have you really never been to the fair before? Were you born a hunter?”
“No. I have.” He pulled his eyes away from the commotion and returned his attention to her. “It was just a really long time ago. Seems like a lifetime.”
“How many?” The voice in front of her called, making her realize she’d moved to the front of the line. 
“Two please.”
The woman handed over the tickets and Myla dragged the crabby hunter into the fair.
“You didn’t have to get me a ticket,” he scowled.
“Let’s call it an experiment. I want to see if the grumpy hunter is capable of smiling.”
“Coulda saved you some money. Gave that up years ago.”
“Too late, already invested.” She dragged him to the booth to get the ride bracelets. “Now, for the best fair experience, the order is rides, then food, then games.”
He arched an eyebrow at her. “I’m not going on rides or playing games.”
She was holding two bracelets that said otherwise. Once they were decked out in hot pink paper bracelets, she dragged him to the line for something that looked almost like a spider if each leg had three cars spinning around it about to crash into each other. 
“This looks awesome!” She bounced on her toes as they waited in line for the spinning spider of death.
“I’m not going on carnival rides.”
“It’s okay to be scared Xander. That’s half the fun.”
“I’m not scared.”
“Uh huh. It’s okay, I’m a little scared, too. Just went on my first roller coaster a few weeks ago, and they still make me nervous. I never got to do stuff like this when I was younger. Anything that could get my heart working too hard was a no go. Not worth the risk. But I’m making up for lost time.”
Xander sighed and when it was their turn to hop into one of the little purple cars, he let her pull him along without argument.
“One ride. This is ridiculous.”
“No, this is fun. Let loose and actually enjoy something, Xander. I promise it won’t hurt.”  
Their conversation cut off with the start of the ride. Their car started spinning in small circles, coming uncomfortably close to the other cars while the spider legs also moved them in bigger circles. The ride moved faster and faster and Myla screamed with excitement while Xander crushed her hand. Good thing she healed fast, because the hunter was determined to break fingers with his grip. 
When their turn finally ended, she hopped off the ride stumbling slightly as she readjusted to the stillness of the ground. She stumbled again when Xander jumped down and grabbed on to the first non-moving object he found. Her.
She wrapped her arms around him and led him away from the ride. “Alright big guy, we’ll hold off on the spinny stuff for now. Ooohh! How about the fun house?”
The fun house was admittedly a little lame, but Myla laughed and screamed at the moving floors and obstacles. Most of the other adults just rolled their eyes and it made her a little sad. She hoped that if she lived through everything that was standing in her way, she never lost the ability to be silly. 
She reached the end of one of the tunnels, crashing into Xander as the floor tipped side to side, and they came to the curvy mirrors at the end. The one Xander stood in front of made his upper body look huge and his lower body look tiny. Myla’s mirror did the opposite. She turned sideways so her ass looked huge. 
“Oh look! All those squats are finally paying off!” She twerked a little next to Xander and he shook his head at her. 
“Someone’s been skipping leg day, Xander. How are you going to chase down all the things that go bump in the night with those scrawny things?”
“Never had any problem before.”
They came out on top of the fun house and took the slide down. Xander wasn’t fast enough getting out of the slide tube and the kid behind him ran right into him. Myla bit back a laugh as she pulled the hunter from the tube to free the kid stuck behind him. 
“Are you okay?”
“Great. Just a punctured kidney,” he complained, rubbing his back. 
Leave it to the hunter to find reason to be crabby in a fun house.
Myla chuckled and dragged him back out into the crowd. “There’s only one thing that’ll help with that.”
“I’m afraid to ask.”
“Fried cheese on a stick.”
“Naturally.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I might puke.”
“That means you’re doing it right.”
“I don’t think I’ve eaten that much junk in my entire life combined.”
Myla frowned. “But you might be doing life wrong.”
They listened to the cover band make a valiant attempt to recreate the epicness of Journey while stuffing obscene amounts of funnel cake into their mouths. Myla was decked out in face paint, beaded necklaces, and a light up unicorn horn headband. The unicorn horn had actually been for Xander, but he refused to wear it. It was against his religion. Unicorns were said to bring joy, and as a devoted grumpy hunter he could take no part in that. When she’d pointed that out, he found it much less amusing than she did. 
She brushed at the ten pounds of powdered sugar she’d somehow ended up wearing after their feast. “Why doesn’t everyone sell funnel cake? You can get french fries on every block but funnel cakes are a once a year thing. It’s an injustice.”
“Don’t say funnel cake right now,” he complained. “Or ever again.”
“Come on, it's getting late. We gotta hit the Ferris wheel before they shut it down.”
“I thought you said rides were before the food.”
“That’s when I’m with someone that can keep up. But the Ferris wheel is an easy one. You’ll be fine.”
They climbed into the seat and slowly started moving higher as the attendant loaded more people into the ride. 
“This is the one I was always allowed to do,” Myla confided quietly. “When I was young, I used to feel like I was missing out. All those screams and squeals of excitement and terror. The bright lights and blaring music that comes from the crazy rides that make your heart stop — even when you have one that works right, it all seemed so enticing. 
“It was one of the first things I did when I found out what had happened to me that night. Wes took me to an amusement park and we went on every roller coaster and heart-stopping ride they had. But you wanna know what?” 
She looked over to find Xander watching her intently. His gray eyes searching hers like he was looking for answers to more than their conversation implied. 
They approached the top of the ride, overlooking the fairgrounds and beyond. The soft breeze blew strands of her pink hair across her face and the music and chatter floated on the air, a distant background noise to their quiet conversation. 
Breaking his stare, she looked out over the scene below. The fairgrounds buzzed with life and laughter. The city lights shined on the horizon against the dark star-filled sky. And just like every other time she’d reached the very top, it felt a little like magic.
“This is still my favorite.” 
Xander looked out over the city, trying to see what she saw. “And you had this all along.”
“Yeah. Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful I got to try all those other things. I’d never regret that experience. I only regret that I wasted time being bitter about not having more, rather than using that time to enjoy what I did have. To remember that at least I had this.”
“You were a kid. That’s normal.”
She nodded. “I was, and there are plenty of things we excuse with youth, and rightfully so. I’m only glad I learned that lesson sooner rather than later. Before I missed out on too much because of my attitude.” 
Myla vividly remembered learning that lesson. Her father had taken her to an extravagant birthday party for one of his associates kids when she was seven. The family was quite well off and had hired entertainers, set up inflatable obstacle courses and bounce houses, brought in ponies and clowns. 
It was unlike anything Myla had ever seen. And in the middle of it all was an inflatable platform with a huge climbing net that took the bravest party guests to the top of the point to get a bird's eye view of the party and try to get the sparkly flag planted at the very top. And Myla hadn’t been allowed to try, though she was positive she could do it.
Every other child got a shot, and while they got close, none of them captured the flag. Myla wasted the entire party fixated on that stupid flag. One of the few things she hadn’t been able to do. The other guests had their chance and moved on to other activities, but all she could see was the one thing she couldn’t have. 
And at the end of the party when they were all gathered around eating cake and they were asked what their favorite part of the party had been, not one kid said it was the climbing nets. Almost all of them had gushed over the ponies, or the face painting, or the various shows the entertainers had put on. The things she’d been able to do but had overlooked, because all she could focus on was what she hadn’t. Once again Myla ended up feeling like she missed out, but that time, she’d had no one to blame but herself. 
As much as that memory stung, and as much as it sucked for a seven-year-old to learn that some things just had to be accepted, she grew to be grateful for the experience. It made her face some hard truths, and she carried what she learned that day through the tough times in her life.  
Xander was quiet for the rest of their ride. They sat in a comfortable silence, looking out over the city until their time was up. 
When the ride was done, Myla dragged Xander over to the games before they left. 
“I’m gonna need that three-foot stuffed dolphin before we leave, hunter. Do you think you can do it?”
Xander scoffed. “Isn’t it cheating for us to play these games?”
“Please. These things are rigged so that no one can win. We’re just leveling the playing field.”
Xander dug his wallet from his pocket and won her not only the dolphin, but a giant banana wearing sunglasses.
Myla struggled to carry the ridiculous prizes as they made their way back to the parking lot. 
“I don’t even think this is going to fit in my car.” She shoved the dolphin at Xander and dug her phone out with her keys. Wedging the banana between them, she leaned into his side and grinned. 
“Smile, hunter!” she warned as she snapped a selfie. 
Xander glared as she pulled the phone away, but when she looked down at the photo, it wasn’t a scowl on the hunter's face. It wasn’t a grin by any means, but dare she say, it looked like the slightest of smiles. 
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Rule # 19: Hope for the best, but have a backup plan



 “Do you not have a home of your own? Is that what’s really going on here?” She demanded as Stone let himself into her apartment without knocking and settled in on the couch next to her. 
“What if we got you a new identity? The coven here is crap with technology. Chances are they’d lose you pretty easy.”
Myla raised an eyebrow. “First of all, I’d still have to leave my home, my best friend, and my dad. Second of all, are werewolves really all that much better with tech? Do you actually know how to get me a new identity?”
Stone frowned. “Not exactly, but how hard could it be?”
“Pretty damn hard, I’d imagine. Otherwise people would be doing it all the time. You find out how to get a new identity and I’m all ears.”
He shrugged and grabbed her remote. “It was just an idea. I’ll come up with something and then we’ll be even.”
“Ugh, can’t you just go back and tell them you saved me from being hit by a car or something?”
“No. Werewolves can detect lies.”
“What? Really? Why can’t vampires?”
He shrugged. “You probably can to some degree, but not as well. Our hearing and sense of smell is better. It’s not fool proof, but when people lie, their heart rate tends to fluctuate. Sometimes they sweat more. We can pick up in those subtleties in scent. I doubt the vamps can, but you should be able to hear a heartbeat.”
“Huh. Okay, that might save my life one day. You can go now.”
“Not the way it works,” he answered, swiping her tortilla chips off the table and flipping through Netflix titles like there was a prize for reaching the bottom. 
The flashing screen was giving her a headache so Myla scooped her mail off the table next to her and flipped through the letters. She knew before she even dropped the junk mail in the recycle bin that the heavy paper and wax seal of the envelope on the bottom was bad news.
Taking the letter with her, she headed straight for the bathroom, locking herself in and turning on the faucet on before breaking the blood-red seal free. The thick paper had beautiful lines of calligraphy scrawled across it. 
The formal writing invited her to a hearing to determine her place among their ranks. Once again, they threatened to review the evidence and make a decision with or without her presence. And she was not going to let her trial go on unchallenged. 
At least this time they gave her more than twenty minutes to prepare to represent herself. One week. She had one week to find something that would convince them to let her live. Only this time it wouldn’t be the local coven she was convincing. 
The largest coven in the region, Crymsin Coven, had been charged with deciding her fate. She was expected to plead her case before the covens of New York at Crymsin Castle which sat on its own island in Alexandria Bay. If her trial went south, there would be no escaping her fate.
[image: image-placeholder]“Hi, I need to make an appointment with Orion, please.”
“For when?” The voice on the other end of the phone made it clear Myla was a nuisance despite the fact that she was following her rules this time. 
“For tonight at eleven thirty.”
“That's in five minutes.” Her flat tone was a clear indicator that she was not amused.
“Yes, that's perfect. Thanks so much!” She ended the call before the woman could argue.
“Finally escaped your tail.” Xander rounded the corner, joining her on the sidewalk as she passed.
“Jesus. Why are you following me now? Have I done something that warrants a staking? It's setting appointments on the hunter's list of unacceptable behaviors?”
“No need to be dramatic. I told you I'd be watching.”
She shook her head, trying not to be disappointed that even after their little outing, nothing had changed. “And we’re back to that. I don't have time to deal with you right now.” 
Myla slipped into the coven building and approached the desk with the same woman as always sitting behind it. "Hi, I'm Myla Shaw. I have an eleven thirty appointment with Orion."
Xander snorted behind her but the receptionist didn’t hide her scowl.
"Myla."
She turned to find Orion waiting for her to her left, allowing her to bypass the less than helpful receptionist. Studiously avoiding the woman’s death-glare, she hurried to follow him back to his office.
Orion took his seat behind his desk and looked from Myla to Xander and back. "What can I help you and your... cousin with?"
She watched Xander take the seat next to her and recline back like a hunter in a building of vampires didn't have a care in the world. His presence made her hesitate before pulling out the letter, but she was short on time and her execution was of no concern to Xander. If anything they’d be saving him the effort. 
Pushing away the bitterness at her thoughts, she handed over the letter. Orion took it and gently lifted the seal. They sat in a tense silence while he read. She watched his face like a hawk, looking for tells where there were none. When he finished reading he set the letter down and rubbed his forehead, shielding his eyes from her. 
"Just give it to me straight, Rion. I can handle it," she lied.
"I wish I had something better the tell you, but this doesn't look good. This coven has made dealing with Remington and everything he's done their top priority. They're going through every move he's made with a microscope, so it doesn't surprise me that they've pushed your case off onto the regional coven leader. The problem is, they aren't exactly known for their lenience."
"Why don't they just put you in charge of this coven," she complained. 
Orion shook his head. "I'm not truly even a member of this coven. I'm in this region working on projects for the next few decades, and while I'm here, I help out with whatever they need, but I answer to a much larger region."
The weight of hopelessness sat heavy on her heart. "There's nothing you can do?"
His lips pressed together. “I'm still looking. I'll put out feelers. Maybe I can find something. Some old vampire law or loophole that works in your favor.”
“Since when do vampires obey laws,” Xander sneered.
Orion raised an eyebrow at the vitriol in his tone. “As long as it's their own rules, vampires are not opposed to laws. They take them quite seriously, in fact. They believe that laws and structure are what separate the evolved from the animals. I'll see what I can find.”
“Thanks Orion. How bad of an idea would it be to bring anyone with me? Like as a character witness?”
Orion shook his head firmly. “That's not a good idea. Not if you care about their safety. This is an island inhabited entirely by vampires. Anyone you take will be at their mercy once your fate is decided. There would be no escape, and no one to come to their aid.”
She sighed. “That's what I figured.”
“While we're on the topic,” Orion eyed Xander before speaking again. “Your recent choices aren't helping your case. We can smell the wolf on you.”
“What? Ew.” She smelled her shirt, but wasn't picking up the dog smell that the wolves all seemed to carry. Oh God, was she so used to him she couldn't smell it anymore? 
“It's subtle, not like he marked you or anything, but your association is no longer a secret and it doesn't look good. It's also a bad time to be associated with a hunter.”
Xander tensed and Myla straightened in her chair. “You know he's a hunter? Why'd you let him in here?”
Orion shrugged. “I don't think the others here suspect anything yet, but your friend has had quite the career. I recognized him from my time working within a small coven just outside of Chicago years ago. The hunters razed a neighboring coven to the ground and spent weeks questioning every member of the coven I was working with.”
“With good reason,” Xander snapped.
Orion tipped his head in acknowledgement. “That may be, but you've made yourself memorable to many. And not in a good way. Not to our kind anyway.” He turned his attention to Myla. “Do not take the hunter with you to Crymsin. It would be the final nail in the coffin for you.”
Despite the distinctly unfunny situation, Myla couldn’t help but snort an his choice of words. 
Orion shook his head. “Your sense of humor has me concerned for your mental state.”
“You’d be surprised how often I hear that.”




20
Rule #20: Know when to stand your ground



“Where the hell have you been? Did you really sneak out the bathroom window so I wouldn’t follow you? What the hell were you thinking!”
“Yes, that’s exactly what happened. Because I can’t get five seconds to myself without a wolf up my ass.”
“I can’t protect you if you’re going to sneak out like an unruly teenager.” Stone scolded, crossing his arms over his chest. 
He’d filled out quite a bit since he’d been freed, and his gray t-shirt pulled tight over his biceps making him look more intimidating. But Myla wasn’t one of his wolves, and she didn’t jump when he barked. 
She planted her hands on her hips and lifted her chin, refusing to cower to his alpha bullshit. “Newsflash, I am an adult. This is my apartment, and I do not need your permission to come and go as I please! If you’re looking for someone to order around, your pack is that way!” She thrust a finger in the general direction of his sanctuary.
He huffed out a breath. “You are infuriating, woman! I’m trying to protect you!”
“I’m infuriating? Have you met you? I never asked for your protection! You want to help? Keep Jonas away from me and my car. We’ll call it even.”
“I already took care of Jonas. He’s not allowed to leave pack property until I can trust that he won’t bother you.” 
Stone dropped back onto the couch grumbling that unlike her, Jonas actually listened to his orders. 
“Sorry, I didn’t come with a leash. If you’d like to give my dad a call I’m sure he’d love to commiserate with you over the fact that I’m not a sweet, obedient girl that does what she’s told. He’s probably got a list twenty-one years long of all the things that don’t get me to listen if you’d like to compare notes.”
“Poor guy,” he grumbled.
“What is this really about, Stone? Why are you following me around and freaking out when I sneak off for five minutes of peace.”
“Forty-five minutes.”
“Whatever! Do you really think your presence will keep the vampires from snatching me when they decide my time is up?”
She hadn’t actually been serious, but when he didn’t have a comeback for once, her jaw dropped. 
“That’s what this is about? You’re one person! You can’t fight every vampire that comes for me.”
He shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”
“Because you’re going to get yourself killed! Because you’re going to re-start a war. Because it’s crazy! How many reasons do you need?”
“So is facing this without help! You helped me. I’ll help you.”
“Those two things are not even remotely the same. I glued a door latch. You’re talking about being a non-stop bodyguard for someone with a target on her forehead.”
“It doesn’t matter. It was a risk for you to help me. This is the situation you’re in, so this is what I’ll help with.”
The man made her want to pull her hair out. “What if I needed your help with something else. Would that settle this thing between us?”
“What is it?
“I need you to keep Wes busy while I go out of town.”
“Have you finally gotten enough sense in your head to hide from the coven?”
“No. But I’m hoping that I’ll find a way around that.” She was careful not to lie after their earlier conversation, but Stone believed her only threat was the local coven. And that omission meant he assumed she’d be safe anywhere else. 
“How long will you be out of town?”
“If all goes well, just one night.”
He sighed, “Fine. And how am I supposed to keep Wes busy for a night?”
“That’s easy. Just ask him on a date.”
[image: image-placeholder]Wes pulled a pink bakery box from his car and headed up to Myla’s apartment. Everything she was going through had been getting to her, and he knew she was trying to protect him from the worst of it. But he knew his best friend better than anyone, and a triple chocolate truffle cake  and a bottle of wine would cheer her up. For the night at least. He just hoped that was long enough to get answers out of her. 
Wes was worried about whatever it was Myla was holding back from him. She’d been stressed for weeks and it was eating away at her. He’d tried to wait for her to tell him in her own time, but she didn’t, and he was done being patient. So he was going to have to drag it out of her with chocolate.
He’d just reached the top of the stairs when Stone rushed out of the apartment and intercepted him in the hall. 
“Hey,” the man said nervously, running a hand through his messy brown hair. 
“Hi?” Wes answered hesitantly.
“Uhm, so, hey.”
Wes raised an eyebrow. “Think we already did that part.”
“Right. No. Yeah, I was just... Right. Do you want to go out. Like somewhere.”
“Out?”
“Yeah. Like laser tag or beer.”
“Laser tag. Right now?”
“Yes. Now.”
“I was going to hang out with Myla tonight,” he said, holding up the pink box. 
“Oh. No. She’s not home. Said she had a date thing tonight.”
“A date. She wouldn’t go out on a date without telling me.”
“I think it was last minute. Here I’ll put that inside and we’ll go laser tag.”
“What’s going on?”
Stone let himself back into Myla’s empty apartment and set the box on the counter. 
“Nothing’s going on. Just asking you to go out. For laser tag.”
Wes stared at Stone for a long moment. The wolf’s hazel eyes shifted away, suddenly finding the pink box on the counter to be the most interesting thing in the room. Yeah, he wasn’t buying it. 
He pulled out his phone and sent a text. Why is your pet asking me out?
“What are you doing?” Stone asked.
“Finding out if you’re on drugs,” Wes responded. 
Have fun on your date!
Myla, what is going on? This is insanely weird and I’m nearly positive this man is straight and probably has a thing for you.
Nope! Werewolves cannot date vampires. It’s a thing. He’s your guard dog for a night. Enjoy! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!
Great. That leaves getting drunk, sleeping with him, and waking up a werewolf on the table.
I’m going to be the bigger person and ignore that judgy attitude. See you tomorrow. Love you!!
Wes sighed and looked up at Stone. “Whatever she’s getting into right now, I’m assuming it’s not facing a firing squad of vampires alone? Because if it is we’re moving this date from laser tag to storming the vampire building.” 
“She’s out of town looking into something. I have a wolf watching the coven’s building for the night. If she tries to play martyr and head back there I’ll know.” 
“Fine. Then I guess we’re playing laser tag.” Wes punched in one last text as he pulled the door open. 
Love you too! Be careful, La.
He looked up just as he was about to walk into a large muscular chest. And not the one he was about to go on a date with. Caliel looked down at Wes with those bright blue eyes that felt like they could see down into his very soul. Maybe he could. He hadn’t really grasped the full extent of the hunter’s magic. 
He discreetly sucked in a deep breath, the man smelled like leather, morning rain, and warmth. Wes couldn’t get enough of it. Couldn’t get enough of any of it. The man had starred in too many of Wesley’s fantasies to count since the moment they’d met. 
A throat cleared behind him, twice, before he realized he’d been staring for an embarrassingly long time without saying anything. His eyes widened in mortification. 
“Hi!” He finally managed. 
“Wesley,” Cal’s deep voice rumbled and he swore he could almost feel it vibrating against him. 
“Hey,” he mumbled again.
There was a cough behind him that sounded more like a laugh. “Think you already did that part.”
Wes shot a glare over his shoulder at Stone’s smug look.
“I’m looking for Myla,” Caliel finally prompted.
“She’s not here right now. She’ll be back tomorrow.”
Cal stared at Wes for a long moment before giving a nod. “I see.” 
“Ready for that date?” Stone asked.
Cali arched an eyebrow. “Date?”
“No! I mean, it’s not really a date. Stone just invited me to play laser tag. Do you want to join us?”
Cal’s eyes narrowed at Stone before returning to Wes with a much softer look. “I’m afraid I have a pressing matter to attend to. Another time.”
“Sure.”
The hunter turned his glare on the wolf once more, and as quickly as the man appeared, he was gone.
“Well isn’t this an interesting turn of events.”
Wes eyed the wolf. “What are you talking about?”
“Never thought I’d see the day that a human snagged his attention. Or anyone really.”
“What does that mean?”
Stone tipped his head. “I’m not even sure his kind dates.”
“His kind? I thought he was a hunter. Aren’t hunters human?”
“Hunters are human," he confirmed. "Human’s with extended lives and magic, but human. But Cal’s not. He’s not a hunter. Not really.”
“What do you mean? He works with the hunters. We saw him working with Xander.”
Stone shook his head and tossed Wes the keys as they approached his car. “He doesn’t work with the hunters. He created the hunters.” 
The man hopped in the car leaving Wes standing in the parking lot wondering who the hell the object of his infatuation really was. 
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Rule #21: A few moments of stupid courage can change everything



The ferry was empty save for Myla. She’d had to take a different boat to a more popular island and catch another to Crymsin. When she realized that her fare for one passenger wouldn’t cover the expenses to run the boat out to the island, she’d expected the boat operator to refuse. But the man seemed to be expecting her. He simply directed her on board and steered the ferry away from the dock. 
And to a whole different world. 
The island castle might look like an expensive tourist spot and wedding destination from the air, but on the ground it was a dark, foreboding place right up to the fog that sat heavy on the ground as if it had been ordered to be there. In fact…
“Is the fog magically created?” Myla asked the escort that approached as she stepped off the dock.
The woman looked startled, her red lips parted, which was even more noticeable since they were the only pop of color in her all black attire. Her eyes darted to the landscaping where a soft light emanated from within the perfectly trimmed hedges. Any human would have missed it, the white glow blended easily with the low-lying mist. But Myla knew exactly what it was.
“No,” the escort lied, turning swiftly to lead her to the looming stone castle.
So the vamps here were more interested in appearances than practicality too. Maybe they wouldn’t be so different from the ones she was used to dealing with at home. 
Myla followed the woman to the dimly lit entrance surrounded by stone creatures, snarling their warning to those that dared enter. And despite the vicious intent that shone clearly in their expressions, she thought they looked rather noble. Protective. 
The castle was pretty in a dark and ancient kind of way. Though she knew the castle couldn’t be that old. A hundred years or so maybe, which was cool, but she wasn’t sure it accounted for the feeling she got walking through those halls. Like the walls were watching her. Like there was an ancient presence that preceded the vampires.
The feeling persisted as they ascended the stairs, and through floor after floor. She found herself checking over her shoulder more than once, but never found what was causing the eerie feeling of being watched. 
By the time they stopped she had no idea what floor she was on, but glimpses of the peaked roof appeared through the window openings. The woman came to a stop outside a heavy wood door and pushed it open. 
“Someone will fetch you when it’s time.”
“What? I’m not staying, I’m just here for the trial. This is the day and time I was told to arrive.”
“They’ll see you when they’re ready. Be glad you aren’t waiting in the cells,” she sneered.
Myla glanced into the cold but stately room and conceded that it was better than a supply closet. And this wasn’t some office building in the city, it was an actual freaking castle. She had no doubt that “the cells” were a little worse than the storage room. 
She pulled out her phone to text Wes, but there was no signal. “Wait, my phone doesn’t even work up here.” 
The heavy thud of the door closing was the only response she got. Followed by the heavy slide of the lock. 
“Seriously?”
The fading echo of footsteps was her answer. Yep, seriously. 
The sudden lack of freedom made the room feel stuffy despite the open space. She strode to the large window and pushed both sides of it open. It was too high up to see the ground through the fog, but the steep roof dipped and peaked below in a series of turrets and towers. If she fell, there would be multiple painful points of impact.   
 Not that it mattered. 
Myla swung one leg over the windowsill and sat on the wide stone ledge, taking in the cooling night breeze. The grounds were eerily still. It was like no living thing ever visited this place. There was no chirp of insects, no fluttering of birds, no buzz of people. Nothing. It was utterly silent in an unnatural way. Did all creatures go out of their way to avoid vampires? 
The unusual hush made her curious. Was there seriously not so much as a pigeon on the castle roof? Her eyes scanned as far as she could see. When her neck craned too far, she slipped her leg back inside so she could look the other way as well. 
In the shadows, a figure on the roof startled her. Her fingers slipped on the window frame and only her enhanced speed saved her from a messy fall. 
Half expecting to see a vampire ready to throw her over, she clutched onto the ledge and tensed. Instead the figure sat frozen as stone. 
Which, she realized, was likely because he was stone. 
She laughed at herself and settled back in on the ledge. 
“You startled me,” she told the statue. 
She was a bit mesmerized by the gargoyles on the castle. Massive, majestic creatures with fearsome expressions carved into their terrifyingly beautiful faces. This one sat on a ledge a foot from her window, significantly smaller than the giants guarding the entrance, but the snarl frozen on his face made its point. 
“I assume you’re my prison guard?” she joked. “Or maybe you’re a prisoner just like me.” She reached out and stroked her fingers over the creature's dog-like head. “Stuck here and being punished for something that was done to you.” The gargoyle didn’t respond, of course. And while she hadn’t really expected it to, some tiny part of her had hoped the legends were real, if only so she wouldn’t really be alone in what was possibly her final moments. 
She shook her head. “Did you know that some cultures believed gargoyles were protectors? They were said to scare off evil. Of course there were plenty of cultures that saw gargoyles as evil as well, but I always preferred the idea of them being protectors. 
“Though I suppose that would kind of suck for you, too. An ancient protector stuck here on one of the few castles in the country, watching over a bunch of vampires. Who are you supposed to protect?”
The statue sat staring out over the grounds, unmoved by her history lesson. Literally. It was silly of her to hope that the statue was as real as vampires and werewolves. And even if they were alive, they’d probably be just as friendly, so it was just as well that her statue friend was nothing more than ordinary stone. 
She stared out over the grounds, taking in the mysterious mist and the towers overlooking the calm water, looking for the bright side to the mess she’d ended up in. 
Myla sighed. “At least the view is nice.”
[image: image-placeholder]Myla followed her new escort, Selene, through the dimly lit corridors. The vampire’s tall, heeled boots clacked loudly, echoing off the stone walls. And good lord what was with all the black clothes? Was it some kind of vampire requirement? Was this why they didn’t want her in their club? ‘Cause with her complexion lately? It wasn’t happening. Ever since the last of her tan faded, black washed her out big time. It wasn’t doing much for Selene’s fair complexion either. Though she had to admit the leather pants made the woman’s ass look amazing. If she lived through her trial maybe she could find them in purple. Or maybe, pink.
Selene came to a stop in front of her and Myla stopped short, just shy of getting a face full of blonde hair. She looked around the room they’d ended up in and made a serious effort not to roll her eyes at the gloomy chamber full of severe faces. Jesus, who died? Oh right, she did. Her snicker was met with dozens of glares, and she forced her composure back into place. She really needed to work on her inappropriate sense of humor.    
The mood in the room grew even more serious, which she wouldn’t have thought possible a moment ago. The air grew tense as a flawless man, who walked like he was in desperate need of a posterior stick extraction, slowly entered the room. The captivated audience stood reverently, barely daring to breathe as the man made his excruciatingly slow ascent up the platform to his throne. There was no other word for the ornate chair. It was a throne. 
Once he was finally seated, the room bowed their heads to the man, and since Myla wasn’t really up on vampire royalty etiquette, she gave a little half curtsy. When in Rome. 
The man’s ice-colored eyes trailed over the room as slowly as he walked. No one spoke or moved. Most wouldn’t even meet his eye with the exception of the few toward the front of the room that gave a respectful nod as his frigid gaze grazed over them. 
And still no one spoke. 
Finally, his eyes landed on Myla and stopped abruptly. She admittedly stood out a bit among the others in her brightly patterned dress. But it looked killer on her — no pun intended. His glacial glare ran over her, from her pink hair to her blue strappy heels and matching painted toes. 
She side-eyed Selene but the woman did nothing. Seeing that she wasn’t going to be introduced, Myla stepped forward, figuring it couldn’t hurt to be friendly. 
“Hi, I’m Myla. I’m the new oopsie.”
Finally, Selene cleared her throat. “Alastair, this is the girl we were told about. Gavin Doyle’s fledgling. Remington Black has become… unavailable. His coven has passed this matter on to us as the reigning coven in the region, under witness of the neighboring covens.” 
Based on the renewed set of glares, Myla had no doubt they’d all heard that she’d exposed Lenny as a fake. They should be thanking her for that, but they clearly cared more about looking stupid than they did about being lied to. 
Alastair was looking at her like she was shit stuck to his shoe, but that didn’t faze her in the slightest. She was quite used to that look. It was the exact same one she got every time she crossed paths with Britlee Robins. 
In fact, the glare was so similar that she stepped closer. Her head tilted as she took in the expression. 
“You look familiar. Is your last name Robins?”
Several of the vampires who had no doubt heard of the fiasco with Lenny, tensed. She noticed a few eyes dart to Alastair in question. 
The vampire leaned forward, a piece of his perfectly straight hair fell over his shoulder, drawing her attention. His hair was pitch black and poker straight, falling almost to his elbows in a perfect sheet. It looked almost effortless, but Myla wasn’t buying it. There was no way in hell he got his hair looking like that without a serious coating of product and an hour with a flat iron. Not to mention the hair dye. That perfect shade of black with eyes that light? Unlikely. Which meant Alastair was no different than the rest of them. Appearances were everything. 
Vanity and tradition seemed to rule these people. Myla didn’t fit into anything they were doing here, and she was sure they knew it too. And yet the verdict struck panic into her chest all the same when it came.
“I see not why we care what fate lies before this… creature. Her existence is a mistake and thus we shall treat it as such.” His merciless eyes landed right on hers as he delivered the final blow. “Throw her in the pit.”
“Wait! I don’t even get the chance to speak before you decide?” She demanded.
The room went still with shock. Fury flashed over Alastair’s face. The covens fumed, enraged that she’d dared to challenge his decision, but if she was going down anyway, she was damn sure going to get her say first.
“And what could you possibly say to plead your case, child? That you should be spared because you only intended a night with a stranger? It is my understanding that humans die from such things all the time. Or perhaps it is your alliance with the werewolves that you feel is extraordinary? In my times this was an offense worthy of death.”
Myla was speechless. Possibly for the first time in her life. 
“The association with the hunter, then? Do you feel that affords you leniency? You were nothing but a pawn to them. Your ignorance allowed them to use you for information that led them right to your own coven. Your sentence is a mercy. Surely you deserve far worse. Take her.”
With his final words, two of the largest men in the room stepped forward to grab her by the upper arms and force her toward the door.
“Stop with the manhandling, I can walk on my own.”
The men loosened her grip but didn’t let her go. They led her further into the castle and down long, steep flights of stairs. Since she was already on the ground level, that surely meant they were heading straight for the pit.
“So what exactly is the pit?” she asked, unable to completely keep the nerves from her voice. 
“The last of the punishments from the old ways. The others were dismissed over time as archaic, but the pit was a beloved tradition the masses wouldn’t let go of. Of course, now it’s only used for special occasions. That’s why the area covens came to witness it.”
“So my fate was decided before I ever showed up on the island.”
The man shrugged as they entered a ridiculously long tunnel. “No point in any of us showing up just for a trial. Your crimes preceded you.”
“My only crime was bad taste in men. This was done to me, I didn’t do this.”
“It wasn’t authorized.” He shrugged again. “Sounds like you were meant to die anyway.”
The problem was, she couldn’t really argue that.
“I’ll give you a tip,” he offered as he pulled open a heavy door at the end of the tunnel, revealing a shorter tunnel on the other side, opening up to a brighter area.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Don’t stay in the tunnel. It’ll only make it easier for the hellhound to corner you.” 
Myla shuffled to a stop and turned on her heels. “I’m sorry, did you say hellhound?”
The vampire shot her an evil grin. “Have fun.” 
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Rule #22: It’s never a bad time for random acts of chocolate



The door slammed shut behind her with a thundering clang. She heard the lock slide shut but reached for it anyway. The pain registered just as the sizzle hit her ears and she yanked her hand back from the silver handle. 
“Shit.” 
Inching toward the opening of the tunnel, she stumbled over the uneven ground, rethinking the strappy blue heels she’d chosen. The dress was a simple A-line with a full skirt so at least she could run in it, but the shoes had to go. She unbuckled them and left them just inside the tunnel. If she lived through the pit, she wanted her shoes back. Though she had a feeling they would make sure she didn’t. 
“Goodbye beautiful shoes. I hope they find you a good home.”
Taking the vampires advice, she snuck out of the mouth of the tunnel to find that she was in the middle of a huge stone arena worthy of a gladiator. Up high on one of the walls, a small assortment of shields and swords were hung far too high to reach. Were they there to taunt her? Or did the hellhound typically battle giants? 
The vampires that had witnessed her sentencing now filled the arena, eagerly awaiting her gruesome death by monster. Myla carefully stepped further into the pit. The ground was cold, badly pitted dirt littered with rocks. Not ideal for running in bare feet, but her biggest concern was the hell beast that had yet to appear. Blood splatter and gouge marks decorated the stone walls around her and she swallowed hard at the evidence of those that had come before her. 
The loud clanging of metal pulled everyone’s attention across the pit. Myla tucked her wristlet into her deep dress pocket to free up her hands. As if that was going to make any difference. 
A deep rumble shook the ground as the beast stalked closer to the mouth of the tunnel. Still completely concealed by shadows, she could make out nothing of the creature but the glowing red eyes in the dark. Which seemed to be almost level with her own.
“Oh crap,” she whispered. 
The beast lumbered forward, slinking out of the tunnel like the ultimate predator. The shadows clung to its pitch black fur as if they were as much a part of the creature as the red eyes and massive teeth.
Myla had to admit, it wasn’t quite what she was expecting. It was scary as hell, but she’d been imagining a monster. The red eyes, massive size, and fur so black it seemed immune to light certainly supported that fact. Only it didn’t look like a monster. It looked like a dog. An enormous, pissed off dog. But a dog. And that was almost worse. 
Huge black claws dug into the dirt as it prowled closer and Myla took a step back instinctively. The creature tracked her retreat with interest and she knew she’d made a mistake. 
“Nice puppy. I don’t want to hurt you,” she said soothingly earning a few snickers around the arena.
The dog didn’t seem moved by her reasoning. It crouched lower, and lunged. Myla jumped out of the way and darted over to the nearest wall. One of the vampires that had escorted her to the tunnel sat in the front row. 
“I can’t hurt a dog,” she hissed at him.
He grinned. “It’s him or you sweetheart. My money’s on him. Don’t let me down."  
Myla spun in time to dodge another lunge by the hound. She hit the dirt and rolled, earning herself a new collection of scrapes and bruises, but she didn’t allow the injuries slow her down. She was back on her feet and facing the dog again within seconds. 
“What do I do?” she whispered to herself as he started closing in again. She stumbled backwards, scraping up her bare feet on the sharp rocks, but she didn’t dare take her attention off of the beast in front of her.
A long strand of drool dripped from his jowls. The angry snarl drew attention to the scar that ran over his snout. Actually, now that she looked at him, there were more scars littering his body. A lot of them. Her heart ached for him.
“Oh puppy. What are they doing to you?” 
She was suddenly positive that the hellhound was as much a prisoner as she was. He lunged again, this time getting far too close with his snapping teeth. 
Apparently he wasn’t feeling the same level of camaraderie. 
She was reminded of Stone’s wolf and how friendly he’d been in the beginning. Of course Stone’s wolf wasn’t from hell, so maybe that wasn’t the most accurate comparison. But differences or not, she was short on ideas, and willing to try the one thing she had. Pulling the wristlet from her pocket, she pulled out a candy bar and ripped the wrapper off. For a moment she contemplated if it was safe to give him, but surely one little candy bar couldn’t hurt something that big. Like stone, he wasn’t actually a dog. 
Moving toward the wall, she maneuvered the hound where she wanted him and then waved the candy bar.
“Here, puppy, puppy. That’s a good boy. Just a little closer. Come on. Come get your treat.”
The dog prowled in closer and she tossed the treat. It hit him in the snout when he didn’t catch it and he snarled. Oops. 
The beast belatedly caught the scent and looked down at the candy bar, sniffing it again. By the time he scooped it up into his mouth, she’d already jumped. Using his back as a leaping point, she launched herself up onto the side wall of the arena.
Sliding in the bloody footprints she left behind, she ran along the top of the wall to the tiny cache of weapons fixed over the top of hell puppy’s cage. Ignoring the swords, because she refused to add to his scars, she ripped the largest shield free. 
The hound paced below her, no matter where she circled, he was there waiting. Attempting to outrun him was pointless. She skidded to a stop near the tunnel she'd entered through and the dog easily kept pace. He prowled below until a new scent distracted him. Leaving her standing on the wall, he followed his nose into the tunnel and dread pooled in her stomach. 
Sure enough, when the hell beast emerged a moment later, one of her blue strappy heels was clenched between his teeth. She gasped. 
“No! Bad puppy! You put those back!” 
The hounds ears flattened against his head at her screech, but he easily gnawed her shoe to shreds in seconds. Then he went for the other. 
Myla was so distracted by the death of her shoes that she didn’t see a thing the vampires were doing. It wasn’t until the crack of the whip hit her ears and the splitting pain ripped across her shoulder that she even realized they were still a threat. She let out a startled cry as the second snap of the silver tipped whip hit the back of her bare legs. 
Taking her chances with the dog, she dropped back into the arena, but the vampires had lost patience with her methods. Two beefy guards now stood on either wall with their whips, snapping them at both Myla and the hellhound. 
When the pained yelp of the hound pulled her attention from her own whip wielder, she lost her temper. The man had pulled his arm back to deliver another blow to the dog, but his hit missed it’s mark. Myla slipped between the weapon and the beast, using her shield to block most of the blow. She caught the end before he could pull it back and the silver ends wrapped around her wrist, searing into her skin as she struggled for possession of the weapon. 
The smell of her own burning flesh as she played tug of war with the guard was an unpleasant reminder that what she was doing was incredibly stupid. Not only was she deepening the silver burn gashes on her arms with every tug of the whip, but with one arm occupied by the weapon and one on the shield, she was completely vulnerable to the hound. 
A quick glance at the beast showed his attention on the other guard rather than her. The vampires had caused more of a distraction than anything she had done. The hound paced away from the other guard and closer to the one she was fighting. Which was a strange move since it left his hid quarters vulnerable to the unoccupied guard until he was out of reach. But the snap of the whip hit nothing but the fur on the tip of his tail, earning a rumbling growl. 
When he turned her way again, the hellhound met her eye. Myla’s head cocked in confusion. She would swear there was something more behind those eyes. An intelligence closer to human than animal. But of course she didn’t speak hellhound, so if there was something he was trying to tell her, she sure as hell didn’t know what it was. 
“Ronin, pull it back and let the damn thing eat her,” the other guard ordered.
Myla saw the moment Ronin adjusted his grip and she yanked just as he was reaching with his other hand to pull it from her. What she hadn’t noticed was that at the same moment she pulled, the hellhound took a running leap, hitting the wall right in front of Ronin and snapping his teeth impressively close to the top as he clawed his way higher. 
Between the lunging beast, and the tug of the whip, Ronin panicked. Rather than letting go, he scrambled to grab on to his weapon with both hands, but he’d already been pulled off balance.
Myla dropped the whip, but it was too late. Ronin's arms flailed desperately as his coven mates rushed forward. Their reaching hands missed him by inches as he fell into the pit. The hellhound was on him before he could so much as scream. By the time anyone could react, it was already too late. 
Turning her eyes from the gruesome sight, Myla pulled at the silver barbs still embedded in her arm. Her silver burns were nasty, but safer to look at than the hell pup's meal. Especially when the crunching of bones made her stomach turn sharply. 
Don't hurl in the pit. Vampires are watching.
Judging by the angry shouts of the crowd, the accident hadn’t won her any favors. The vampires were now demanding her immediate death. Awesome. She plucked the last barb from her arm and turned her back on the hellhound to face the more immediate threat.            
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Rule # 23: It pays to have a few loyal friends. Treat them well.



A dozen vampires were on their feet approaching the arena. Myla clutched her shield tighter, lamenting the fact that she hadn’t grabbed the sword when she’d had the chance. She shuffled toward the center, hoping their whips wouldn't reach her there. Her hopes were quickly dashed when the crack of the whip sounded again and she ducked behind her shield just in time to feel the impact against the metal. 
Rage-filled eyes surrounded her and she almost regretted not letting the pup eat her when she had the chance. She was pretty sure it would have been a more merciful death than whatever the vamps had planned. 
“That was totally not my fault!” 
One group of vampires in particular looked especially enraged and her excuses were lost on them. They hissed at her plea. Literally hissed. Like animals. And she had to admit it was scary as hell. 
“Alastair!” One of the women practically growled. “This is unacceptable.”
Alastair for his part had hardly reacted to the death. He looked as bored at the death match as he had during the trial. Barely shifting in his new throne, he waved a hand in their direction. 
“Ronin was part of the lower Manhattan coven. As such, the coven may decide the fate of his killer.”
Myla's jaw dropped. “I didn't kill him!” She shrieked.
They ignored her protests. The woman grinned evilly. “Bring me her head.”
She couldn't help the little squeak that escaped as the biggest of the woman's coven mates leapt into the arena, landing ten feet in front of her. His bulging biceps flexed as he pulled a sword from his back. A really, really big sword. 
Warrior vamp raised his sword, ready to remove her head with one swing. Myla promptly dropped into a little ball under her shield. Tucking her head down to keep it attached, she pulled the shield over her. 
The second her turtle impression was complete, a heavy weight came down on top of the shield. The crushing impact hit twice, before disappearing. Her first thought was that warrior vamp had stomped down onto the shield to force her out. But the now familiar stomach-turning crunch of bone quickly ruled that out. Myla peered under her shield to confirm and sure enough, the hellhound had used the shield as a launching point to his next snack. Ew.
She slowly pushed the shield down and peeked over it, noting the expressions of the vampires promising revenge. But even as their murderous glares threatened to flay her alive, they seemed hesitant to face the beast chomping down on their friend. 
As fast as the tiny victory appeared, it was gone. The gate to the hellhounds tunnel opened with the loud clanging of metal. The animal hunched, flattening his ears against his head and baring its teeth. Snack forgotten, he snarled as three hulking vamps armed with silver tipped whips stood on the edges of the walls. 
Merely feet from the massive beast, Myla took her last chance to offer kindness to the mistreated creature. Lowering her voice to barely a whisper, she stood and leaned closer. 
“Thanks for your help.” Using the shield to cover her actions as she dug into her pocket for the last tool she had in her chest, her break in case of emergency. The marble. “I'll distract them…”
“Stop!” A voice boomed from the stands. “It is imperative that you stop this now!”
Myla scanned the audience, looking for the speaker, when she finally landed on Orion's warm eyes. Her heart dared to stutter with hope, then stalled completely when she saw the fury in Alastair's expression. Orion was going to end up earning a spot next to her if he wasn't careful.
Selene stepped between Alastair and Orion. “Mind your place,” she hissed.
Orion ducked his head respectfully. “My apologies. But I have information that Alastair must see before this execution moves forward.”
“The trial is over,” she stated with finality. “The execution is no longer up for discussion. And who are you to question our process?”
“I beg your pardon, I’m Orion. I am currently working with several covens in the north-eastern states due to my expertise with language and history. I’m here on orders from the Carpathian region covens. I came across some information in my research and the fate of more than a fledgling is at stake. Perhaps the fate of us all.”
Selene finally looked down to the heavy tome clutched in Orion's hands. She turned to Alastair and he gave a slight nod, allowing Orion to be heard. 
Myla let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. At least he was safe for the moment.
Rion raised the leather bound book for them to see. It was clearly old and had seen better days, but he held it almost reverently. 
“This book was written by a sorcerer almost nine hundred years ago. It outlines every rise and fall of the vampire race from a hundred years before it was written, to eighty years from now when he claimed the vampire race would see it's demise.”
“Why do we care about the ramblings of some old sorcerer?” Selene demanded.
“Because the sorcerer died in thirteen forty eight, a few decades after the last entry was written, more than two hundred years after his first entry. And every prediction he made about the rise and fall of the vampire race since then has been undeniably accurate.”
“What does this have to do with an execution?” One of the dead vampire's coven mates demanded.
Orion carefully opened the book and began to read.
“Roughly translated, it says: 
By the closing moon of the twenty-first century,
The Revenants, departed denizens of night, 
Shall meet their final demise. 
Fallen by their own action, 
Vampyr kind will laud the destruction of their only salvation. 
The Chosen. 
Marked by a crest of rose,  
Appearing as foe to friend, and friend to foe. 
The savior will come by way of folly. 
A veiled contender to a faceless enemy.
Called to a fight that precedes their time.
Tasked with a burden that exceeds the promise of their kind.       
An old enemy will arise, bearing the chosen one’s call.  
With the death of the chosen one, the empire shall fall.”
Selene eyed the book suspiciously. “Where did you say you found this?”
“A contact of mine unearthed it. The book itself is heavily spelled or it would have been destroyed many times over. Many have tried. I think that it has intentionally been kept from the vampires. Many races would jump at the chance to fill any void our race leaves behind.”
The coven leader from the hell puppy snack pack was fuming. “We have no reason to believe that the chosen has anything to do with this fledgling. Prophecies are notoriously vague. That could be about anyone! Or his translation could be completely wrong!”
Orion handed the book over to Alastair to see for himself. Alastair took the book and scanned the faded words on the page, but Myla had a feeling he couldn’t read it.
“I sent a scan of the page back to the Carpathian covens to translate as well. If my translation is wrong, which it’s not, they’ll know soon enough. But she's right. The passage is a little vague and we can’t know for sure that this particular fledgling is in fact the one. But what we do know is that the information fits. Do you want to be the one to order the execution of a potential?”
Myla wasn’t quite following Orion’s rambling, but it seemed to be working. She didn’t dare to breathe while Alastair pondered the evidence. Finally he gave a fraction of a nod, filled with resignation. 
“She will be released to your care, Orion of the Carpathian region. If she is indeed who you believe her to be, you will ensure she is ready. You are tasked with her preparation. And if she is not who you believe her to be, we will expect her return.” Alastair’s stone cold stare landed on her. “We will be watching.” 
Myla was smart enough to bite her tongue, but she was really getting tired of that particular threat.
“You can’t do this!” The other coven leader insisted. “You gave her life to us! Two of my coven are dead!”
Alastair didn’t bother to respond but Selene shot a glare her way. “The decision has been made. Your coven will remember to be more careful around hellhounds in the future. Consider who you are challenging, Isabelle.”
The woman finally shut up, but Myla did not like the look she got before she stormed off. If looks could kill... But that was a problem for another day. Orion came to the side of the arena and Myla met him there. 
“You’ll be under my direction for the foreseeable future, fledgling,” he said impersonally. The indifference was probably for the benefit of the audience, but it stung none the less. “I have a boat waiting at the pier.”
Myla looked back to the tunnel she’d entered through with a grimace. “I think I can find my way up. I’ll meet you at the boat.”
Orion gave a short nod and walked away without another word. 
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Rule # 24: Sometimes the only way out is through



Myla wasted no time leaving the arena. The tunnels were just as never ending when she was trying to find her way out, as they were when she was doing her death march in. The steep stone stairs were a sight for sore eyes when they finally appeared before her. 
Her bare feet scuffed against the stone as she navigated the castle. Once again, the feeling that she wasn’t alone followed her through the old building and even lingered once she was out the door. 
The exit she’d finally found was not the one she’d entered through. She scanned the grounds looking for the pier but had come out on the wrong side. With a sigh, she started around the massive building. 
Despite the traumatic events of the night, she harbored warm thoughts about the castle and the grounds. Both were eerily beautiful. Myla might even have enjoyed the walk, if it hadn’t been interrupted. 
“Well, look what we found,” one of the men from arena said.
She could bet which coven he was with. “Are you aiming to make an enemy of Alastair?” 
“Alastair can’t do anything if your death was an accident. Like say, if a hellhound escaped right when you were leaving.”
“What?”
The door behind him burst open and the blur of an escaping vampire whooshed past. His taunting friend took that as his cue and he disappeared just as quickly, leaving Myla face to face with the emerging hellhound. So much for her timely escape. 
The hell puppy prowled out of the building. His massive head swung to his left, taking in his surroundings, then swung her way, bringing his snout mere feet from her chin.
Myla was frozen, not sure where their tentative truce stood outside the arena. “Hey puppy,” she said softly. “We’re on the same side, remember? You don’t want to eat me.”
The hound let out a snort that was a little noncommittal for her liking. Then he swung his head back toward the grounds. In a blink the beast disappeared. The only evidence that he had really been there was the splash of the water that followed. 
She let out a slightly hysterical chuckle and darted for the other side of the building, hoping to escape the cursing vampires behind her. 
“Go find it!” 
“Even if I do, how the hell would I get it back here?”
“Figure it out!” 
That was the end of their conversation because Myla nearly ran in to Taunty’s chest a moment later.
“Turned out he wasn’t hungry,” she said, trying to dart around him and coming face to chest again.
He flashed his fangs. “Maybe I am.”
Her eyes widened. “What? Do vampires feed from other vampires?” The thought hadn’t occurred to her before, but now she was curious. 
“You’re about to find out.”
She scuttled back a few steps as he lunged forward. “No. They’ll know it was your coven that went after me. You’ll be the next one they execute.” She had no idea if that was true, but it was worth a shot.
It wasn’t the deterrent she’d hoped it would be. He snarled, stalking closer. A predator going in for the kill. 
She slipped her hand into her wristlet, searching desperately until her fingers wrapped around the smooth round marble stashed inside.
“luceo!”  
In her panic, Myla forgot to close her eyes, but apparently the person wielding the spell wasn’t affected as strongly. The flash of green was still bright, lighting up the dark on that entire side of the island. But once the initial effect was over, she was able to see past the dots coloring her vision. Which was a good thing, because it didn’t stop her attacker quite the way she’d hoped it would.
The enraged vampire hissed, lunging forward and coming far too close for comfort. He was blind, but fast. Much faster than her. And he was pissed. 
They danced around each other in a deranged game of Marco Polo while he tried to remove her head, and she tried to slip past without giving away her position. His next lunge brought him within arm's reach and his sharpened nails sliced into her side. Blood seeped into the colorful fabric of her dress as she spun out of the way. But the vampire had her location now, and he pivoted for his killing blow. 
Myla was already weaker than other vampires because she didn’t feed like them. Added to the injuries she’d sustained in the pit and her chances of outrunning him were slim. Some might say non-existent. But she refused to give up. 
Something told her that if she ran back the other way she’d run straight into his vampire friend, but she didn’t exactly have options. Not unless she wanted to go for a swim. 
The vampire lunged. She darted away. Seeing that she wasn’t going to escape his reach in time, she braced for the attack, even as she ran. She looked back over her shoulder to see him right on her ass, and nearly fell on her face when a huge rock stopped him in his tracks, dropping on top of him from above. She squealed at the sickening crunch, jumping away as the man collapsed under the weight. 
Myla’s eyes shot upwards, searching the dark for whatever had caused the falling boulder. The perfectly sedate building showed no outward signs of structural issues. 
Giving the man a wide berth, she scooted around him, then took off for the pier. He would survive. Probably. But that was hands down the second grossest thing she’d ever seen. The first had been when hell puppy chomped down on his coven mates. 
Pressing her lips together against the nausea, she ran for the boat. Barely pausing to allow them to help her step aboard, she immediately found a seat and gratefully dropped into it. Orion sat next to her and eyed her warily. 
“You okay?”
“Yeah, I’m good,” she breathed.
He cocked an eyebrow. “You sure?”
Her head bobbed rapidly as the boat began to move and she managed a reassuring smile before rushing to the side of the boat to expel three chocolate bars, blood, a week worth of stress, and an entire day of trauma into the water.
When her stomach was empty, she dropped back into her seat and buried her face in her hands. It had been a long day. Exhausted didn’t even begin to cover the state she was in anymore. She’d just wanted to live her life, just wanted to feel alive. Instead, she’d stumbled into death and everything that came with it. 
And still, she refused to give up. No matter how many times it came after her. Nothing worth having comes easy, she reminded herself. 
“Still alive,” she mumbled to herself. “Ish.” 
Slumping back in the seat, she let her eyes crack open again, getting a clear view of Orion’s concerned look. She smiled reassuringly. 
“All good.”
“Vampires don’t get upset stomachs. So all that was mental. Or emotional. I’ll be honest, I didn’t even know vampires could throw up.”
Myla’s focus darted up to the ferry boat operator. 
“He can’t hear us up there.” 
“What was that book? What’s a potential? A potential what? What did you tell Alastair to get him to let me go?”
“Basically, I told him that you’re The Chosen One.”
That perked Myla right up and she straightened in her seat. “I’m The Chosen One? Oh my God! I never get chosen for anything! Do I get a tiara? Oooh or magic powers? Wait, chosen for what? Am I like royalty now?”
Orion was pinching the bridge of his nose again.
“If vampires can’t get an upset stomach, can they even get a headache?”
He pulled his hand away and leaned in. “For Christ sake, you’re not the chosen one! In all of vampire history, why would the chosen one be a pink-haired twenty-one-year-old that no one takes seriously!” Myla scowled and Orion back tracked. “That’s not… there’s nothing wrong with who you are, it’s just not necessarily traits that one would expect in the savior of the vampire race.”
She wanted to disagree, but after about three seconds of huffing in offense, she couldn’t really come up with a counter argument. “Fine. Then what was with the book?”
“Honestly? I’d never seen it before today. I put out a ton of feelers, looking for any ancient vampire law that might spare you and I’d come up with a big fat nothing. Then today, just a before I came running here, a representative from the counsel showed up at my doorstep. Literally. With this book.”
“The Council?”
“The CSA. The authority over all other communities.”
“And they just heard you were looking for vampire laws and showed up with a book of prophecies?”
Orion shook his head. “That’s not even the weirdest part. They guy brings me the book out of nowhere and I of course thank him and start going through it, looking for something that I can use.” 
He pulled the book out of his bag and handed it over. Myla carefully opened the book scanning pages of words so faint on worn pages she couldn’t have read them even if it was in English. 
“How did you read any of this?”
“I couldn’t. Almost every page in that book is nearly illegible without any kind of technology to assist and I didn’t exactly have time to go through a restoration process. I could make out a few words, maybe a sentence or two on enough pages to know there is in fact an outline of vampire history in there. What I said appears to be true, but there’s not enough there to hold up had the vampires actually questioned it. It was damn lucky for both of us that they didn’t. The book itself was practically useless. Except for this page.” 
He turned to a marked page toward the back of the book where the writing was noticeably darker, though still appeared old and weathered. 
“It’s at the end, maybe it’s more newly written?”
Orion shrugged. “Maybe. But my professional opinion? It’s a forgery. I’ll have to do testing to know for sure.”
Myla wrinkled her lightly freckled nose. “But, why? What’s the point?”
“That’s what I was going to ask you. How does the CSA know you?”
She shook her head. “I have no idea. I didn’t even know they existed. Is that a bad thing?”
“Honestly, I have no idea. They’re technically a collective of representatives from the different species that are the authority over all supernatural beings. They make every threat to the balance and exposure their business. Overall their motives are for the safety of us all, but their methods can be harsh and often morally gray. How you came to their attention, and why they’re invested in your fate is not something I’d be in a hurry to figure out. 
“With the Council, staying under the radar is always the best course of action for vampires. It looks like it may be too late for that, so I’d settle for not shaking the boat. They saw fit to delay your execution for reasons we can’t see at the moment. But the Council doesn’t do favors out of the goodness of their hearts. My guess is they want something from you, and they wanted to make sure you’d be around long enough for them to get it.”
“But I don’t have anything. I barely know anything about any of this. I’m flying by the seat of my pants here. What could they possibly want from me?”
He shook his head. “It’s possible that this is all just someone messing with the vampires. It may be that the prophecy was the exact opposite and sparing you will be what brings about our end.”
Myla’s eyes widened and she shook her head in denial. 
“I don’t really believe that. If I did, I wouldn’t have done what I did. It’ll take testing and time for me to figure out what’s really in that book. For now, all we’ve done is bought ourselves some time. And that’s only if we can keep up the ruse for long enough to figure something else out. Which means as far as everyone else is concerned, you are the chosen one. It’s not tiaras and magic. It means training, studying, and convincing them that you are a force to be reckoned with. They need to believe that when the threat to their race appears, you will be ready to face it. Both of our lives are riding on that lie.”
She sighed and sank down in the seat. “I just wanted to be able to really live. To be free to experience everything life has to offer.” 
She wanted to go rock climbing, swim with dolphins, ride roller coasters, and dance the night away doing terrible fruity-flavored shots. And instead, she’d gotten herself tangled up in vampire politics that she wanted nothing to do with.
“Well, if you’re ever going to get to that point, you’re going to have to experience being the chosen one first. We’re in too deep to turn back now.”
She shot a half-hearted glare his way, but ultimately, he was right. The only way out was through.  
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Rule #25: When the path in front of you is uncertain, just take the next step forward.



“What the hell happened to you?” 
Stone was off the couch and in her face the moment she was through the door. 
“Why the hell are you here?” She demanded.
“Where were you?”
“Myla?” A sleepy Wes emerged from the hall to her bedroom.
“Wes? What the hell are you guys doing here at five in the morning?” Her nose wrinkled. “Ew, you didn’t have sex in my bed, did you?”
“What? No!” Stone sputtered. 
“No,” Wes reassured her. “I wanted to wait up for you so we came back here to watch a movie and have a few beers. But then I had a few too many, so I just crashed in your bed. Stone was out here on the couch.”
He rubbed at his eyes and the got a better look at Myla. His eyebrows furrowed and he flipped on the lamp, blinking to adjust to the light.  
Had she realized she’d be walking into an apartment full of company, she would have just grabbed a hotel on the way back. She’d ended up cutting it uncomfortably close to sunrise as it was, but it was a rough night and she wanted her own shower, and bed, and clothes.
Both men looked her over in the light and their expressions told her just how awful she looked. 
Finally, Wes met her eye. “Are you okay?”
Stone was a little less understanding. He crossed his arms over his chest and busted out the Alpha act. “Explain.”
She rolled her eyes at him and flopped down on her couch. 
“Any chance we could leave it at I had a bad night?”
Both men stared her down, waiting for the rest of the story and she groaned in irritation. 
“Fine, long story short, a hellhound ate my really cute shoes, but the vampires have given me a stay of execution.”
“It feels like you might be leaving some things out there, La,” Wes said dryly. 
“I had wolves watching the vamp building. There’s no way you got in without me knowing.”
“Yeah, they decided they’ve got enough to handle with the fallout from Lenny’s charade so the reigning coven in the region is now in charge of deciding my fate.”
Stone growled. “You lied to me.”
She arched a brow. “First of all, I don’t answer to you! I’m not one of your pack. Second, I didn’t lie, and you know it. Were’s can detect lies, remember?”
“You were intentionally misleading,” he amended with a glare. 
“Yeah, well your interference in my life hasn’t exactly been helpful and having you try to follow me to New York would have only made things worse.”
“I was trying to protect you.”
“You went to New York without me?” Wes asked, hurt coming through in his tone.
“It was a vampire island, Wes. Not New York city. It would have been too dangerous. They would have killed you as soon as they sentenced me and there would have been no one to stop them.”
Neither of them found that revelation comforting. Wes settled in on the couch next to her.
“The full story, La.”
She sighed and stood. “At least let me take a shower first. I smell like blood and dog drool.”
They didn’t argue, telling her she was right, and she drifted down the hall, wishing for her bed and the sweet respite of sleep. She felt like she’d been fighting since she woke up in that hotel room after her birthday. And while Orion’s plan gave her some much needed breathing room, she knew the fight was far from over.  
[image: image-placeholder]“Is that what you’re wearing?”
Myla looked down at her cut-off jean shorts and flowy summer shirt. She plopped down on her overstuffed purple chair to pull her chucks on. 
“Yes. Why?”
“Aren’t you going to train?” Wes asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Yeah. This is what I wear to laser tag and paint ball. I’ll show up, show them that Coach Wesley already taught me everything I need to know. They’ll see what a badass I am, and we’ll go get ice cream.”
“You’ve got it all planned out, huh?”
She shrugged. “Should be no sweat. Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Those clothes don’t offer a lot of protection.”
“It’s just training, Wes. I’m sure I’ll shoot at a few targets, run around a little, punch a bag, and call it a day.”
Wes didn’t look convinced. She rolled her eyes.
“Okay, if my jean shorts don’t cut it today I’ll invest in some new yoga pants or something. I gotta run. Orion wanted me there at the crack of dusk.”
“Have fun!”
[image: image-placeholder]“That’s a sword.”
Orion looked unimpressed. “It’s a katana, yes.”
“Why are you giving me a sword?”
“For training. What did you think we would be doing today?”
“Shooting stuff? Why on earth would I need a sword? Why would anyone?”
Orion was quiet for several seconds. “Myla, do you know how to kill a vampire? Or any other supernatural creature for that mater?”
“Um, well a vampire would be a stake to the heart. Or getting eaten by a hell puppy.” She chewed her lip. “I don’t really know about anything else. I know silver burns both vampires and werewolves.”
Orion rubbed his temple. “We’re going to have to add classroom time to your training schedule.”
“Training schedule?”
“Different things kill different supernatural creatures, but beheading is almost universal. All bullets will do is anger your opponent. And if you use silver bullets, you'd better hit the heart the first time, because it takes a while to die from silver poisoning and it leaves them plenty of time to kill you before they do. Plus, guns are loud and draw the attention of humans. I hope I don’t have to tell you how much of a problem that is.”
Myla stared at the sword mournfully. “But I know how to shoot.”
He waved a dismissive hand as he jotted down some notes. “That’s very human of you. But you’re not human anymore and there’s a whole new set of rules at play now. No more coddling. It’s time for you to learn to be a part of this world.”
“Coddling? When did I miss the coddling? Was that being locked in a closet with the starved werewolf, or the part where I was fed to the hell puppy?”
He ignored her comment and drew his own sword. “Now, I don’t need to remind you that I am an academic, not a fighter. You should have absolutely no problem besting me in a one on one fight. I’ll show you some basic moves, and then you will use them against me.”
She sighed and set her purse and the sword sheath on the concrete floor of the large open room he’d led her to. Her chucks shuffled against the smooth floor as she faced him and shifted to mimic his stance.  
“Ready?”
“Is no an option?”
“No.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Sooooo, I take it training wasn’t just shooting stuff?”
Myla glared at Wes as he took in her disheveled appearance. “Do you live here now?” she snapped. 
“Ouch. I brought you coffee and chocolate and came by to see how training went.”
She instantly felt bad. “I’m sorry. I had a crappy day.”
“I can see that.” His eyes ran down her completely destroyed outfit. “What happened.”
She plucked the bloody, sliced up shirt away from her body. “Vampires fight with swords!”
“And they decided the best way to teach you was to beat you with one?”
“Orion is unimpressed with my speed and skill. And my clothes were not his concern.”
“Well, you’re definitely going to need something sturdier to wear.” He handed over a coffee cup. “Grab a shower, I’ll get the laptop and we’ll do some online shopping.”
Myla chugged the coffee on her way down the hall. Her stomach ached more than usual, the constant beatings were affecting her appetite. And not in a good way. 
Working with a body that couldn’t keep up was something she was used to, but having to continuously push her body past its limits was not. She hadn’t even been a vampire long enough to know what that meant. She had no idea where her limits were, or what she was capable of. But she had a feeling she was going to find out the hard way. 
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Rule # 26: Don’t forget to hydrate



Orion gave her a look as she approached, and she was still trying to figure out what it was about when he spoke.
“The Crymsin Coven sent someone to check on your progress.” His tone was casual, but the warning was clear. 
“It’s only been a week.”
Selene walked through the doorway with a sword in hand. “That should be plenty of time to see progress, chosen one.”  
The woman was decked out in black leather, complete with knee-high heeled boots that were so not made for ass-kicking, but she didn’t doubt the woman could pull it off. Her pale blonde hair was pulled back in a severe ponytail bringing attention to her heavily lined blue eyes and deep red lips. If the woman was going for intimidating, she’d nailed it.  
Selene gave a once over to Myla’s outfit as well, seeming far less intimidated by her pink leather pants and fitted white long-sleeved shirt. It hadn’t been easy to find pink leather, but it was worth it. She’d learned her lesson with the hell puppy and invested in black combat boots nothing like the four-inch heels that made Selene tower over her. But not running around in heels also gave her an advantage, and she had a feeling she was going to need it. 
At least that was her hope until Selene twirled her sword around like it was an extension of her body. Myla watched with wide eyes as the blade whipped through the air and Selene dropped into a fighting stance. 
Shit. This was going to hurt.
It took all of five seconds for her to realize how easy Orion had been going on her. It was about five minutes longer before she realized she was going to die. 
Selene was trying to kill her. 
Her red shirt was soaked through. It might have made her outfit clash, if her pants weren’t equally blood soaked. She managed to parry the next twirl of the blade, but just as quickly, Selene spun, redirecting to slice a gash across her face. Myla gasped, reaching for the wound. The distraction was her biggest mistake yet. 
Mercy was not a word vampires knew, and she caught her error too late. Selene’s blonde ponytail swung out behind her as she spun again, both hands on the grip as she brought it around, not stopping until it hit its target. 
The shock of the steel sinking into her gut like butter seemed to pause time. Myla watched the blade hit its mark and keep going, skewering her through. When it finally stopped, her eyes were glued to the hilt protruding from her midsection. 
She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t make a sound. The taste of blood at the back of her throat was not nearly as enticing when it was her own. 
The blade was ripped from her gut in a flurry of motion as time resumed.      
“Pathetic. She couldn’t fight a kitten.”
“Like she said, it’s only been a week. She had no experience with a sword before we started.”
“She has no natural talent. No athleticism. She doesn’t listen to her instincts, doesn’t use her senses. It’s like she’s still human. Nothing that we would expect from a chosen one.”
“Myla?” Orion’s concerned voice bled through the buzzing in her ears.
“Why aren’t you healing?” Selene demanded.
She had a feeling her untimely collapse didn’t help her case any, but the next thing she knew, Selene and Orion were looking down at her. Orion crouched down to touch the still open cut on her face. 
“Myla, when’s the last time you fed?”
Selene rolled her eyes. “And she doesn’t feed.” 
She stepped over Myla’s body on her way to the door, her heels clicked loudly on the floor as she tossed a final warning over her shoulder. 
“My report will not be favorable, Orion. I suggest you remedy that by our next visit.”
Once the woman was gone, Orion's expression flashed from confusion to concern so fast it took her with it. Something was very wrong. Steel blades shouldn't kill a vampire. But the fact that she was bleeding out on a cold, hard floor said otherwise. 
Her lungs wouldn't fill. Did she need them to? It was habitual, natural, to breathe, but she'd never tested if it was necessary. 
"Myla, can you answer me?"
She couldn't. A new pain formed under her breastbone, a nagging ball of panic. Because even with as much as she'd braved in her life, looking death in the eye was never something she grew used to. 
The image of Orion wavered in front of her but she still noticed when he started to leave. Her hand reached out, desperate to make him stay, but unable to put any strength behind her grasp. She clutched whatever she'd caught of his sleeve with everything she had. Because no matter how many brave faces and positive outlooks she put out there, she could feel her life slipping away, and she was terrified. 
[image: image-placeholder]The world came back in a muffled blur, like she was underwater while the everything moved on around her. She could hear voices and vaguely knew that she should say something, but her body was, for all intents and purposes, checked out. 
“I smelled the blood and caught him loading her into a car. Nearly ripped his head off right there. He actually seemed relieved to see me. Told me it would be safer for her here and that she should wake once the blood works its way through her system.”
“Did he say what happened to her?”
“Not specifically, said the regional coven came in to assess her abilities and it didn’t go well, but that this wouldn’t have happened if she’d been feeding. Why wouldn’t she be feeding?”
“Dammit, Myla.”
“And I hate to bring it up while she’s got enough on her plate, but I just carried her body up the stairs looking like that, and passed three neighbors that didn’t even blink an eye. She need’s to move.”
Wes snorted. “If her father couldn’t convince her, you never will. At first this was all she could afford and she was determined to do it on her own. I think it was something she needed. The sense of Independence. Now it’s more a point of contention. 
“Her father went as far as signing her a new lease on an apartment a block from his house without asking. He’s a man that’s not used to being told no by anyone else. Not anymore, anyway. But Myla has no problem standing up to him. Much to his dismay.”
“She mentioned him to me once.”
“Really? They have a… complicated relationship. They love each other, don’t get me wrong. But her father is a strict, straight-laced man, and Myla is a free spirit through and through. And every bit as stubborn. It's caused many clashes over the years.”
“She said he’d never gotten her to obey. That we could compare notes on all the things that didn’t work on her. I didn’t realize at the time that it was a thing.”
“It is. And I know that you’ve just been trying to protect her, so I’m going to give you some advice. If you’re thinking that one day the Alpha act is suddenly going to work on her? It won’t. She’ll never accept someone forcing their will on her. 
“She’ll tow the line as long as it’s mutually beneficial, and she’ll obey the rules as long as she agrees with them, but she won’t let someone else run her life. She lives on her own terms. The vampires might have roped her into this role, but she’ll never let them change who she is. I just hope what they’re putting her through doesn’t do that on its own. Or get her killed.”
“Maybe we can do more than hope.”
“What do you mean?”
“Orion said the New York coven would be back. That if she didn’t show improvement, her stay of execution could be revoked. We could help her train. Make sure she’s ready.”
“And you know how to sword fight?”
“Wolves don’t sword fight. But I’ve got a pack and the land. And let’s not pretend that you haven’t been doing that play sword stuff your whole life. With the costumes.”
“LARPing. I might know a few things.” 
“Great it’s settled. We’ll start in the morning.”
“No, Stone. You are once again forgetting that she’s not one of your wolves. We can run the idea past her once she wakes, but the decision is hers.”
“Humans,” he grumbled. 
“Weren’t you ever human? Are all weres born weres?”
“Weres can be turned the same as vampires, but unlike vampires, we can be born as well. Well, turned werewolves can’t have pups, but not for the same reasons. Or so it seems, anyway. We can’t exactly have fertility testing done. But to answer your question, I’ve never been human.”
“Vampires can’t have kids?” Wes' voice cracked.
“Technically they’re dead, Wes. She’ll never age, never get sick, never change. Not physically. Her lungs and heart stopped today, for quite a while. And a little blood will revive her because that’s all she needs to survive. Well, that and her head.” 
Wes picked up her hand and her fingers twitched, wishing she could comfort him. He felt all the things she'd lost, but she'd never wanted to pass her health issues on to kids anyway. And the stress on her body would always have been a risk.
Wes placed a hand on her leg. “How much longer?”
“I think she’s starting to come out of it. Should be any time now.”
“Myla, I don’t know if you can hear me, but I want to tell you this before you wake up and freak out. And remember, I’m your best friend. I love you, and you would never shoot the messenger. But those stains are never coming out of your new pants.”   
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Rule #27: Know your limits



Myla wasn’t usually one for self-deprecation, but sometimes, she did really stupid stuff. Why did she let stupid wolves talk her into doing stupid things? ‘The wolves will help you train,’ they said. ‘You’ll be ready in no time.’ 
Right.
Or she’d end up running from a bunch of wolves that wouldn’t mind taking an actual bite out of her, while she felt like an awful person every time she even swatted at them with her cardboard sword. Good plan. Thanks, Stone. 
The snapping of teeth at her back had her swirling around, cardboard and insulation foam sword on the defensive. Not to hit anything of course, just to block any snapping jaws that got too close. Tori and Jonas were both in human form with long staffs that they kept swinging at her while their four wolves tried to get a bite. 
Tori swung her staff and Myla got her sword up in time to block the swing, pivoting catch the next one with her free hand while she moved the sword to block a wolf that had inched its way in. With her fingers still wrapped around Tori’s staff, Myla turned just in time to see Jonas swing. She ducked, but he wasn’t aiming for her head. His staff came down right where her fingers were wrapped around Tori’s staff with a crack. Several cracks, actually, when he broke the bones in her fingers. 
She yelped and yanked her hand back, blocking another wolf one handed.
 “Dammit Jonas! Do you know how training works?”
Stone’s scolding came a moment too late. Jonas had already crouched and swung his staff again, this time it cracked into the backs of her knees with enough force to break more bones. Her legs went out from under her as he followed through with his swing and she landed hard on her back.
The only wolf that hadn’t gotten out of the way quickly enough had gotten smacked in the face by her boot when her legs were swept out from under her. He’d taken offense and got his retribution with a nip that took a chunk out of her pant leg. Though she supposed she should be grateful it was her new pants and not her leg itself.
“Maybe this wasn’t the best idea,” Wes finally piped up. 
“Jonas!” Stone growled. “You just earned yourself another month confined to pack land. Get back to the house. You’re done here.”
Jonas snarled, but he wasn’t looking at Stone when he did. His contempt was for her, and her alone. She returned his glare. She didn’t know what the hell his problem with her was, but the feeling was mutual.
Wes appeared above her and helped her up. She limped over to the porch, holding her broken hand in her lap. Her eyes burned, but she refused to let the wolves see her frustration. So when she spoke, she made damn sure her voice was steady. 
“I’m done. This was a terrible idea. I know you guys are trying to help, but I think I’ve got all the help I can handle right now. You already paid your debt anyway.”
“No. You lied to distract me while you went off to face the vampires. That is not paying a debt. And until it is, consider me your new shadow.” 
A new car pulled up over the gravel drive drawing everyone’s attention away from her. The wolves that had been lingering were already gone by the time the car finally came to a stop. 
Myla raised an eyebrow as Cali got out and made his way closer.
“Cali? What are you doing here?”
His long hair blew in the breeze as he approached the porch, his attention lingered on Wes for a moment before he gave a nod of acknowledgment. 
“I’m looking in on the packs in the area. Standard procedure for hunters to check up and make sure everything is as it should be.”
“Since when?” Stone challenged.
Cali ignored his demand and eyed Myla’s fingers. “You’re going to want to set those before they heal.”
She grimaced and stared down at her hand again, but she couldn’t make herself straighten them. When it became obvious she couldn’t do it on her own, Wes sat beside her, then Cali kneeled in front of them.
“Let me. I can take away some of the pain.”
She hesitantly let him take her hand and squeezed her eyes shut. Warmth wrapped around her fingers, pressure grew as he moved them back into place, the pain was barely there but a gross popping made her cringe. When he released her, she opened her eyes and flexed her fingers. Her perfectly healed fingers. She let out a breath of relief. 
“Thank you.”
Maybe the supernatural world wasn’t all bad.
“That was amazing,” Wes murmured from next to her.
Cali’s bright blue gaze lingered on her bestie for several long moments before he cleared his throat and stood. 
“Well, Stone, why don’t we take a look at your operation here.”
Stone narrowed his eyes at the hunter. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with my date with Wes, would it?” 
A choked gasp pulled Myla’s attention to Tori just long enough to see the woman having a coronary, but everyone else was watching Cali. Especially Wes.
“My job is to make sure all Other are existing within the expectations put in place by the council.”
Stone crossed his arms over his chest. “You know I’m not doing anything illegal here, Cal. I’ve worked with you before.”
“And you know as well as I how quickly things can change.”
Stone raised an eyebrow, but made no further arguments.
“What do you mean you’ve worked with him? You’ve been a hunter?”
He shook his head. “I worked with the council for a short time before I took over this pack.”
“The council? I’m confused.”
“The council is made up of representatives or elders from every species. They enforce rules put in place for all of us to maintain order and keep us from being exposed to the humans. Each species also has representatives that do the leg work for the council. They investigate violations and enforce the orders of the council.”
“Yeah, I got the cliff notes version of that. What does the council have to do with Cali?” 
“Caliel is on the council. One of the elders. And his hunters back up the council investigators with enforcement as needed. But the hunters also work independently under Cal’s direction.” 
“You’re on the council?” 
Cali raised an eyebrow an her incredulous tone. “I am.”
“You wouldn’t happen to be the one that delivered a timely prophecy to one vampire nerd on the day of my execution, would you?”
The hunter hesitated. “I’d gotten word he was looking for old vampire lore. I happened to have an old book lying around.” 
Wes sucked in a breath Myla looked over to see his mooning eyes. Her boy had it bad. 
“Jesus Cali, we were sure the council had some nefarious reason for keeping me alive.”
“Do not underestimate the power of the council, Myla. All collectives have their good and bad. But as of now they know nothing of your existence, aside from me, of course. As long as it doesn’t violate their laws, they tend to let the species police their own. A case like yours wouldn’t register with them unless it threatened exposure or war. Neither of which would end well for anyone. Regardless, when it comes to the council, it is generally best not to earn their attention.”
That warning wasn’t ominous at all.
“Got it. Don’t mess with the council. They’ll never hear a peep from me. Not even a blip on the radar. I’m a master of stealth and subtlety.” 
All three men looked ready to call her out when her phone started going off. She shot off the stair, dragging Wes with her as she limped back toward her car.
“Gotta go! Orion needs me.”
They were back in the car before Wes was able to question her. 
“What does Orion need?”
“No clue. He just said to get my ass to headquarters right now. Sorry for dragging you away from Cali. I don’t trust the wolves and I didn’t want to leave you there.”
“Nothing to be sorry for.”
She side-eyed him. It wasn’t so much a lie, more like Wes trying to convince himself.
“He seems great. But he’s wrapped up in this world and there’s not a lot of up sides to that. A two-star experience at best. So just be careful, okay?”
Wes finally looked her way and shook his head. “I don’t know anything about him. We don’t even know what he is beyond a hunter. It’s not like I’m falling for him or anything. He’s just so hot. And a guy can daydream.” He sent a smile her way to lighten the message.
“Those hunters do have looks on their side. Which is good since not all of them have the best personality to work with. Cali doesn’t have the tattoos, though.”
“That’s your thing, not mine. I happen to think he’s perfect just the way he is.”
“You two will make beautiful babies, that’s for sure.”
He snorted. “Don’t think it works that way, La.”  
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Rule # 28: Every mistake is an opportunity to learn



“You’re here an awful lot lately.”
Myla paused on the sidewalk and looked up to the stars as if they could give her patience after her shitty day. Spoiler alert, they did not. 
“You’re one to talk. You seem to be here more than I am. Considering a career change?”
Xander wrinkled his nose in disgust and Myla refused to be offended.
“It’s my job to make sure coven business isn’t harming humans.”
“Yeah, I’m hearing that a lot today.”
“What’s that mean?”
She shook her head. “Just ran into Cali at the pack land. I’m only here to see Orion. He’s not even part of this coven so there’s no need to follow me in.”
As she expected, the hunter was right on her heels as she slipped through the door. Studiously ignoring his looming presence at her back, she smiled at her favorite receptionist. 
“Hi again, I’m here to see Orion.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
She deserved an award for the amount of will power it took to not roll her eyes. 
“Yes. He asked me to come here.”
“Name?”
Xander snorted behind her.
“Myla,” Orion called from the hall at her left. 
She spun on her heel to join him while the woman glared at her like she could melt her skin off given enough time. Myla may have picked up the pace rounding the corner, just in case. Weirder things had happened. A lot.
Myla dropped into her usual chair and Xander sat next to her while Orion closed the door. A knot formed in her stomach when he took his seat behind the desk. 
“Uh oh. You have extra serious Orion face going on. What happened?”
“Crymsin Coven has set a date for your next assessment.”
“Why do you sound like we’re planning my funeral?” 
“The assessment will take place at the Crymsin Coven arena on their island in New York.”
“They don’t have the hellhound anymore,” Myla informed him.
“They were harboring a hellhound?” Xander growled.
“There’s no hellhound involved this time Myla. The South Manhattan coven issued a challenge and Alastair agreed to allow the death match.”
“Death match? What the hell? I thought they were convinced I should live since I’m the chosen one!”
“Chosen one?” The hunter questioned.
“They’re convinced that if you’re really the chosen one you’ll be able to defeat a vampire from an average coven in a one on one fight. The fight has been set for one month from your original trial.”
“Two weeks? That’s not enough time.”
“I don’t know that the council will interfere again.”
Myla shook her head distractedly. “They didn’t interfere the first time. It was Cali. I think maybe he did it as a favor to Wes.”
“What? Why?” Xander asked.
She arched an eyebrow. “Have you not seen the looks those two give each other?”
Xander shook his head adamantly. “That’s not possible.”
Myla rolled her eyes. “It’s perfectly natural for two people to have feelings for each other. Not everyone is afraid of emotions.” She gave his arm a few patronizing pats and returned her attention to Orion. “What are my odds? Did they say who I’d be fighting?”
“They didn’t specify, but that coven was not happy with you when we left the island. It won’t be easy.”
She winced. “Two of their coven mates ended up puppy treats and they blamed me. Totally not my fault, by the way.”
“Myla, you’re going to have to start feeding properly. And we’re going to have to up your training time. I’m not even sure that will be enough.”
“I’ll take over training.”
Both vampires blinked at the hunter.
“Um. What?”
“I’m getting the impression that whatever you’re doing isn’t working. I have experience fighting vampires.”
“You wanted me dead as much as they do.”
He shrugged. “I also expected you to have killed by now. Call it morbid curiosity. Besides, either way a vampire will still be dead at the end of the match.”
Nice. Myla looked to Orion to see what he thought of the idea.
He shook his head slowly. “It’s up to you Myla. If you think he has your best interests at heart, you’ve got nothing left to lose. Who better to teach you to fight a vampire, than a hunter.”
Her best interests? Not likely. But did she think he was going to kill her during training? Actually, yeah, that was a definite possibility. But at least then the South Manhattan coven wouldn’t get the misplaced revenge they were looking for. Orion was right. She had nothing left to lose. 
“Okay, I’m in for the Buffy treatment. When do we start?”
“Right now.” 
Judging by the smirk on his face, she was going to live at least long enough to regret this. What was she saying about doing stupid stuff? Oh right, that she never learned.
[image: image-placeholder]“First thing's first. Most vampires will have decades more experience than you. They’ll also be stronger, faster, and have a longer reach. You’re not going to out-skill them with a sword.”
“I feel so much better about this already,” she retorted dryly.
 “They’re also overconfident, superior, resistant to change, and incapable of seeing their flaws. That’s your advantage.”
She raised a brow. “Interesting. But whoever I’m fighting will have a sword, so I’m kinda stuck sword fighting.”
Xander nodded. “You have to know how to use that,” he agreed, nodding toward her katana. “But it’s not your only weapon. You need to learn to use your every advantage if you’re going to have any chance at winning.”
He moved in closer, widening his stance. She copied him, ignoring the fact that he was a little too close for a sword fight. She could practically feel the heat coming off of his body. His warm scent of sandalwood and leather was much nicer when it wasn’t tainted by silver. 
His muscles rippled, drawing her attention to his tattoos, because come on, who wouldn’t look? And maybe drool a little. Nope, no drooling! She was there to learn. And focus. On more than his tattoos and rippling arms. Or the way his tight sleeveless shirt showed off his pecs and abs. She barely even noticed those things.  
Because Myla was a master of focus. 
Speaking of focus, Xander was watching with a raised eyebrow, seemingly waiting for her attention. Whoops.
“Okay Mr. Miyagi, show me the ways of the hunter. I am a sponge ready to absorb your wisdom.”
“Mr. Miyagi?”
“Oh lord. If I live through this we need to have a serious movie night. It’s like you skipped right over childhood and went straight to killing vampires.”
Xander tensed and drew his sword without responding, making Myla wonder if she hit a nerve. He didn’t give her time to find out.
“Rule number one, never underestimate your enemy. Never lower your guard. Vampires have no honor. No morals. No remorse. If you think for a moment that your opponent wouldn’t stab you in the back before the fight has even begun, you’ve already lost. I’ve seen them kill children and laugh about it. Feed off of the lives they’ve ruined. Orphan kids right in front of them. Don’t waste your time looking for the good in them. It isn’t there. It’s you or them. Kill or be killed.”
Myla’s throat closed up at his words. “You’ve seen them do all that?” 
“I have.”
Holy crap. No wonder he hated vampires so much. Even after all she’d been through, all she’d seen, it was a slap in the face. An ice-cold bucket of reality dumped over her head. 
Had they been good people before they were turned? Did years of being a vampire turn them into something else? Was she destined to become a monster? She couldn’t even imagine it. But what if it was unavoidable? What if it was another one of those parts of being a vampire that no one told her? 
Orion didn’t seem that evil, but he’d also admitted that he wasn’t that old. The rest of the vampires she’d met hadn’t exactly made her holiday card list. If someone told her they were all killers, she wouldn’t be shocked. What if it was only a matter of time for all of them? What if she was destined to lose her soul? Panic locked her lungs.   
“Xander,” she croaked. “I need you to promise me something.” 
She looked up into the stormy gray eyes watching intently.
“Promise me you’ll stop me if I ever become that evil. That you’ll kill me.” 
Surprise flashed over his expression, but he gave her a solid nod. “You don’t have to worry about that. The moment you become one of the monsters I hunt, I’ll take you down without hesitation.”
It was absolutely ridiculous that Myla felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest at his promise. But no matter how much she just wanted to live, she refused to do it at anyone else’s expense. 
Letting out a sigh of relief, she held her pinky out to him. Xander raised an eyebrow. 
“Seriously?”
Myla rolled her eyes and snatched up his pinky in hers to shake on it. Why did no one understand the unbreakable pact of a pinky promise?
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Rule #29: Always dress for the occasion


“I have something for you before you go.” Wes forced a smile it was clear he wasn’t feeling.
“You got me a present?”
“It’s from me and Caliel, actually.”
Myla’s eyes widened. “You’re dong couples gifts now? Have I spent so much time training that I missed a big life event?”
He rolled his eyes. “It’s not like that. Open it and I’ll explain.”
She took the beautifully wrapped gift and carefully removed the pink ribbon before tearing off the paper. The smell of leather and ozone hit her before she lifted the lid. Nestled inside the brightly colored tissue paper, was a soft black leather outfit.
“I know you were trying to avoid wearing all black, but for now, it’ll hides blood well and we thought it would hold up longer. And while it’s important to make sure you don’t lose yourself in all this, sometimes you gotta shake things up and show them that they underestimated you. Maybe if you go in there looking ready to kick some ass, they’ll start taking you more seriously.”
She ran her fingers over the soft material.
“Wes, this is amazing. Thank you.” 
She threw her arms around him and he squeezed her tight before reluctantly letting her go.
“Go put it on.”
She didn’t need to be told twice. Myla dashed to her bedroom and switched out her clothes. The black leather pants were fitted all the way down and fit her like a glove. The top zipped up the middle and had a high neck line, long sleeves and showed off just a strip of her mid section. She pulled her boots on and checked herself out in the mirror. 
For as much as she’d resisted the black clothes, she did look pretty badass. Her pink hair flowed around her shoulders as she attached her katana to her hip. 
“Looks good,” Wes said from the doorway.
She grinned. “Thanks. Cali helped you pick this out?”
He snorted. “No. I picked it out. Cal had this done to it.” He pulled out his pocket knife and sliced down her arm. 
“Wes!”
She jerked back and examined her arm, looking for the cut in her new shirt, but there wasn’t one. She ran her fingers over the spot, finding nothing. He was smiling when she looked back up at him.
“What the hell?”
“The fabric is protected by magic. It’s resistant to cuts and tears. It’s not indestructible, but it does have an extra layer of protection. Hopefully this one will last you more than one fight.”
Hopefully she would last more than one fight. Of course, she didn’t say that. Especially not to Wes. 
“It’s also charmed for enhanced coordination and agility. So it’ll give you a little bit of an edge there.”
“Thank you.” 
She threw her arms around him again and didn’t complain when he squeezed the life out of her. Not that she had any life left in her. She snorted and Wes shook his head. 
“I don’t even want to know.”
A knock on the door forced them apart and Myla straightened her spine as she answered it. To her surprise, Orion wasn’t alone. 
“Come to offer last minute tips? One more pep-talk? Words of wisdom?”
Xander rolled his eyes. “I got you something,” he grumbled.
Myla’s eyebrows shot up. “You got me something?”
“For your sword,” he corrected.
He held up an oval that looked almost like a cap.
“What is it?” she asked, pulling the sword from her hip and offering it to him.
“It’s a ‘break in case of emergency’ plan.” 
He attached the cap to the end of her sword handle and handed it over. It covered the end of her katana, blending in with the grip, but it was filled with a black liquid.
“What’s it do?”
“A dose of bad luck. If you reach a point where you’re screwed, just get a hit in with the back of the sword to break the vial. Anyone that comes in contact with the potion is in for a rough time. It'll last a few hours. Should be enough for you to win the fight.”
Orion looked worried. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea. What will happen if she gets it on herself?”
“She’ll be screwed. That’s why I said in case of emergency. Only use it if you’re already screwed.”
“Got it. I’m surprised Stone isn’t here trying to sneak into the trunk.”
Wes snorted. “Cal’s keeping him busy.”
“On that note,” Orion interjected. “We should get going.”
The sun hadn’t set, but it was late enough that they could get to the car and stick to the shadows out of the direct sun. Myla had been lucky enough to drive out during a thunderstorm the first time she’d made the trip. By the time she’d cleared the storm it was already dark. This time around they’d be relying on Orion’s protected car windows to keep them from frying. He had a special dark tint on all of the windows including the windshield. It was illegal as hell, but it wasn’t like it obscured their vampire vision. 
She turned to Wes for one more hug. 
“Wish me luck!”
“You’re going to kick ass. Be careful, you better come back to me in one piece.”
“I will. I’ll see you tomorrow.”   
“I’ll have chocolate waiting.”
She reluctantly let go and followed Rion to his car. The moment she was in the passenger seat something landed in her lap. She held up the bottle of blood and side-eyed Orion. 
“Drink up. I have another one for after. You need to be at the top of your game.”
“Where’d you get this?”
“The covens have donors. I didn’t kill anyone if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“It’s not.” It so was. 
“I actually have something else for you. But you have to win first.”
She swallowed a few gulps of the blood. “A bribe?”
“Think of it as a prize.”
“What is it?”
He smiled and it only made her more curious. “You have to win to find out. Think you can do it?”
“I’ve been working my ass off. Xander is a relentless freaking machine. I’ve got a new outfit complete with protected material, and an emergency bad luck potion. Plus, I look totally badass. I’d like my odds better with the hell puppy in the ring, but I’m more prepared than I was two weeks ago. I think I’ve got a shot.”
Some of the tension eased from Orion’s shoulders. “The fight is to the death, is that going to be a problem for you?”
She sank down in the seat. “Are you asking if I’ve ever killed anyone?” 
“Have you?”
“No. I was kind of hoping that instincts would kick in when it was a life-or-death situation.” That hadn’t been the case when it was the hell puppy, but that was also an animal. Not really the same. 
Orion frowned. “If that doesn’t work, you need to cause as much damage as you can. You remember what happened when Selene fought you.”
“Yeah, I died. Again.”
He nodded. “Your body gave out. You can do the same thing to them but since I have no doubt they’ve been feeding, it’ll take a lot more damage. Make them bleed as much as possible. The fight won’t end until you’ve either killed them or left them in a state where they can’t kill you. Anything aside from staking them or removing their head they should heal from. Don’t let misplaced guilt get you killed.”
“You’ve been worried about this,” she observed. 
“It’s been a concern, yes. You never had any intention of becoming a part of this world. Not everyone can handle everything it entails. So if it comes down to it, I just want to make sure you know your options.”
  “Thanks, Orion. For everything you’ve done.”
“I’m not sure how much any of it helped, but you’re welcome.”
[image: image-placeholder]Myla expected being back at the castle to bring back bad memories considering how her last visit had gone. But the grounds were still lovely, almost peaceful, in a dark, dramatic way, and the short walk through the low-lying fog was a welcome distraction from the fight ahead. The scent of jasmine and other floral hints she couldn’t identify floated on the summer breeze as she approached the massive entrance and looming statues. It was a shame that no one could visit just to take in the island’s beauty. 
The same feeling of being watched followed her through the halls, though it didn’t make her feel unwelcome. Which was odd since the vampires had done nothing to conceal their less than warm feelings toward her. 
She followed Rion through the halls to the same cavernous room they’d sentenced her in. Alastair and the rest of the covens were already waiting. 
Remembering Wesley’s words of wisdom, Myla lifted her chin and strolled in with confidence. A few eyebrows raised and she didn’t blame them. Her combat gear was a big difference from the colorful outfit she’d chosen last time. But if she ever wanted to get them off her back, she was going to have to show them she wasn’t the weak little human they saw her as. 
“We’re here to accept the challenge issued by the South Manhattan coven,” Orion announced. 
Alastair gave a slight nod. “Very well. Isabelle, have you selected your champion?”
Unsurprisingly, the same woman that had protested Myla’s release stepped forward. “Thane will represent our coven in this challenge.”
Thane stepped forward, a little less crushed than the last time she saw him. Again, she wasn’t exactly shocked by that bit of news. 
“You will fight in only the gear you have on you. You have the choice of one weapon.”
Thane drew a long two-handed sword that looked like it could decapitate a giant. Myla did her best to cover her nerves and drew her katana. 
Thane smirked, but she remembered Xander’s lessons. She would have maneuverability on him, longer, heavier swords weren’t always better. Of course, having vampire strength negated some of their downfalls, but she would still be faster. Hopefully it would be enough to make a difference.
“Your weapons are chosen. The fight is to remain inside the arena and you can accept no outside help once the fight has begun. Understood?”
“Understood,” Thane agreed.
They all looked to Myla and she nodded. “Yep. Got it.”
Alastair gave a nod and rose to make his way to the arena. Based on how slowly the man moved, she guess they had some time before the actual fight started. 
Rion tried to give her last minutes tips as they made their way down to the lower level, but she was barely listening. The island itself hadn’t brought back bad memories, but the lower level certainly did.  
“You okay?”
Rion’s concern cut through her panic and she faked a smile for his benefit. “Yeah, no sweat.”
“You can do this Myla.” 
She nodded. “Yeah. I got this, no worries. Have my present ready.”
He grinned. “Ready and waiting.” 
They approached the door, which was already open and waiting for her this time. She took a deep breath. 
“Wish me luck.”
“You won’t need it.”




30
Rule # 30: Cheating is bad karma



Myla met her opponent in the center of the dirt arena. She was glad to at least be wearing shoes this time. Thane smirked as she approached. 
“Been waitin’ for this.”
“I bet. Your last attempt to kill me didn’t go as planned for you.” 
He glowered. “There’s no escape for you this time.”
“There is if I win.”
The man huffed a laugh, but didn’t respond as Alastiar made his grand entrance and sat in his throne. The coven leader gave a nod, and she assumed that meant the fight could begin. 
Her assumption was confirmed a split second later when Thane’s giant sword was swinging toward her face. Remembering that his sword would have some force behind it, she braced herself to deflect his swing, though it still knocked her back several steps. 
While he raised his sword again for another swing, she spun inside, drawing her sword across his body and followed through to slip out of reach again. His sword whipped past, inches from her stomach and she slid back into a fighting stance. 
A coppery scent filled the arena. She’d drawn first blood, and Thane was ticked. The rest of his coven wasn’t happy either, if the noise they were making was anything to go by.
On the offensive, Thane rushed forward, bringing his sword down as he came within range. Myla used her sword to deflect the blow away from her body and land a kick to his knee. It would have been much more impressive if she’d gotten out of the way before he retaliated with a punch to the jaw. 
Blood filled her mouth and she gave her jaw an exploratory wiggle. Not broken. It was already healing. Which was a good thing because he was swinging again. 
It was easy enough to see the the move coming. The sword had to have been specially made to fight trolls or giants or something. There was no way a human could fight with that thing. On the other hand, if he landed a hit, she was going to be in trouble. 
She braced one hand on the handle of her katana and one higher up on the blunt side of the blade. Orion had assured her that the blade would hold up to just about anything she could throw at it, and she was taking a risk counting on that fact. 
Thane’s sword hit her’s between her hands with a jarring impact that made her shoulders ache. With his strike deflected, she pivoted inside again, driving her elbow into his face and sliding away again. This time she wasn’t quite fast enough. 
Thane had redirected is sword, bringing it back up while she’d spun. His insanely long reach with with the monster sword meant she couldn’t get far enough away in time to fully avoid the strike. 
The tip of his sword sliced into the strip of exposed flesh at her mid-section like butter before skimming over her top. Blood poured down, soaking the waistband of her new pants. 
“That better not have messed up my new outfit,” she growled.
“You should be less worried about your clothes and more worried about your head.”
He swung again, this time aiming for her neck. Big surprise. Myla ducked his swing. Moving in, she brought her sword up slicing deep into his side. Rather than bring his sword around again, Thane brought his elbow back, driving it into her side with a rib-cracking force. 
Myla stumbled away, struggling to fill her lungs while Thane saw the upper hand and attacked again. Raising her sword sent shooting pain through her side, so instead she dropped, rolling to her back, and driving both boots into his groin as he reached her. 
Thane froze, both hands overhead holding his weapon. The sword dropped and Myla rolled out of the way, wincing in pain as Thane dropped to his knees with his hands on his groin. 
Seizing the opportunity, she snatched up the insanely heavy sword and hefted it into an empty part of the viewing area. This was going to be easier than she thought.  
She turned back to get some gloating in as a red faced Thane got to his feet. “I win,” she announced. 
“I’m still standing,” he growled. 
“You’re weaponless.”
He scoffed. “I don’t need a weapon to fight you.”  
Her rebuttal was cut short when he charged her at full speed. Without the heavy sword weighting him down, he was far faster. So much for easy. 
Myla darted to the side, avoiding the tackle, but his sharp nails raked across her cheek as he passed, coming unnervingly close to her eye. Turning as he passed, she swung, putting some force behind it to pierce his leather pants and drive her sword into his hamstring. 
He dropped to one knee with a growl and she was at his back in an instant, slicing into his neck. Blood poured profusely from the wound as she went deep enough to hit the artery. He would heal from blood loss, and she had no intention of taking his head off. Because that would be incredibly gross. But he didn’t need to know that.
“I win,” she said again. “Say it.”
A new sword landed in front of Thane and he threw his head back in a headbutt that made her eyes water. By the time she caught her balance, he was facing her with a new sword in hand. 
“Oops,” one of Thane’s coven mates remarked with a smirk. 
“What the hell, you said no outside help!” she grunted in Alastair’s general direction while she deflected Thane’s attack.
Alastair waved a dismissive hand. “The rules of a challenge are merely guidelines to make it interesting for the spectators.”
“That’s b—” her words were cut off with another strike. Which was maybe for the best. She didn’t think they would have appreciated her feelings on the matter. 
Thane’s assault showed a skill he hadn’t had with the heavier sword. She would have been better off letting him keep the giant one. It took every ounce of her concentration to keep from getting beheaded once he had a normal weapon. 
The only reason Myla wasn’t covered in blood was because her clothing had protected her from a multitude of hits. They still hurt like hell though and she was surely black and blue over every inch of her body. But at least she wasn’t drained. Not as much as Thane anyway. 
He rushed her, sword raised, and she parried, then closed her arm over the top of the blade, trusting her spelled top to keep her stab-free. Her sword reopened the cut on his neck again, but he caught her wrist before she could pull it back and drive it through his midsection.
They struggled over control of the sword, his strength winning out as he crushed the bones in her wrist. Releasing his sword hand, she grabbed his shirt and dropped back. Her butt hit the dirt and he followed. She planted her boots in his gut and sent him tumbling overhead.
Her wrist was throbbing and she switched the sword to her other hand while it healed. Xander had made her train with her left for exactly this reason, but she was nowhere near as good with it. 
Nerves got the best of her as he stomped forward and she backed away a few more steps. Her retreat put a predatory gleam in his eye, making her want to run even more, but she held her ground. Taking off would only make things worse.  
Ignoring the pain, she put both hands back on her sword and took a position she’d done well with in practice. Xander had been the coach from hell, but his ruthless instruction had no doubt saved her ass. She was going to owe the grumpy hunter big time if she survived the fight.
Thane charged and their swords collided, sending searing pain through her wrist. A whimper escaped through her clenched teeth, as she blocked his next swing. 
Driving his sword into the ground, she stomped one boot down on top of it and drove her sword through his stomach. It sliced clean through, and it took everything in her not to gag. She knew all too well how much that hurt. Thanks, Selene. 
As soon as she slid her blade from his gut, Thane lunged with a pained grunt. Releasing his own sword, he tackled her to the ground, crushing the air from her lungs. She wheezed her complaint as he once again got a grip on her sword hand. They grappled on the ground, trying to gain control while not getting stabbed. 
Lucky for her, the awkward lessons where Xander had pinned her to the ground and taught her how to get out of it were burned in her memory forever. For strictly instructional purposes, of course.  
She thrust her hips up, catching Thane by surprise and knocking him to the side. Rather than following him, she attempted to roll away, but he had other plans. 
Before she could get out of reach, he caught her boot and tugged her back. Rolling to her back, she brought her sword up again, but the crazy vampire jumped on her before she could take her shot. Once again, they fought over possession of the sword.
“Get off! You have your own,” she grunted, trying to shove him off again. But his grip on her weapon kept him right where he was. 
“It’ll be so much sweeter when I kill you with your own weapon.”
Both of her hands were wrapped around the grip, forcing him to grab it awkwardly around the hilt and blade. It was her only advantage until he grabbed the top edge of the grip. 
He gained the upper hand as the blade dug into her body. Thane’s coven yelled to him from their seats, but she couldn’t make out their words with her attention primarily on not dying. The sword started slipping from her fingers and she was sure he was going to behead her right there. 
Until something cracked. 
Orion had sworn that the weapon was specially created for supernatural use, but it didn’t sound like it was going to survive the fight. Still, Myla kept her hold, half expecting the sword to come apart in their hands. 
A drop of liquid hit her face and only then did she remember the cap on the pommel. 
“Shit!” she squealed, shoving Thane off. 
Succeeding this time when instead of tugging, she thrust both hands, still on the sword grip, into his face. The move accidentally poked him in the eye with her knuckle, and it was enough for her to get away. 
Myla brushed the drop of potion off of her cheek with her sleeve. One drop couldn’t be enough to give her bad luck, right? 
One minute she’d been on her feet convincing herself it was fine, the next she was on the ground with a face full of dirt. Somehow she’d managed to trip over Thane’s discarded sword.
She groaned and rolled to her back, half expecting Thane to be standing over her to take the killing blow. The only thing that saved her was that he’d taken the brunt of the potion and when he rubbed the eye she’d poked, he’d gotten the thick black liquid and crushed glass from the container all over his face. Then, in a shocking turn of bad luck, he’d gotten the potion in his eye. 
Maybe he’d take himself out. A girl could hope. 
“What was that?” he growled, still squinting through one red eye.
“Not sure exactly. The swords a loaner.” 
Technically, it wasn’t a lie. She couldn’t begin to guess what was in that crap.
Myla forced herself back to her feet. She felt a tug under her boot and realized Thane was retrieving his sword, which she was standing on. She stepped away just as he tugged harder and the sword swung back at the sudden lack of resistance, smacking him in the face with the pommel. 
Her laughs echoed loudly through the arena. She couldn’t hold them in, even if it didn’t earn her any fans. 
“That was amazing,” she wheezed. 
He’d knocked himself onto his ass, but he took a swing from his seated position. It was clear he’d been aiming for her legs, but somehow he’d lost his grip and the sword dipped, hitting one of the larger rocks littering the ground. The sword bounced back toward him, and he cut up his arm deflecting the blow, but the rock sailed at Myla, cracking her right in the shin. 
“Ow, ow, ow!” She shrieked, wrapping her free hand around her bruised, maybe broken, shin. 
So much for showing these vampires she wasn’t one to mess with — she was forcing tears away over a rock to the shin. There may have been hopping involved.
Thane was back on his feet, though he was looking more pale than usual. Blood dripped from his hand and forearm where he’d caught the sword and he wiped it off on his shirt. A few more hits to the arteries and he would go down just like she had with Selene. She just had to get close enough to do it without disaster striking.       
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Rule # 31: Be the bigger person


“This ends now,” Thane growled.
“Oh darn, and here I thought we were having fun,” she deadpanned. “Come to think of it, you have been going out of your way to see me.”
“What?”
“Well, you did chase me down outside last time. And then when I tried to leave, you kept following me.”
“To kill you,” he gritted out. 
“Sure, sure. And now you called me all the way back here just to see me again.”
“To. Kill. You.”
“Whatever, big guy. It’s okay to admit you missed me.”
Myla’s plan had been to get the man to come to her. They’d both been dosed with bad luck, but he’d gotten it worse and if she made him do all the work, it would give the spell more opportunity to affect him.
She smirked triumphantly when Thane charged, using his vampire speed to get an edge on her. All she'd have to do was wait him out and let the spell work it's magic. 
That theory was quickly proven wrong. When disaster struck, it came for both of them.
Seeming to trip over nothing but air, Thane stumbled forward at high speed. His swing went wild in the fall, hitting her leg with the flat side of the sword rather than the sharp edge, but with a crushing force of a baseball bat. 
Her counter strike swooshed past, missing his sword completely, and instead sliced deep into his neck. Myla’s stomach sank with sharp nausea from both the pain and the front seat ticket to the gore fest. She tried to pull her sword back, but his momentum brought him crashing face first into her chest. The impact trapped her arms between them and forced her sword down at an angle, opening the gaping wound further. 
Stumbling back, she had no choice but to catch herself on the injured leg Thane had bashed with his sword. It buckled under their weight as they crashed to the ground. The bone had likely already been fractured, but when they came down on it, there was an audible snap and bone broke through the skin. 
Her scream echoed in the massive arena but Thane didn't make a sound. Maybe because he'd landed on a nice soft pair of boobs. 
She shoved the vampire off of her. The sword finally fell out of his neck which had been sliced halfway through and she belatedly realized that he couldn’t have made a sound if he’d wanted to. Aside from being drained, his vocal cords had to have been mangled with the rest of his throat. Clenching her back teeth together, she bit back a gag. Her chest was covered in his blood, her leg was bent at an angle no leg should ever be at, and she'd nearly decapitated a man in a stroke of bad luck. 
Keeping her eyes firmly on her lap, she swallowed past the lump in her throat until she was sure there would be no weakness in her voice. 
"This is over. I won." This time she wasn't talking to Thane, but to the entire arena.
"The fight is to the death," Alastair reminded her dispassionately. 
“The rules of the challenge are just guidelines, you said so yourself.” She gave Thane a shove, but his body barely moved. “No response, no heartbeat, no breathing. He can’t wake up and he can’t move. He’s dead.”
The vampires glared, unhappy with the outcome of the fight. There was blood everywhere and it still hadn’t been enough violence for them. 
One of Thanes pack mates dropped into the arena and stalked forward. Myla was still on the ground with a disturbingly broken leg, but she wrapped her fingers around her sword and tensed for an attack. 
“You are weak,” the vampire hissed. 
“And what do you consider strength?” Orion piped up from behind her. She jolted badly, not having heard him drop in next to her, but she was grateful he was there. “Beheading someone that can’t defend themself? In the old days our kind wouldn’t have taken an act like that lightly. At one time, vampires had a code of honor, at least among our own. Your coven has shown how far we’ve strayed from the ways of the old ones.”
Myla didn’t know what the hell he was talking about, but she was pretty sure there was an insult in there somewhere. The sneer on the vampire’s face confirmed her hunch. 
“Take your coven mate and go. This challenge is over, the terms have been met.” 
The new vampire looked to Alastair and after a painfully long pause, the coven leader waved a hand dismissively. The man bared his teeth and shot her another one of those this isn’t over looks his coven was always throwing her way. She rolled her eyes, which was probably the wrong thing to do. Luckily Orion saw the vampire go rigid and stepped closer.
They waited in tense silence as he scooped up Thane and left the arena before Rion finally joined her to look at her leg. He crouched with his back to their audience and didn’t even bother to hide his grimace.
Rather than set it in front of everyone, he scooped her up and carried her through the tunnels and farther into the dungeony area. Finally coming across a table, he set her down and sighed. 
“There’s not going to be a good place to do this.”
“I know,” she grumbled as he went to work untying her boots.
Rion helped her get her pants off, which absolutely sucked, since there was no way to peel off tight leather pants without jostling the broken bones. And when he shoved his watch band between her teeth so he could set her leg, she knew it was only going to get worse. Her screams echoed throughout the entire underground area, and despite the fact that she knew the vampires were loving every moment of it, there was no way in hell she could have held them back. Luckily none of them were there to see the tears spilling down her reddened cheeks. 
Once she could breathe again, Rion propped her up and pushed a bottle of blood into her hand. 
“Drink.”
She gulped down the entire bottle as if there were magic pain killers at the bottom. There weren’t. And it was several more minutes before the agony finally receded. 
Her leg was still a disgusting deep purple, but lingering was a bad idea. Just as they started pulling her pants back on, a snapping sound made them both freeze. Myla, took stock of her body, not coming up with any new injuries, but a quiet ping drew their attention to the table she was sitting on. 
“What was that?”
“I think—” 
Before the words were out of his mouth, the leg of the table snapped, tipping the whole thing forward and dumping her on the ground. The fall jostled her leg and she let out a yelp.
Rion squatted down in front of her, checking over her leg again to make sure she didn’t re-injure it. He pulled her to her feet when he found the bones in their proper places.
“Looks like that bad luck streak isn’t quite over yet. Are you okay to walk?”
Myla was torn between the urge to baby her newly set leg, and the urge to get the hell out of the dungeon. In the end, her need to escape won out. “Hurts like hell, but I think the break is healed. I might be hobbling, but I can walk.”
Rion held out an arm for her to hold on to as she limped along. 
 The stairs were a slow affair. Painfully slow since there were about a million of them. She was considering asking Rion for a piggyback ride by the time they hit the half-way point, but she didn’t want to look weak in front of the vampires. 
Steeling herself for another thousand stairs when all she wanted to do was curl up in her bed, she hobbled up the next step, careful of her bruised leg. Her boot caught a loose edge and slipped, dropping her back down and knocking her off balance. She was seconds from breaking every bone in her body taking a shortcut back to the bottom when Rion caught her arm. She jerked to a stop before she could tumble down a second step. 
“Holy crap, thanks,” she breathed, regaining her footing.
“Maybe, hang on a little better.”
“Right.” 
Screw looking weak, she needed to get out of there alive. She clung to Rion until they were on flat ground again. 
Orion was not exactly a chatty man, but there was a tense silence about him as they made their way out of the castle. They left through the main door this time, stepping out of the long covered entrance, she glanced up at the looming castle and imposing stone guards. The low fog swirled around their ankles as they moved through the perfectly manicured grounds. She sighed wistfully and he raised an eyebrow at her. 
“It almost sounds like you like it here. I’d think you’d be eager to leave.”
“Eager to leave behind the creepy ass arena and the violence, yes. But despite the occupants, this place is almost magical. Don’t you feel it?”
“This place is magical. The grounds and the castle are maintained by magic. Some legends say the island was originally occupied by fae, some say witches. The humans simply claimed it was haunted. 
“When a human bought the island in the late eighteen hundreds, he had no idea it was already occupied. A wealthy European man named Otto von Weton discovered their presence when he arrived and began building his castle. 
"Most humans would have killed them, exposed them, or tried to use them. But the legend says that Otto was a friend to the other. To protect their secret, he hired only a small, trusted crew and left huge open areas and gardens to appease the magical beings that shared the island with him.
"He brought over remnants of an old family castle to rebuild on his island. And he brought in the castles sentinels to watch over those that occupied it.” Orion gestured at the majestic statues guarding the castle. 
“In return the beings that lived on the island protected and maintained the grounds and the castle, as well as von Weton whenever he was on it.”
They had wandered out while Rion talked and lingered on the edge of the dock where the ferry was waiting. Myla’s eyes ran over the castle and the statues, wondering how much of the story was true. And what had happened to the magical beings that once helped to create all this beauty. 
She'd started to ask when a group of vampires appeared in the open entryway of the castle. The leader paused, zeroing in on Myla, causing everyone behind her to stop short. 
“You,” Isabelle growled. 
“Let’s go,” Rion said urgently.
“Yup,” she agreed easily, dashing for the end of the dock. 
In her rush to get on the ferry, she’d forgotten her little luck issue until her boot hit the wet edge of the ramp. Her stomach dropped as her foot went out from under her and she hit the inky water with a splash and a gurgled shriek.
Biting cold enveloped her as she went under and something slimy wrapped touched her hand as she struggled to resurface. Panic mode hit just as a strong hand wrapped around her arm and she was dragged up onto the boat. 
Plopped down into a seat, she stared out through her sopping hair at Orion and the ferry driver.
“Go,” Rion instructed. The man shot one last concerned glance at Myla before obeying the order.
She glanced back at the castle entrance as the boat started moving. The vampires had stopped just outside the entry path where one of the statues stone staff had broken off and landed on Isabelle. 
“I thought you said the castle was magically maintained. That’s the second time I’ve seen it break. Could it be falling apart?”
Orion’s eyes narrowed at the scene. “That’s... odd. Maybe the magic is finally deteriorating after so long with no one to maintain it.”
She nodded, dripping water all over the boat. “That makes sense.”
They watched the island until it disappeared. Considering the nature of her visits, it was strange how much she hated to see it go every time she had to leave.
When it was time to get off the ferry, both Rion and the ferry driver held on to her until she was safely on solid ground. She tossed a slightly embarrassed thanks their way before taking off for the car.
Rion pulled something from the back seat before he climbed in and started the car. When they didn’t move, she looked at him in question and he handed over a small white box.
Her mood lifted. “Is it my present?”
Not waiting for an answer, she lifted the lid and started laughing.
“Do you like it?”
She lifted the rhinestone tiara from the tissue paper. “I love it.”
She tried to put it on, but her wet hair got tangled on one side of it, and with all the natural grace of a chosen one, she stabbed herself in the eye.
“Dammit!” She slapped a hand over her leaking eye. 
Rion let out a choked cough and untangled the tiara before gently placing it on her head.
“There.”
She finally pulled her hand away from her swollen, watering eye and glanced in the visor mirror. It took everything she had to hold back a grimace. Her hair was a soaking rat's nest, one eye was red and puffy and barely open and the other was tinged with exhaustion. At least the lake had washed most of the blood off her face. She turned to Orion.
“How do I look?”
A chuckle escaped before he regained his composure and managed to look completely serious when he gave his answer. 
“Like the chosen one.” 
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Rule # 32: Be brave enough to try



Myla stepped out of the shower and breathed a sigh of relief as she wrapped herself in her fluffiest bath towels. It had taken two shampoos to wash the smell of the lake out of her hair, and her loofah was toast after scrubbing off all the blood that had been trapped against her skin under the leather. But she was finally clean and ready to join a very relieved Wes for a quiet night of celebrating. 
Since there had only been a minor fall in the shower, she assumed her bad luck was starting to run out. But she was still extra careful as she pulled on her fluffiest pajamas and headed for her living room.
“Wes? Who are you-” Her words died off when Wes and Cal took a quick step away from each other. She raised a brow. “Am I interrupting something?”
“No,” Wes squeaked and cleared his throat. “Cal just came by to see how everything turned out.”
They were saved from more teasing when the door opened and Stone walked right in like he owned the place. Cal’s eyes narrowed at the wolf. 
“I see you made it!” Stone slapped a hand on her shoulder as he passed. “I brought beer to celebrate.”
“What?”
Cal headed to the door before the knocking even started. She looked to Wes for answers, but he seemed just as confused as she was. 
Xander waltzed in the moment Cal pulled the door open and she looked around in confusion as a celebration she hadn’t planned took over her apartment. Wes rolled with it and busted out the wine and chocolate pastries he’d bought for their celebration. Dammit. Now she was going to have to share.     
Pushing away the desire to pout over her quickly disappearing pastries, she decided to enjoy the company. Wes handed her a glass of red wine and a chocolate eclair and she joined them at her table, filling them in on the highlights of the nights events. 
In true Myla fashion, she reenacted all of her best moves. Wes grinned as she bragged about just how much ass she kicked. Cali watched Wes, practically glowing every time Wes laughed at her antics, which only made her all the more animated. Stone chimed in, cheering her on as she rehashed the highlights. And Xander was surprisingly quiet, taking it all on with an expression she couldn't quite decipher. His attention was focused on her with the same intensity he always had, but for some reason, it felt different now. 
She finished her story with her unexpected swim, breaking the unnoticed tension between them when everyone laughed. Then she raised her glass. 
“It's over. And I have to thank all of you for your role in helping get me through it.” She met Xander's eye, knowing she owed him most of all. “I couldn't have done it without you.” 
His stormy eyes held hers as he tipped his head in acknowledgement. Chatter started up again around them, but neither looked away. The man was impossible to read, and equally impossible to figure out. One moment he'd wanted her dead, the next he was helping her survive. She was sure he didn't consider her a friend, he wasn't there yet. But maybe one day she'd convince him that she was more than just a vampire. Maybe she'd already started to.
Stone's startling oblivious laughter at something Wes said finally broke the moment and her eyes darted away. An arched eyebrow told her their moment hadn't gone completely unnoticed. Her bestie rarely missed such things, but she brushed it off. She had no answers for that inquisitive look. Instead she poured herself more wine and rejoined the conversation.
The bottles of wine emptied and the pastries disappeared as they spent hours talking and celebrating life. The sun was high in the sky by the time her eyes started growing heavy and the group started cleaning up glasses and plates. 
Wes was already heading for the door with the recycling when a knock surprised them all. Wes paused mid-step and Myla rushed ahead of him to answer. The second the door was open, Orion rushed in. 
“How in the hell did you get here in the middle of the day?” she asked as he pulled off layers of hats and hoodies.
When he finally got down to a normal amount of clothing, she could tell by the look on his face that he had bad news. He handed over another letter and she immediately recognized the paper and wax seal. Her exhausted body suddenly felt a thousand times heavier, and even lifting her hand seemed like too much. When she made no move to take the letter, Xander snatched it up.
“They’ve issued another challenge,” Orion informed her.
Her heart fell. “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours!”
“One week,” Xander growled.
Stone pulled the paper from Xander’s hand and read it over. “This is bullshit! They’re going to keep challenging her until she’d dead!”
“The prophecy must not have been enough to convince them,” Cali murmured.
Rion shook his head. “Alastair clearly doesn’t want her alive, but doesn’t like the optics of being responsible for her death if it turns out she’s the chosen one. Either they don’t truly believe she is, or they think the chosen one should be able to survive anything they throw at her.” 
“They’re testing her,” Cali agreed.
Xander narrowed his eyes at the other hunter, but Cali was moving before he could say anything. 
“I will take care of this,” Cali decided as he moved toward the door. He paused and looked back at Wes, giving him a nod before he disappeared into the hall.
Myla shook her head, a little confused. “Where is he going?” She asked Xander.
“I have no idea.”
“Fantastic.” 
Orion pulled his layers back on. “I’m going to do more research. I wanted to get you that as soon as I received it, but maybe there’s something more in that book.”
Rion left and Myla threw herself onto her couch. She was drowning in a mix of tangled emotions that she was far too tired to unravel, and she needed a minute to wallow. Wes sat next to her and she let her head fall to his shoulder. 
Stone sighed and headed for the door. “I need to check in with my pack, but I’ll be back and we can come up with a plan for handling this.” He pointed a finger at her. “Don’t do anything without me.”
She rolled her eyes but said nothing as he slipped out the door. 
Xander shook his head. “He’s gone full guard dog. You know it’s weird right?”
She waved a hand dismissively. “So I’ve heard, but I don’t know how to make it stop.”
Wes found some old re-runs on TV and she sank deeper into the couch, expecting Xander to make an excuse and leave as well. Instead, he settled in on the other side of her. 
“We can pick up training again tomorrow,” he murmured.
She couldn’t afford to turn down his offer. The things he’d taught her had gotten her off that island alive. 
Myla looked up into his gray eyes and the hatred she’d once seen there had been replaced with determination. Those once rigid ideas he had about her were starting to fall apart, and she had no doubt she’d wear him down. Assuming she lived long enough. One day he might even come to trust her.
“Thank you,” she whispered not wanting to disturb Wes who was already snoring on the other side of her. 
Xander nodded and turned his attention to the TV, pretending to watch a show she was sure he had no interest in. Rather than call him out, she let her eyes drift back to the television, finding comfort in his steady presence. 
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Her head jostled where it had landed on Xander’s chest. Somehow she’d ended up asleep, smooshed between him and Wes. Her hand was pressed against Xander’s t-shirt covered abs and she could only hope there had been minimal groping in her sleep.  
She looked up to find Cali standing over them with Rion next to him. Her nerves came back at the serious faces in front of her. A glance at a groggy Xander next to her, offered little comfort. Then again, his face was always serious.
“What’s going on?”
“Cal may have found a solution for the challenges.”
She sat up straighter, rousing Wes in the process. 
“Really? What is it?”
Cali handed over a large, heavy envelope and Myla pulled open the flap and emptied the contents onto her lap. A cell phone, a heavy wallet, and paperwork spilled out. Her first thought was that Cali had gotten her a new identity. They were going to try to make her run again. 
She hesitantly picked up the wallet and flipped it open. There was an identification card inside with her face on it, but it wasn’t a drivers license and the name on the ID was Myla Shaw. Her fingers ran over the badge on the other side of the wallet. 
“What is this?”
“Congratulations, Myla. You’re the newest agent for the CSA.”
“What?” Wes’ voice was thick with sleep and confused. 
“Will that work?” Xander asked.
“I’ve already met with Crymsin Coven and told them of the council’s interest in Ms. Shaw as their long overdue representative. They were fast to agree, even once I stipulated that any challenge or attack on Myla while an active agent would be considered a strike against the council,” Cali answered.
Wes looked at her with hopeful eyes. “Is it dangerous?”
“You guys did say that I should stay under the radar, remember?” She pointed out.
Rion nodded. “It would have been nice to have that luxury, but at this point, this is the lesser of the two evils. It’s a dangerous job, but it’s not the death sentence the challenges would end up being.”
“You will likely have to deal with some preconceived notions that many of the supernatural communities have about vampires, but I will train you personally. You won’t be on your own until I’m confident you can handle it,” Cali added. “And you would be compensated for your time.”
So basically, no one liked vampires. That wasn’t really a new experience for her. It would be scary going out into the world on her own and dealing with unruly supernaturals. She hadn’t exactly envisioned that kind of future for herself. Not that she’d given the distant future much thought, but leaving her only family and her doctors hadn’t really been on the table for most of her life. 
There was a whole world out there that she knew so little about, and they were asking her to police it. To say that was intimidating was an understatement. Still, it was better than non-stop vampire challenges. And maybe she could do some good with the hand she’d been dealt. 
Nerves and hope tangled in her belly. It was all a huge unknown for her. The council, the supernatural world, all of it. But it was also a chance she refused to turn down out of fear.   
A death sentence, or an opportunity — there was no choice really.
“When do we start?"
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Being raised by monster hunters has its perks.
After seven years with the hunters, they’re finally starting to take Xander seriously and he’s gone from their disobedient teen ward, to the rebellious new recruit. 
Though he’s spent years training to become one of them, it’s no secret that his priority is finding the vampire responsible for his parent’s death. And he’ll do whatever it takes to make it happen - even if it means risking his future with the hunters.
With one last weekend to decide his path, Xander strikes out on his own to cause some trouble, and finds that some answers have a price. The truth he’s been searching for might cost more than he’s willing to lose when he’s forced to watch the past repeat itself with the man that took him in when he lost everything. 
When it all goes to hell, will the hunters still be there to catch him? 

Get a peek inside A Hunter Made below. 






A HUNTER MADE



THINGS HAD TAKEN AN UGLY TURN. Alexander settled his stony glare on his opponents as the tension grew palpable in the silence. Pleading eyes searched his face for mercy, but they would find none. All trust had been lost the moment the stakes were laid out. People he’d once considered allies, stood on the opposite side of a battle line that so often divided friend and family alike. 
“Can’t say I didn’t see this coming. Just didn’t think it would be you.” 
He shifted his weight and turned a small trinket over in his hand. The token a sorry reminder of the naive young man they’d once known. That innocence was long since lost. 
The older man fiddled with his badge, shooting a concerned look to his partner. He’d arrived late for their meeting and was still in uniform, but that did nothing to intimidate Alexander. At one time they’d held the authority, but on this playing field, he was the one in control.
Alexander’s opponent sighed and made a meager offering in an attempt to sate his thirst for power. He scoffed and tossed the metal top hat onto the table before crossing his thin arms over his chest, the gesture made slightly less daunting by his batman pajamas. 
“That’s not going to fly this time old man. There’s a hotel on Park Place now. I’m afraid you owe way more than that.” Alexander leaned in and lowered his voice. “Of course, if you’re in a bind, perhaps we can discuss your assets.”
The old man met his eye, the corner of his lip twitching repeatedly before a chuckle finally escaped him. 
“Okay, okay. You win.”
Alexander jumped up from his seat, arms held high in triumph. “I am the King of game night! Bow down before your king, peasants!”
His mother shook her head as she shuffled cards back into place, but a small smile graced her lips, betraying her show of disapproval at his minor lack of sportsmanship. His father quickly tucked pieces into the box and closed it up, placing it back on the shelf next to the table.
Before Alexander could continue his gloating, strong arms scooped him up, lifting him easily even though he wasn’t a little kid anymore. Almost ten, in fact. Peals of laughter filled the room as his dad spun him through the air and sent him crashing into the couch cushions. 
“You’re going to be a very successful business man one day little guy,” he said, ruffling Alexander’s perpetually messy brown hair.
He shoved his father’s hands away and shook his head. “Nah. I’m going to be a police officer too. I’m gonna save people, just like you.”  
His father’s response was cut off by a pounding at the door. He glanced over his shoulder with a furrowed brow, then went to the closet near the door to retrieve his gun from the top shelf where he’d locked it up when he’d come in. 
Alexander watched with curious eyes as his mother joined him on the couch. His fingers sought out the hem of her sweater, and he traced the familiar pattern as his father pulled the door open a crack. 
Alexander gasped at the scene in the doorway. A rattled man held a bleeding bundle in his arms while a frantic woman huddled next to them. 
“Please! You have to help us! She was attacked!” The man’s voice broke as the woman next to him sobbed. “Please, they’re still out there!”
His father kept the gun at his side and peered past them, then moved the blanket aside on the bleeding child. 
“Come inside. Maggie, call the station.”
His mother's grip tightened around his hand, as if she knew they'd never get the chance to make the call.
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Coming Soon


What’s next for Myla? Book 2 in the Accidentally Eternal series - Moon Rise is coming soon. 
You can find all of my books on Amazon here: www.amazon.com/author/novadrake
Be sure to check out my website: NovaDrake.home.blog 
And sign up for my newsletter for updates on new releases including upcoming books in this series. You can also follow me on Twitter @NovaDrakeWriter and my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/NovaDrakeWriter/
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Werewolves, a vampire, and a necromancer - what could possibly go wrong?
As the newest agent for the CSA, it’s time for Myla to strike out on her own, investigating strange deaths in a city where the residents are more interested in seeing her join the sting of victims, than letting her solve the case. 
Determined to prove herself once and for all, Myla has to find a killer before the neighbors run her out of town. But what looked like an open and shut case is a little more complicated than it seemed and no one’s talking. 
When her temporary partner finally shows up on the scene, Myla gets a fast lesson in just what the supernatural world is capable of. And when another death leaves her desperate for answers, she’s ready to call in an old annoyance to lend a hand. Will it be the breakthrough they need, or did she put one more friend in the path of a Super intent on revenge?
Moon Rise will be released in 2022
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